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THE SKY LADDER

‘HOW MUCH FURTHER CAN WE POSSIBLY go?’ said Max. He looked back at Anna, his eyes wide. ‘This is dangerous, even for us. Can’t we just turn around?’

 Anna gritted her teeth. Slowly, carefully, she took another step up the wooden ladder, gripping tightly to the twisted rung. The ladder shook.

 ‘Don’t wobble it!’ said Max. He scurried up the rest of the way, clambering out onto a tiny ledge. ‘There’s a bit of room up here,’ he called. ‘We can have a break, probably.’ 

 The wind pulled at his tufty hair as he peered over the ledge. Anna saw his face go pale as he looked over her shoulder. She wished she hadn’t noticed. It was smarter not to look: smarter to pretend this was an ordinary climb into a bunk bed, or a treehouse. If she hadn’t seen Max’s face, maybe she could have kept pretending – but now that Max had looked, she knew she would have to look as well.

 With a deep breath, Anna turned around.

 It had been a wet and wintry week in China. Tears stung at Anna’s eyes as a gust of alpine air blew into her face; she quickly blinked them away, shivering as she spotted the rooftops in the valley far below. The houses were so far away now that she might have been looking at dots on a map. It was hard to believe she and Max had been standing in that town just two hours before, their feet planted safely on the ground. She remembered how they had raised their heads in surprise as the Professor pointed up at the sky; remembered the anxious expression on their guide’s face as she explained that they had arrived too late in the day, that it would no longer be possible for her to make the climb with them. She remembered the wild look in the Professor’s eyes. 

 And now, beneath her trembling feet, there was the mountain: a wall of rock so steep, so unforgiving, that no road could ever be carved into its skin. Anna clutched the ladder tighter as she stared down the cliff at the trees struggling to cover the mountain’s stony hide. Each tree trunk was bent like the handle of an umbrella, its roots clutching tight to cracks in the stone. Anna scowled as she turned back around, her breathing heavy. Why would anyone want to live up here?

 But someone did. Someone had built the ladders – a whole chain of them, hanging down the mountainside. Each one had been cobbled together with branches and pieces of rattan, the rungs lashed in place with grasses and vines. Sometimes the ladders were tilted at an angle to carry a person from ledge to ledge; others, like the one Anna was clinging to, hung vertically, tied to the mountain with knots that never looked entirely secure. Anna winced as a strong squall of wind rattled the rungs beneath her feet. With a burst of adrenaline, she dashed up the last few steps, exhaling with relief as she arrived atop the ledge. 

 ‘Nice one,’ said Max. The colour had returned to his face, but he was still holding tightly to the rock. ‘I think we’re having a break. Dad’s trying to find something.’ He grimaced. ‘I hope it’s a parachute.’

 Anna rolled her eyes. The Professor was squatting further along the ledge, rummaging intently through his bag. He wasn’t holding on to anything else. Anna squeezed past Max, grabbing the hem of the Professor’s jumper. Her father could be absentminded at the best of times, but right now would be a particularly bad moment for him to take a step in the wrong direction. 

 The Professor smiled brightly at her as she sat beside him. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Admiring the view?’

 ‘Something like that,’ said Anna. ‘How much longer do you think we’ll be up here?’

 ‘Oh, not too much longer,’ said the Professor. ‘The guide said the climb would only take a couple of hours. Three at the most, I’m sure.’ He gave his bag a shake. ‘But aren’t these ladders wonderful? Sky ladders, the guide called them. I’ve never done a climb quite like this.’

No, thought Anna. Most sane people haven’t. She sighed as she pulled on the Professor’s jumper, guiding him back to safety. Now that he mentioned it, the view from the ledge really was quite splendid. The mountains on the other side of the valley were tall and rugged, their slopes adorned with tatters of forest, their snow-capped peaks reaching high into the clouds. Anna shivered as the wind slunk beneath her collar, wrapping her black scarf closer around her neck. 

 ‘So are we giving up?’ said Max. He inched his way across the ledge. ‘It’s pretty obvious there’s nobody else up here. If we go back now, we can probably reach the ground before dinner time.’ He gave his stomach a mournful rub. ‘I’m famished.’

 ‘Why, of course we’re not giving up!’ said the Professor. ‘The library at the top of this mountain is supposed to contain all the books I need to finish my paper. We can’t turn back now!’

 Anna wrinkled her nose. ‘A library? All the way up here?’

 ‘Yes, yes,’ said the Professor idly. He was rummaging in his bag again. ‘A whole village, in fact. I thought you’d be more excited. It’s been a long time since either of you saw snow.’ 

 ‘No it hasn’t,’ said Max. ‘We saw some in –’

 Anna punched him in the leg. Max’s hand leapt to his mouth.

 ‘What was that?’ said the Professor.

 ‘Nothing,’ said Anna. ‘We’re just mucking around.’

 But it wasn’t nothing. The children shared a meaningful look as the Professor turned away, secrets flickering behind their eyes. With an apologetic nod, Max lowered his hand – a hand with flesh so pale, so decrepit, that it seemed impossible that it was attached to a living human being. Anna grunted her forgiveness as she looked back at the snowy mountaintops, her fingers brushing against the pearly-white knife strapped to her hip. The Professor didn’t know about her knife, or about Max’s hand. He didn’t know about the last time they’d seen snow, either.

 In fact, when it came to his two children, the Professor didn’t know very much at all.

 The secrets had first begun to accumulate on another of the Professor’s work trips, when he had taken the children to the wild forests of Transylvania. During their frightful stay at the Wild Thyme Inn, Max had been kidnapped by a hungry vampire, which had sucked the blood from his hand before Anna and her friend Isabella had been able to rescue him. That was also the night when Anna had found the mysterious white knife hidden below some floorboards – the knife with the impossibly sharp point, with the blade that always seemed to sparkle, even in the deepest darkness. The children had been warned against keeping the knife, but ever since that first adventure the weapon had been an invaluable tool for beating away the denizens of the fairy world. It had helped keep them safe in Iran when an army of genies and a wicked witch had battled all around them, and it had even helped them break an ancient curse in Australia, where a giant spider had hunted them from its underground lair. 

 But it had been on their second terrifying adventure that the children had last seen snow. That had been the adventure in England, where a man with blond-red hair had been trading with a troll, doing dark deals across an old stone bridge. The children had named the man Mr Candle, and they had followed him over the magic bridge to Norway and back, travelling two thousand miles in a single afternoon. Struggling through the icy Norwegian woods, Anna had rescued Max (again), defeated the evil troll, and even banished Mr Candle to boot. She still carried two of the troll’s treasures in her backpack: a coin from its slimy burrow, and the monster’s cold stone heart, which still gave out the faintest of beats. Neither of them had been any use to her, but they seemed too precious to leave behind. 

 ‘Here they are!’ said the Professor loudly. He pulled his hand out of his bag, brandishing a pair of slightly squashed muesli bars. ‘Best to keep our energy up. You can eat them as we climb.’ He passed a bar to each of the children, smiling. ‘They’re chocolate chip,’ he added encouragingly.

 Max tore open his bar with relish. Anna opened hers more carefully, begrudgingly letting go of the Professor’s jumper as he stood up and stretched his legs. The wind was blowing harder now, whistling through the trees and grasses, carrying the chill of the mountain peaks all the way down her spine. The ladder they had climbed up was rattling back and forth, the rungs shaking in their sockets. Anna watched as one of the knotted vines came undone, coiling like a serpent as it sailed away on the breeze.

 ‘Come on, then,’ said the Professor. ‘Time to get moving.’

 He walked boldly along the ledge, seemingly oblivious of the enormous drop beside them. Max followed with a sigh, his dead hand trailing cautiously across the rock.

 Anna bit into her muesli bar, taking one last moment to enjoy the view. There was a loose tooth at the back of her mouth that hurt whenever she chewed with it, so she ate with great care, only crunching down with her left-side teeth. Finally she teetered over to the next ladder, balancing her backpack on her shoulders. The new ladder looked even more rickety than the last.

 ‘Slow down,’ called Anna. ‘You’re leaving me behind.’

 Max glanced back, but he didn’t stop climbing. Anna wrinkled her nose, placing her foot on the first rung. The ladder creaked. With a groan, Anna began to climb as quickly as she could.

 ‘Oh, Anna, the view is even better from here!’ called the Professor from above. ‘It’s marvellous!’ 

 Anna didn’t think anything could be described as marvellous while she was entrusting her life to a tangle of old branches. The wind blew her hair across her face as she bravely looked around, observing the snowy mountains once more. They didn’t seem any different.

 But something had changed. Anna paused, shaking the hair out of her eyes. The wind was loud, but now she could hear something else as well. A new sound was echoing through the valley: a thundering, rumbling sound, punctuated with cracks and pops. What could it be?

 ‘Anna! Max!’ yelled the Professor suddenly. ‘Climb to me, quickly!’ He sounded frightened. ‘It’s an earthquake!’

 Anna’s head shot up. Max was scrambling up the ladder at top speed, his feet slipping off the rungs – but above him, the mountain had disappeared in a cloud of dust. Anna screamed as the rocks around her began to shake, jostling the ladder from side to side, sending loose rungs tumbling down the slope. 

 ‘Hurry, Anna!’ yelled the Professor. ‘You need to get up here, now!’

 Max had reached the next shelf. Anna rushed after him, desperately trying to keep her balance as the ladder shuddered under her hands. She gasped as a boulder crashed past her on the left, smashing through the trees in its path; her foot snapped through a rung as she doubled her pace, frantically scrabbling for the next handhold. She was three-quarters of the way up the ladder now; could see Max staring down at her, his face scrunched up in concern.

 ‘Come on, Anna!’ yelled Max. ‘You can do it –’

 His words were cut short as the mountain crackled beneath them. Anna shrieked as a great crevice opened in the rock beside her, billowing out dust and dirt, snapping the ladders like toothpicks – and then the ladder was falling through the air, and Anna was falling with it, clutching on to the spindly rungs as she tumbled to her doom. 
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The mountain crackled.
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A LONG DROP

ANNA BRACED HER BODY AS THE LADDER toppled into open space. She was falling backwards, staring up in terror at the wide, grey sky; but then the end of the ladder struck the side of the mountain, and the ladder began to flip, cartwheeling down the cliffside at terrifying speed. Anna choked as her back hit hard against the mountain, knocking the air from her lungs; a tree branch ripped through her pant leg, leaving a deep cut in her shin. Then the ladder bounced free of the mountain and she was falling again, plummeting towards the rooftops so very far below. 

 And then there was a jolt, and a snap, and Anna’s arms were nearly wrenched from their sockets as the far end of the ladder crashed into something else. Anna shrieked as the ladder arced through the air – but to her shock, she was no longer falling. She trembled as the ladder swung like a pendulum, its end caught on the trunk of an umbrella tree: the very last tree before the final, fatal drop.

 Anna felt too dizzy to move. She closed her eyes, trying to fight through the pain of being winded, trying to savour the feeling of being alive.

 The ladder quivered. Anna opened her eyes.

 ‘Oh, no,’ she said.

 The end of the ladder had indeed caught on a tree – but the collision had snapped the trunk in two. Now the tree was hanging at a horrible angle, the two halves of the trunk held together with a mess of splintered wood. Anna froze, her heart beating very fast. She needed to climb to the top, very, very fast – yet each movement she made shook the ladder even more. Every step she took would be a gamble with death. 

 She was thinking about her impending demise when a pebble bounced off her shoulder. Anna looked up in alarm, afraid the tree had already torn itself loose – and what she saw made her cry out in surprise. A terrible face was staring at her from beside the broken tree: a face covered in thick brown fur, with great red circles around its eyes. As Anna gawped, a second face appeared beside the first, jutting its hairy chin over the cliffside to look at her. And yet, for all their strange features, the faces were not entirely unfamiliar. Anna opened her mouth in recognition, feeling a rush of hope.

 ‘You’re monkeys!’ she said. ‘Please, do something! I need help!’

 The monkeys stared at her. Anna yelped as the tree made a horrible snapping noise – but the new burst of fear sharpened her brain. With trembling fingers, Anna let go with one hand, swiftly unsheathing her magic white knife.

 It was always a wondrous thing to see the blade of the white knife sparkle. On that day, as Anna hung from the mountainside, the knife seemed to catch all other lights on its razor-sharp edge: the distant glow of the sun, the frigid reflections of the icecaps, even the cold terror shining from Anna’s own eyes. Normally, touching the white knife filled Anna with courage, but at that moment her hand was shaking so much she could barely feel the magic working its way down her arm. It didn’t matter. It was the knife’s other power Anna needed: the power that had helped her defeat a bear, befriend a goat, and even ride through the desert on a chariot made of scorpions. Since Anna’s fingers had first touched the leather-bound hilt, she had gained the power to command animals. Now she needed that power more than ever. 

 ‘You two!’ yelled Anna. She pointed the tip of the knife at the red-eyed monkeys. ‘Grab onto that tree, and stop it from falling!’

 The monkeys blinked. They looked at each other, then at the tree, and then back at Anna. They seemed confused.

 ‘The tree!’ screamed Anna. ‘That one! Stop it from snapping!’

 The tree trunk was hanging on by the smallest of splinters. Anna pointed the knife at the largest of the monkeys, her forehead wrinkled in concentration. The spell had never taken this long before. She could feel the command shooting out of the knife; could sense the energy radiating upward, like a blast of hot air. But the monkeys didn’t respond. The largest one scratched its chin as it looked down at her, its head tilted curiously to the side. 

 ‘Right,’ said Anna, her voice quaking. ‘This is it. You need to help me right now, or else –’

 The tree snapped. The monkeys scampered away in fright as the trunk cleaved in two, sending the ladder flying into open space. Anna finally let go of the rung as she fell through the air, spinning and screaming and slashing with the knife, dropping towards the ground like a stone …

WHOOSH.

 Anna gasped as she collided with something soft – and then she was falling upward, soaring around the side of the mountain as someone grabbed her collar and held her tight. Max grinned down at Anna as she rolled onto her back, hardly able to believe she’d been saved.

 Because the white knife wasn’t the only magic treasure the children had found on their adventures. During their adventure in Iran, Max had wished for a treasure all of his own: the cloak of an ifrit, noblest of all the genies. But for Max, the artefact wasn’t a cloak. 

 It was his very own magic carpet.

 ‘Sorry that took so long,’ said Max. ‘The carpet was right at the bottom of my bag. I spilled a bunch of my lollies pulling it out so fast.’

 He gave a little sniff, thumbing through his English-Persian dictionary. Max had replaced the book after their adventure in Australia, during which many of the pages had been ripped out. The new dictionary was still in one piece, but was already heavily annotated, with many highlighted words and page markers decorating it throughout. He leant down and whispered some Persian words to the carpet as they arced around the cliff, directing them closer to the mountain; the carpet twitched beneath them, sailing happily on its new course. 

 Anna rolled over again, burying her face in the silvery blue fabric. She felt sick.

 ‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ she muttered. ‘You know we can’t tell anyone about the fairies. Monsters might come for the Professor now. You’ve put his life in danger.’

 Max rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t I even get a thank you?’ He whispered another instruction to the carpet, slowing them down as they reached a shelf of rock. ‘For your information, Dad is already risking his life climbing down the mountain to try to rescue you, and he’s using some of those raggedy vines as rope. So you’d better call him back here, or else I’ll have to go and scoop him up as well – and if he lands on this thing, I think our secrets will be thoroughly spilled.’

 He jumped off the carpet and onto a rocky shelf. A long piece of vine was hanging from a nearby tree. Anna looked down, trying to spot the Professor, but the umbrella tree foliage was blocking her view. She flinched as the coil of vine went taut, as if suddenly under a great strain. 

 ‘Professor!’ she yelled. ‘It’s okay! I made it back up!’

 She heard a cry of surprise from somewhere down the mountain. Max quickly stowed away the carpet in his bag as the vine went slack, zipping up his pack just as the leaves beneath them began to rustle. Anna smiled with relief as the Professor’s face popped up, his cheeks flushed with exertion.

 ‘Oh my,’ he said, staring at Anna. ‘Thank goodness. I thought you might have – well, I was worried that – I feared, that maybe …’

 There were tears in his eyes. Anna reached down and helped pull him onto the shelf, feeling a rush of affection for her father. Standing there with his face red, a rope of old vines tied around his waist, the Professor looked like someone who could have been joining in on their adventures all along. Anna gave him as big a hug as she could manage, kissing him on the chin. The Professor hugged her back. 

 ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t expect such an awful thing to happen. We’ll have to turn back now after all.’

 But there was one glaring problem with the Professor’s plan. The ladder they had climbed up was now at the bottom of the valley. There was still a ladder leading up – but there wasn’t any way down.

 Anna was just about to say so when she heard the sound of voices.

‘Kuài! Wŏmen bìxū xúnzhăo xìngcún zhĕ!’

‘Méiyŏu rén zài shānshàng. Búyào zhāojí.’

‘Wŏ tīng dàole shēngyīn! Kuài!’

 It sounded like two men, speaking somewhere above them. The Professor was right – someone did live at the top of the mountain! Anna leant back as far as she dared, trying to spot who it might be. The Professor was staring up as well, looking rather astonished. 

 ‘I say,’ he said. ‘I think there’s someone up there!’ He cleared his throat. ‘Nĭ hăo!’ he called. ‘Qĭng guòlái bāngzhù wŏmen!’

 There was a loud exclamation from the rocks above. Anna shielded her eyes as a hail of small rocks bounced down the mountainside – and then two men were climbing down towards them. They were dressed in colourful robes and shirts, with furry brown hats on their heads. Their outfits didn’t look anything like the clothes Anna had seen people wearing in the rest of China. She tried not to look too startled as the first man reached the bottom of the ladder and turned around, his eyes wide with concern.

‘Nĭ hăo,’ he said. ‘Nĭ shòushāngle ma?’

 ‘No,’ said the Professor quickly. ‘Zhĭshì hàipà. But we’re hoping to get off this mountain as soon as possible.’

 The second man arrived on the shelf. He flinched as he noticed the broken ladder.

‘Lóng bĕn kĕyĭ shāle tāmen!’ he exclaimed.

‘Ānjìng!’ said the first man hurriedly. ‘Nàgè rén shuōde shì zhōngwén.’

 Anna’s heart skipped a beat. She didn’t speak Mandarin, but the Professor had taught her a couple of words on the plane trip: the usual mixture of greetings and goodbyes, thank yous and apologies. But the Professor didn’t know that Anna had been learning some special words of her own. Ever since she’d heard about their trip to China, Anna had been scouring her books of fairy tales for mentions of Chinese monsters, eager to get a head start on any new beasts that might be waiting for them. She and Max had already encountered fairies in Romania, England, Iran and Australia. Didn’t it seem likely that they would meet a monster in China, too? 

Lóng. Anna stared at the second man as he chatted to the Professor, her brow furrowed. Had he really said the word she thought he had, or had he slipped into English for a moment? The ladders here were long. Her drop down the mountain had been long as well.

 But in Mandarin, lóng meant something very, very different.

 ‘Oh, that’s a relief,’ said the Professor loudly. He turned towards the children. ‘Apparently the village is just up ahead – only a couple of minutes away. Anna, do you think you can climb that far?’

 He still looked a bit teary. Anna smiled as she nodded, doing her best to reassure him. Her fall had been terrifying, but with thoughts of a new magical beast romping through her mind, the tumble already felt like yesterday’s news. At the Professor’s insistence, she stood between the two Chinese men, who the Professor explained would help her climb the next ladder if she needed it. Anna wished she were next to Max. She needed to tell him what she’d heard; needed to hear his thoughts and opinions as soon as possible. 

 ‘Are we all ready?’ said the Professor. ‘Then let’s go!’

 Anna shook her head, clearing her thoughts as the man in front of her began to climb. As she took hold of the first rung, she found herself staring at the back of the man’s long red robe, which was embroidered with a swirling, golden pattern. Anna blinked. She tilted her head, trying to make sense of the design – and then, with a terrible jolt of recognition, her worst suspicion was confirmed.

 On the back of the man’s robe was a picture of a dragon.
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THE MULBERRY LODGE

IT WAS A LONG TIME BEFORE ANNA COULD SHARE her discovery with Max. Their climb up the final ladders was uneventful, but the Professor and the two other men were always nearby, checking on Anna to make sure she was well enough to continue. By the time they arrived at the mountaintop village, Anna was feeling thoroughly coddled.

‘Wow,’ said Max.

 The village was much larger than the children had expected. There were at least twenty wooden houses gathered on the shoulder of the mountain, their walls and windowsills painted bright shades of yellow, red and blue; but as their guides led them to the outskirts of town, it was clear that the village was in a state of chaos. Rocks littered the streets, shaken down the slope by the earthquake; a front wall had caved in where a boulder had struck it, smashing the door into a thousand pieces. Branches had fallen from the tall fruit trees that grew around each house, showering the rooftops with peaches and mulberries. On the far side of the village, the fence around an animal pen had partly collapsed, leaving the pigs and goats to roam freely through the streets.

 Behind the village rose the icy peak of the mountain – or rather, the peaks. Three separate spires of stone and ice had grown into the sky, prickling the clouds like the tines of a fork. A distant waterfall crashed down from the central peak, forming a river that flowed all the way to the town. Anna had never seen anything quite like it. 

 ‘The mountain is named Shān,’ said the Professor helpfully. ‘But locally, its nickname is “the crown”. I’m sure you can see why.’

 He stopped to admire the mountain, his hands on his hips. Anna thought she might be able to use the distraction to drop back and talk to Max, but just at that moment two new villagers came rushing towards them: a man and a woman, both dressed in blue robes. The man was wearing a fur hat that was even taller than those of the two mountain guides, and his kind face was twisted in concern. In contrast, the woman looked rather severe. Her jet black hair was tied up beneath a headdress of turquoise beads, the beads twinkling gently in the afternoon sun. She did not smile.

 ‘Jian Wei!’ cried the man. ‘Jian Lei! Nĭ hái hăo ma?’

 The two men who had guided Anna up the ladder – Jian Wei and Jian Lei – nodded their heads. They gestured urgently at the Professor and the children, their faces stricken as they recounted what had happened on the mountain. The man in the tall fur hat blanched.

 ‘Our guests, caught in the earthquake!’ he said in English. ‘You are fortunate to have survived. I am sorry to be welcoming you to our village on such a frightening day.’ He wiped his forehead, still looking quite stressed. ‘Our mountain is not known for earthquakes, but for many months now the stone has been rumbling beneath us. Many of our buildings have been ruined by the tremors.’ He shook his head, forcing a smile as he stared down at the children. ‘Please, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Kai, and this is my wife, Madame Fang. We are the keepers of the village library, modest as it is. We will be your hosts during your stay.’ 

 He bowed again. The woman in the turquoise headdress bowed too, although she didn’t incline her head quite as far. The Professor bowed back, introducing himself in an excited garble. From what Anna could understand, it seemed the Professor had been exchanging letters with the two librarians for quite some time. Did the postal workers in China really have to carry letters up entire mountains? Anna hoped the Professor had used a lot of stamps.

 ‘You must come home with us now,’ said Kai firmly, cutting the Professor off mid-question. ‘The climb up the sky ladders is enough to make anyone weary. We have cooked you a fine meal to restore your strength.’ He smiled. ‘And then tomorrow, we will show you the library!’
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 The librarians’ house was on the south side of the village, built beside another house that was its twin in every way. Both houses were two storeys tall, their eaves and window frames bright with colour. Fortunately, neither house seemed to have been damaged by the earthquake. A wizened old mulberry tree grew between the two homes, its twisting branches stretching from wall to wall.

 Beside the librarians’ door was a wooden plaque marked with four characters:

[image: Image]

 ‘The Mulberry Lodge,’ said Kai proudly, leading them inside.

 The home was neat and vibrant, with more stripes of colour painted around the walls. A delicious smell was wafting out from the kitchen: a rich scent of meat and potatoes, all stewed up together in a pot. Max licked his lips.

 The two guest bedrooms were located upstairs. Madame Fang waited in the hall while the children and the Professor stowed their bags. Anna wondered what it would be like to grow up with a name like Fang. She was sure it meant something very pretty in Mandarin, but for now it seemed like the perfect name for the woman who was sucking away her chance to speak to Max alone. As a compromise, she quickly stuck her hand into her backpack as she left the room, pulling out the battered red book she had packed on top. FAIRY TALES FOR DARING CHILDREN was the oldest book she owned: a collection of folktales that had taught her many of the secrets of the fairy world. Anna stashed the book under her jumper as she walked down the stairs. If she couldn’t talk to Max, then at least she might be able to do some valuable reading. 

 But dinner turned out to be a lively affair. The Professor became quite taken with all the stews and stir-fries laid out on the table, and insisted that Kai name all the ingredients. He marvelled at the enormous peaches that had been set aside for dessert, frowning as he squeezed the fuzzy pink flesh. 

 ‘But it doesn’t make any sense,’ he kept saying. ‘To have so many ingredients growing here, in such a cold climate – it’s simply mind-boggling.’

 Madame Fang gave her husband a sharp look, but Kai only grinned. He picked up three of the peaches and began to juggle them, making everyone laugh.

 ‘The waters here are very healthy,’ he said. ‘Our orchards blossom throughout the year, no matter the season. That is why we choose to live here, even though it is so far away from the big cities. We receive many pilgrims who travel all the way to our mountain just to drink from our streams.’ He winked. ‘Some people even say our water is magic.’

 Madame Fang coughed very loudly, but neither the Professor nor Kai seemed to notice. They continued talking about the incredible vegetables growing atop the mountain, while Madame Fang chewed her meal in disapproving silence. With all the adults distracted, Anna finally tapped Max on the knee, whispering to him through a mouthful of stew. 

 ‘That word I heard,’ she said. ‘Lóng. In Mandarin, it means “dragon”. I think that’s what the villagers on the mountain were talking about. One of them even had a dragon on his robe.’

 She stared at Max intently. To her disappointment, he didn’t look concerned.

 ‘It’s probably just a coincidence,’ he said. ‘We’ve seen pictures of dragons everywhere in China. I bet Chinese people talk about dragons all the time.’

 ‘But not like this,’ said Anna urgently. ‘Wei and Lei were worried – really worried.’ She chewed thoughtfully on a piece of meat, careful to avoid her sore tooth. ‘What if there’s a dragon in the mountain, and it’s started causing the earthquakes? That’s the sort of problem only we could solve.’ 

 Max shrugged noncommittally. Anna glared at him. She slipped the book of fairy tales out of her jumper, balancing it on her lap. Were dragons known for causing earthquakes? Anna flipped furtively through the pages, determined to prove her point.

 ‘And that’s not all,’ she said. ‘Something else happened, when I was falling down the mountain. There were two monkeys watching, and I tried to get them to save me. I pulled out the knife and pointed it at them, but they –’

 ‘What are you whispering about?’ said Madame Fang suddenly. ‘Do not be rude at my table.’

 Anna jumped. The book of fairy tales slipped off her lap, falling to the floor with a thump. Anna’s cheeks turned red. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘We didn’t mean it.’

 Madame Fang nodded curtly. For the rest of the meal, Anna had no choice but to listen to the Professor and Kai talk about vegetables, while Max devoured bowl after bowl of stew. However, her mood did improve when they reached dessert. The fuzzy peaches were served raw, cut neatly into four slices on a plate, their insides gleaming white. Anna’s eyes bulged as she bit into her first slice, unable to believe the sweetness of the fruit. She gobbled the rest of the peach down quickly, trying in vain to savour the juices. She looked at Madame Fang eagerly as she finished, hoping that she might be offered a second helping, but the woman’s face was as stern as ever.

 ‘It is time for bed,’ she said. ‘You must rest after your climb, or else you will be lazy tomorrow. We will find you something constructive to do in the morning.’

 Anna scowled to herself as the woman marched them to the bathroom, where a basin of warm water had been prepared. They washed their faces and cleaned their teeth, and then they climbed the stairs to their room. Madame Fang lit the wick of an old oil lamp as the children slumped onto their beds, her beaded headdress glittering as she swept out the door. 

 The Professor, for once, seemed tired as well. It was normal for him to spend the first night of a work trip reading until the early hours of the morning, but on this evening he yawned widely as he hugged the children goodnight, stretching his arms as he retired to his room. A few minutes later, the low sound of snoring could be heard through the wall.

 ‘I don’t know if we should stay the night here,’ said Max, shutting the door. ‘Not if there could be another earthquake. You already nearly died when that ladder collapsed. What if the whole village gets knocked away?’ He looked at Anna, his face scrunched up. ‘What were you going to tell me at dinner? When did you see a monkey?’ 

The monkeys. Anna remembered their funny red eyes staring at her from beside the broken tree. But then she remembered something else. The dessert peach had left her in such a stupor that she’d forgotten to pick up her book. She jumped from her bed, wincing as she stretched the bruises on her back.

 ‘I’ll tell you in a minute,’ she said. ‘I left my book downstairs.’

 The bedroom door creaked as she opened it. Anna stole down the stairs, tiptoeing into the kitchen. The oil lamps on the lower floor were still burning, but their hosts were nowhere to be seen. The book of fairy tales was right where she had left it. Anna tucked the book under her arm and walked up the stairs as quickly as she could.

 But the landing was no longer deserted. Madame Fang was standing in the corridor, her body half-hidden by shadows. Anna raised her hand to wave hello, hoping to earn some good grace with the woman who controlled the peaches – but as she watched, something about the woman’s body language made her draw back instead. Madame Fang was standing completely still outside the Professor’s bedroom, her head tilted towards the door. Anna felt her pulse quicken. Why was the woman listening to the Professor snoring? 

 And then Madame Fang sprang into action. She nodded quietly to herself, quickly withdrawing a key from her long blue sleeve and sliding it into the keyhole. The sound of a clicking lock echoed down the hall.

 Anna felt a jolt of fear. Why was their hostess locking the Professor in his room? Something was wrong – very wrong. Anna took a quiet step back down the stairs, trying to think through what she’d seen. She was just about to turn around when Kai’s voice called up from the lower floor, shattering the silence. 

‘Fang!’ he said. ‘Wŏmen kuài chídào le!’

 Madame Fang’s head whipped around, her eyes widening as she saw Anna trying to slink down the stairwell. Anna froze, caught in the fury of the woman’s stare.

 ‘I’m sorry,’ she spluttered. ‘I just went down to grab my book. That’s all I was doing, honest.’

 Madame Fang pursed her lips. She pointed at the door to Anna’s bedroom, her face pale.

 ‘You must sleep,’ she said firmly. ‘Go inside, now.’

 Anna wilted. She dragged her feet up the stairs, shuffling along the hallway and into the bedroom. She had just caught the woman doing something wicked, she was sure of it – but where else could she go? She shrank away as she ducked under the woman’s outstretched arm, unable to meet her gaze. 

 Max looked up curiously as Anna re-entered the bedroom. He opened his mouth to say something, but Anna quickly pressed a finger to her lips, standing very still as the door swung shut behind her. She knew Madame Fang was still there. She knew the woman had unfinished business in the corridor; knew exactly what would happen next. But she had to make sure. She had to hear it for herself.

 The lock rattled. Anna felt a rush of despair as the key slid in from the other side, the tumblers clicking smoothly into place. Then the key was withdrawn, and the floorboards outside the door were creaking, and Madame Fang was gone.





4

THE GIRL AT THE WINDOW

‘WHAT WAS THAT?’ SAID MAX. ‘WHAT’S GOING ON?’

Anna grabbed the doorknob. She twisted it hard, begging the handle to move. It didn’t budge. Anna slumped against the wall, looking at Max in despair.

 ‘We’re locked in,’ she said. ‘And so is the Professor. I saw Madame Fang do it. She’s trapped us up here, and now she’s …’

 Anna paused, trying to think of something else to say. What, exactly, was Madame Fang’s plan?

 Max climbed out of bed and walked over to the door, trying to turn the handle. He dropped to his knees and pressed one eye against the keyhole, screwing up his face as he peered out into the hallway. ‘Did you hear that?’ he said.

 A door had slammed shut on the lower floor. Anna spun around, trying to remember the layout of the house. The sound had come from the front door – which either meant someone had just arrived at the house, or had just left it. Was this why they were locked in? Had the librarians invited a monster to their home so that it could gnaw on the children for supper? Anna dug her fingernails into her palms, trying to think of a more plausible explanation.

 ‘I can hear voices,’ said Max nervously. He pointed at the bedroom window. ‘There’s someone outside.’

 Anna gasped. Suddenly it all made sense.

 ‘The librarians are going somewhere,’ she said. ‘And they don’t want to be followed. Turn that lamp off, quick!’ 

 She crept to the window, kneeling beneath the pane. Max stumbled over to the old oil lamp, quickly winding the wick down into the burner. In an instant, the room was plunged into darkness.

 A gust of wind blew against the side of the house. It rattled through the wizened mulberry tree, sending old, gnarled branches scratching at the bedroom window. Anna shivered as she raised her head, peeping over the window frame and into the village beyond.

 ‘It’s them,’ said Max. ‘Look.’

 Kai and Madame Fang were walking swiftly along the path that led to the centre of the village – but the librarians weren’t the only people outside. The night was inky and the clouds were thick, but as Anna’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could see men and women leaving from every house, their flowing robes floating along like ghosts. By day, seeing the townsfolk go about their business would have been perfectly normal. By night, with the door locked behind them, the sight made Anna’s insides go cold. 

 ‘Get down!’ said Max.

 Anna yelped as a light flashed through the darkness. A lamp had been turned on in the house next door, illuminating a room on the second storey. Anna and Max watched through the branches of the mulberry tree as two new figures stormed into view: a man with a beard, and a girl of about Anna’s age with straight black hair that only just touched her shoulders. The girl was wearing a short red robe, with a pair of loose black trousers beneath. She was glaring up at the man, her face burning pink.

‘Wŏ yĭjīng zhăngdà le!’ she yelled, so loudly that Anna and Max could hear it. ‘Wŏ yŏu quánlì cānjiā!’

‘Nĭ zhào wŏ shūode zuò,’ said the man. He looked furious. ‘Xiànzài shàngchuáng shuìjiào!’

 The girl grimaced, crossing her arms. The man glowered at her, his face stern. Anna didn’t have to be able to speak Mandarin to understand what was happening. She had carried out this same conversation with the Professor dozens of times: argued with him over late-night movies, over fireworks displays, over play dates at her friends’ houses. There was no mistaking the body language. The girl in the red robe wanted to stay up past her bedtime. Her father was saying no.

 But the argument was a distraction. Anna peered back at the moonlit path, hoping to catch another glimpse of Madame Fang’s headdress, but the librarians had disappeared. Now the village was still, silent but for the swaying branches and the whistling of the mountain wind. The villagers had gone.

 ‘This is weird,’ muttered Max. He glanced at Anna’s side. ‘Do you think you could use the knife to pick the lock? At least then we could leave if anything dangerous happens.’ 

 ‘Maybe,’ said Anna. ‘But that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Something’s wrong with the knife. It’s not as powerful as it was before.’

 Max’s eyes widened. With a sigh, Anna unsheathed the white knife, looking down in concern at the pearly blade. In the past, the edge of the knife had been so fine that its point had been practically invisible. Had the blade gone dull? Was that why her command had failed? Anna bit her cheek, trying to work it out.

 ‘I tried to use it on some monkeys,’ she said. ‘Back when I was falling. I pointed it right at them, but they ignored me. That’s never happened before.’

 Max looked up, stunned. ‘Do you think it’s run out of magic?’

 Anna didn’t know. She turned the knife over in her hands, staring closely at the weird, wonderful weapon. It didn’t look any different from usual. The blade was still about as long as her forearm, and the hilt was still wrapped in the same old, brown leather. But if the magic was broken, how could she possibly fix it? As far as she knew, the knife hadn’t come with an instruction manual. She’d even spoken to the knife’s previous owner – a fairy-man who’d been imprisoned by the vampire in Transylvania – but all he’d told her was that the knife had been stolen. Just as it was stolen from its first master, so too may it be stolen again – that’s what the fairy-man had said. Had someone finally managed to steal the knife’s power?

 ‘Careful,’ said Max. ‘There’s that man again.’

 The front door of the other house had opened wide. Anna and Max ducked down as the man with the beard appeared on the path below, casting a stern glance up at the windows beside the mulberry tree. The girl in the other window was glaring back at him. She wrinkled her nose as he locked the front door, and then he was hurrying away as well, disappearing into the village. The girl in the window watched him go, scowling. 

 ‘Well, at least we’re not the only ones who’re locked in,’ said Max, sounding pleased. ‘Whatever’s going on, it can’t be very dangerous if he’s leaving his daughter behind.’

 Anna nodded, still thinking about the knife. She didn’t know what had happened to it, but she could tell from the tingling in her fingers that not all of its magic was gone. She smiled as the familiar surge of energy rushed up her arm, calming her anxieties, mixing up her definitions of dangerous and fun. Wasn’t it exciting to have a new mystery to unpick? Wasn’t she glad Madame Fang had turned out to be a villain after all?

 There was a creak outside. Max ducked down again, pulling Anna back so that only the tips of their heads were peeking out above the frame. The girl in the other house was struggling with her window, lifting it up until the wind rushed into her room. As the children watched, the girl picked up something from her dressing table and tucked it into her pocket – and then, without any warning, she jumped out the open window. Max gasped in shock as the girl fell out into the night; but her hands caught hold of a mulberry branch, and then the girl was swinging through the air, landing deftly in the fork between two branches. Anna nodded in admiration as the girl ran lightly down a sloping branch, leaping off the end and tumbling onto the grass below. The girl didn’t look back. She ran into the night just as her father had, treading as lightly as a cat.

 ‘Oh,’ said Max. ‘She’s gone.’

 He kept staring out the window, clearly hoping the girl would come back. Anna hoped she would too. A fierce curiosity was burning inside her chest: the curiosity that she always felt when confronted with a new mystery. In truth, Anna was also feeling rather jealous. With the other girl gone, she, Max and the Professor were the only ones still locked out of the village. 

 And that wouldn’t do at all.

 ‘Come on,’ said Anna, heaving the window open. ‘We’re leaving.’

 Max squawked a protest as she nudged him out of the way, pushing the window up as high as it would go. At once an icy chill seized her under the arms, sending goosebumps rippling across her skin. Anna grinned. She grabbed her scarf and coat, shrugging them over her shoulders.

 ‘Let’s think about this for a second,’ said Max hastily. ‘We don’t know what’s happening out there. It might be dangerous.’

 ‘It might be,’ said Anna, pulling her torch out of her bag. ‘But it might be dangerous to stay here, too. We don’t know anything.’ She smiled. ‘Are you coming with me?’

 Max scrunched up his face. Anna walked back to the window, her smile growing even wider. She already knew what her brother would do. Last year, before they’d met any fairy-monsters, Max probably would have been too scared to go with her. But Max had changed. With all the adventures they’d had and the terrifying moments they’d shared, she and Max had grown more alike than ever before. There was no-one else in the world Anna would rather have by her side.

 She turned around. Max’s scarf was wrapped around his head, and his magic carpet was tucked under his arm. With a sombre nod, he shoved a small bag of lollies into his pocket.

 ‘Let’s go,’ he said.

 Anna beamed. She led the way out the window, leaping into the open arms of the mulberry tree. She swung herself from branch to branch, sliding down the wrinkled trunk, landing on the ground with a thump.

 Madame Fang had tried to keep something from them: a secret, hidden in the village at night. Now she and Max had abandoned their bedroom, switching one uncertainty for another. Had they made the right decision?

 Anna had absolutely no idea.





5

MEETING BY MOONLIGHT

THE PEACH TREES RUSTLED IN THE WIND AS the children crept into the village. Anna and Max had become quite adept at slinking through shadows, always choosing the paths that would best keep them concealed; but on that night, with so many of the mountain homes already empty, it seemed to matter very little if they forgot to crouch as they passed an open window, or stepped loudly on a dry twig by mistake. Even so, Anna led them firmly away from the pasture where the pigs and goats were sleeping, afraid that the cry of a startled animal might give them away. If the white knife really was broken, an inconsolable goat could be a disaster. 

 ‘There’s where everyone’s going,’ whispered Max. ‘It looks like they’re having a party.’

 In a village full of darkened doors, the wooden hall in the centre of town stuck out like a Roman candle. Light blazed from every window, illuminating the bright reds and yellows of the triple pagoda roof, the curving eaves flickering like flames. Townsfolk were greeting each other by the doorways, the buzz of their chatter carrying noisily on the breeze.

 ‘It’s a town meeting,’ said Max. ‘And everyone’s been invited except us.’

 ‘Not everyone,’ whispered Anna. ‘Look.’

 She pointed to a peach tree growing beside the hall. A small figure was perched in the upper branches, with only the smallest flash of a red robe betraying her hiding place. Anna felt another twinge of admiration. The girl from next door had chosen an excellent vantage point. 

 Max groaned. ‘How are we supposed to find out what’s happening now? If we get too close to the hall, she’ll see us for sure.’

 Anna turned back to the building, searching for a vantage point of her own. Her gaze fell on the intricate pagoda roofs. The Professor had shown them many pagodas in China, taking them up the stairs inside to look out the windows that surrounded each storey. Anna smiled to herself, a plan forming in her head. When was the last time someone had used a pagoda window to look in?

 ‘We’ll go up there,’ she said quickly. ‘On the top storey. No-one will see us there.’

 Max nodded. He unfurled the carpet under his arm, laying it gently on the ground. Anna climbed on after him, holding on to Max’s waist. 

‘Parvaz,’ whispered Max.

 The carpet rose into the air. Anna held on tight, the wind catching in her hair as Max guided the carpet towards the stars. To Anna’s surprise, Max wasn’t even using his dictionary. He whispered the Persian words with confidence, smiling proudly as they landed lightly on the rooftop.

 ‘I’ve been practising,’ he said, with just a hint of smugness. ‘My magic is working just fine.’

 Anna rolled her eyes. She ducked through the tiny window, stepping onto the viewing platform within. There was no-one else there. With Max by her side, Anna tiptoed to the banister, peering down into the room below.

 The hall was packed. It seemed as if every adult in the village was standing inside. Anna caught sight of Kai in the middle of the room, waving his hands to clear a circle, encouraging people in the front row to sit down. There was someone else beside him – someone seated, wearing long, black boots – but from where she was looking, Anna could only see the person’s legs. She could see Madame Fang, though: the woman was standing fiercely in the front row, staring down anyone who tried to take her place. 

‘Qĭng ānjìng,’ said Kai loudly. ‘Qĭng píngjìng xiàlái.’

 The person in the chair let out a loud cough. Kai jumped, looking down at them in surprise.

 ‘Speak English,’ growled the person in the chair. ‘Or Norse, if you can. I don’t mind which.’

 Anna thought she saw Kai’s back stiffen, but the librarian smiled politely as he turned back to the assembly. He held up his hands again, speaking kindly to the townsfolk.

 ‘Please, everyone, quiet down,’ he said. ‘Our guest is ready to speak. We must hear what he has to say.’

 Anna wondered how many of the villagers could understand English. She strained her neck over the banister as the townsfolk finally began to settle, trying to catch a glimpse of the man in the chair. Kai and Madame Fang hadn’t said anything about another foreigner staying in the village. Who was this mysterious guest?

 ‘Thank you,’ said Kai. ‘It was good of you all to come. I know this day has been difficult, and there is much rebuilding still to be done. However …’ He pointed to the man in the chair. ‘… our guest Herr Olhouser has travelled far to join us. He has summoned us here tonight to share his thoughts on our recent troubles, and we are grateful for his wisdom. Please, Herr Olhouser, you may begin.’

 The man in the chair grunted. Kai bowed as he withdrew, taking his place beside Madame Fang. The woman’s lips were pursed together so tightly they had turned white.

 ‘Greit,’ said the man named Herr Olhouser. He didn’t stand up. ‘Nĭ hăo to you all. That’s more than most of you have said to me since I arrived, and that’s for sure.’

 Anna blinked, feeling rather taken aback. She hadn’t expected the man to speak so rudely. The townsfolk didn’t look like they’d been expecting it either. They were whispering to one another, translating the man’s words. Nobody looked pleased.

 ‘But do not worry,’ continued the man. ‘I know you’ve got your secrets. And you’ve kept those secrets well – for a thousand years, by my count. But you’re not the only ones with secrets. Truth be told, I’ve got quite a few of my own.’

 The man leant forward in his chair. Anna caught sight of his shoulder, shabbily dressed in a tallowcoloured coat, but to her great annoyance, she still couldn’t see the man’s face. She could see the faces of the townsfolk, though. Some of them looked scared by what the man was saying, while others looked shocked. Madame Fang remained expressionless, although her lips were still very thin. 

‘Anna,’ whispered Max. To Anna’s surprise, he sounded terrified. ‘I know that voice. The man down there – it’s –’

‘But I’ve found you out!’ roared the man suddenly. ‘You’ve been careless! You’ve been reckless! All these years you’ve dared to commune with a beast, endangering this town, endangering all those who live in the valley below. Earthquakes! Landslides! You think these disasters are natural? Ha!’

 Anna jumped in fright as the man stood up and kicked over his chair. The villagers recoiled as Herr Olhouser stepped forward, finally revealing the full bulk of his grubby coat; his short, squat legs; and the head of flaming blond hair that grew thinly from his scalp.

 Anna stifled a scream as the man looked around with nasty, beady eyes, his mouth curled into a malicious smile.

 It was Mr Candle.

 Max grabbed Anna’s arm in fright. Anna grabbed him back, glad to have her brother there for support, but a horrible, sickly feeling had coiled into her stomach, making her want to retch.

 Standing below her was the man who had lured their friend Jamie Sparrow into a troll’s evil lair; who had traded Jamie for a trip across a magic bridge, connecting England and Norway across the North Sea. Anna had freed Jamie, and had destroyed the bridge as well – and for that, Mr Candle had been furious. It was only by using the white knife that Anna had managed to escape his wrath unscathed.

Go about your business. I’ll find another way to do mine. Those were the last words the man had said to them as he’d slunk away.
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It was Mr Candle.



 Now it seemed Anna and Max were embroiled in Mr Candle’s wicked business once more.

 ‘Please, Herr Olhouser, you must calm yourself,’ said Kai. He stared firmly at Mr Candle. ‘We do not understand what you are saying. If the earthquakes are not natural, then what is causing them?’

 Mr Candle spat on the ground. Anna saw Madame Fang wrinkle her nose, her eyes angry and black.

 ‘You think I’m stupid,’ snarled Mr Candle. ‘Months I’ve been here, and you think I’ll leave if you don’t give me any answers. But I’ve already got the answers. I know what you’ve got hidden here, and I’m your only chance of stopping things before they go too far.’

 He paused, savouring the faces of the villagers as they stared at him. Anna had never seen a room full of people look so alarmed. They were hanging on Mr Candle’s every word, as if he were holding them all ransom in the palm of his sweaty hand. Anna could tell Mr Candle was revelling in their fear. 

 ‘That’s right,’ he said quietly. ‘I know your secret. I know what lives in your hills. But I’m the only one who’ll admit what you all won’t. The beast may have favoured you once, but now the monster is old, and mad, and it threatens us all. If you don’t listen to me now, then this entire mountain is going to collapse, and it’s going to take your precious village with it. Which means, friends, that there’s only one thing we can do.

 ‘It’s time to slay the dragon.’
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WHEN THE WIND CHANGES

THE HALL BURST INTO UPROAR. MR CANDLE stepped back and smiled as the villagers screamed at him, some shaking their fists in anger, others hurling what Anna was sure were Chinese obscenities. The children slipped back from the banister as the shouting boomed up to the ceiling, their heads reeling from Mr Candle’s explosive performance.

 ‘It’s him,’ whispered Max. ‘I never thought we’d see him again.’ His face was still pale. ‘And now he’s found a dragon.’ 

I told you so, thought Anna, but she didn’t say it. She didn’t want to be right. Vampires, trolls, genies and mermaids were all well and good, but the thought of staring down a dragon was so scary that it made Anna tremble on the spot. And the awful Mr Candle was here too!

 ‘Quiet!’ cried Kai over the clamour. ‘Ānjìng! We must talk about this!’

 Anna sneaked back to the edge of the balcony. Villagers were storming out of the hall, casting their darkest looks at Mr Candle as they passed. Madame Fang was whispering urgently in Kai’s ear, her face twisted in fury; Wei and Lei were standing speechless at the back of the room, staring at each other in astonishment. Mr Candle was looking rather pleased with himself.

 ‘Go!’ he said loudly. ‘Think about what I’ve said. The longer we wait, the longer the village is at risk. I’m sure you can find a way to pay me for my service.’ 

 He grinned nastily as someone spat an insult in his face. Anna was sure Kai wouldn’t be able to get the meeting back on track now. She motioned silently to Max, leading him back to the carpet by the window.

 ‘We’d better go,’ she said. She wanted to get as far away from Mr Candle as possible. ‘We can talk this over at home. I need to look up dragons in my book again.’

 Max nodded. Together the siblings climbed aboard the carpet, watching the villagers return to their houses. Even from above, it was easy to sense their irritation.

 ‘Hang on,’ said Max. ‘Where’s she going?’

 A tiny red figure was untangling itself from the peach tree, darting from shadow to shadow as the angry crowd departed the hall. But the figure wasn’t heading home. As Anna and Max watched, the girl from next door began running along a new path, making a beeline for the great river that flowed behind the village. 

 ‘She’s going to get in trouble,’ said Max sagely. ‘Her dad will be home soon. Whatever she’s up to, she hasn’t timed it well.’

 Anna couldn’t help but agree – but would the girl’s father really check her room? Anna thought about her and Max’s own bedroom, just on the other side of the mulberry tree. They had doused the oil lamp. The door was still locked. Why would Madame Fang feel the need to check on them when she returned? For all their hostess knew, her guests were tucked safely in their beds, blissfully unaware of the row that had taken place in town.

 And that meant they could stay out as long as they wanted.

 ‘Follow the girl,’ said Anna. She grabbed hold of Max’s waist, squeezing him tight. ‘Quickly. We don’t want to lose her.’

 She jabbed Max in the ribs as he tried to protest. With a pained yelp, Max muttered something to the carpet, peeling them away from the rooftop in a ripple of fabric. For one glorious moment, the lights from inside the pagoda fell upon the carpet, illuminating the luscious blues, picking out every silver star; and then the siblings were soaring into the darkness, and the evening sky was all around them, and the night was swallowing them whole.


[image: Image]



 The river was loud. White-water rapids crashed and curled over bends and boulders, roaring as they careened down the stony hillside, the river’s spray burning like acid. The water smelt sweet. 

 Beside the river, the girl from next door bounded from rock to rock, climbing along with ease. As before, it was only the girl’s red robe that gave her away; if she had been wearing any other colour, Anna suspected they would have lost sight of her a long time ago. Her teeth chattered noisily as Max flew them beside the river, the carpet riding low to the ground.

 ‘She’s still climbing,’ she said. ‘It looks like she’s going all the way to the top.’

 ‘Up to the crown, you mean,’ said Max. He muttered a rude word as the carpet bumped against a rock. ‘I’m not sure how much longer I can do this without my dictionary. Short trips are all right, but this – ah –’

 He grunted as the carpet spun out of control, bashing his arm against another boulder. Anna almost fell off as the carpet bucked and turned beneath them; Max said an even ruder word, his tongue tripping over a string of Persian syllables. As the carpet began to steady itself, Anna managed to look up along the path, searching for a flash of red. To her surprise, the girl in the red robe had stopped climbing. 

 She was looking right at them.

‘Get down!’ said Anna urgently. She jumped off the carpet, grabbing hold of the fabric and pulling it behind a clump of stones. The carpet struggled in her hands, still trying to follow Max’s instructions, but Anna tugged on it with all her strength, sending Max flying off as well. Had the girl spotted them? Anna peered out of her hiding place, afraid of what she might see.

 The girl hadn’t moved. She was staring down the mountain, a lone moonbeam playing across her face. In the darkness behind her, Anna could hear the great waterfall raging in the night, hissing and spitting with elemental fury. The girl surely couldn’t have heard anything over the sound of the river. So why had she turned around? 

 ‘Get down,’ said Max. He was wrestling with the carpet, trying to force it to the ground. ‘No parvaz. Ah, no – that’s not what I meant –’

 The carpet shot up into the air. Max leapt after it, grabbing onto the hem and dragging it down – but the damage had already been done. Anna flinched as the girl’s head turned towards them.

 The girl reached into her pocket. She took out something too small for Anna to see, raising it up to her face.

 ‘Stay quiet,’ hissed Anna, ducking back behind the rock. ‘Get that thing under control!’

 ‘I’m trying!’ grunted Max. He looked up, his eyes wide. ‘What is that?’

 Anna heard it too. A new sound was rising above the crashing river: a weird, warbling whistle, so high and cold that listening to it chilled the insides of her ears. Anna pulled her scarf up around her head, trying to block out the noise – and then Max was screaming, and the carpet was bucking, and the whistling sound was all around them. 

 It was like being caught in a tornado. Anna cried out as a wall of wind smashed down upon them, splashing them with water from the freezing river, exploding her hair into a wild, tangled mess. She reached out for Max, trying to find him, but Max was being buffeted as well, struggling madly to keep hold of the rebellious carpet. The wind was so fierce that Anna couldn’t even open her eyes.

‘Anna!’ yelled Max desperately. ‘I can’t – I need your – it’s taking off!’

 The gust of wind had taken hold of the carpet. Max gritted his teeth, trying to pull it down; Anna grabbed onto his back, adding her own weight to the effort. But the wind was filling the carpet like a sail. Another mighty gust slapped Anna across the face, stinging her cheeks with the river’s icy spray – and then suddenly Max was being jerked into the sky, and Anna was being carried along with him. 

‘Stop!’ screamed Max. ‘Get back here this instant!’

 But the carpet could not be controlled. Anna squealed as the wild wind carried them up into the heavens, battering them with air, with water, with snowflakes. Max yelled out in Persian as they sank into the damp belly of a storm cloud, the wind chasing them all the way through and out the other side.

 ‘Max!’ yelled Anna. ‘Make it stop!’

 She could feel the carpet darting left and right, battling to escape the impossible wind. Max tried to climb aboard as they dived back through the clouds, accidentally kicking Anna in the chin; she spun around to avoid his foot, staring directly into the face of the torrential gale. The wind had picked up so much water and snow that she could see its path: a great arc from ground to sky, like the streaky trail of an aeroplane. The wind was following them! Anna held on to Max tighter, her head spinning from the height, from the terrible thoughts running through her mind. What if the wind chased them all the way to outer space? 

 ‘Yes!’ said Max. ‘Down, down, down!’

 The carpet had begun to plummet. Max managed to clamber on top as they rocketed towards the mountain, dragging Anna up after him; Anna gasped as she grabbed a handful of blue fabric, holding on for dear life. But they were going too fast. Anna held her breath as Max began to shout in different languages, his tufty hair streaming back like never before.

 ‘Now!’ yelled Max. ‘Slow down, now!’

 The carpet shuddered. Anna could sense it hesitating, trying to break free of its collision course with the mountain, the river, the waterfall – but the wind was too strong. Anna screamed as another gust hurtled them forward, like a pair of tiny bugs approaching an enormous windscreen. The river roared beneath them, grabbing at the carpet with its foamy fingers, spraying them with water as it tried to welcome them to its depths – 

‘Jump!’ screamed Max.

 Anna didn’t have time to respond. Max leapt back towards her, knocking her off the carpet – and then she was falling, and the river was all around her, and her body was deathly cold.
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FOOL'S GOLD

AT THE BOTTOM OF THE RIVER, THERE WAS NO light. Anna floundered as she sank into the water, fighting against the current. Which way was up? She blew out a bubble, sensing its direction as it floated past her head, following its path as it rose to the surface. Where was the carpet? Where was Max? Anna kicked as hard as she could, struggling against the weight of her clothes.

 She gasped in pain as her head broke out into the air, paddling desperately for the rocky shore. Every cell in her body was crying out, begging her to leave the water, to find a fire – a blanket – anything. Her legs felt like they had turned to ice.

 But she made it. Anna moaned as she dragged herself onto the riverbank, collapsing onto her back. Starlight glimmered down at her through a hole in the clouds – a hole that had been punched there by a magic carpet. The wild wind was gone.

‘Argh!’ said a voice from the river. ‘I – am – freezing.’

 Anna rolled over as Max clambered onto the bank beside her, his legs collapsing as he reached the rocks. He squirmed out of his pants as he lay down, slapping his legs to try to get some feeling back in his skin. Anna shivered, drawing out the white knife.

 ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Hold this with me.’

 The knife shone dimly in the night, effortlessly catching the starlight on its blade. Max held onto it gratefully, touching one side of the hilt as Anna held the other. Anna sighed in relief as a magical warmth shot through her palm, radiating all the way to her toes. She felt as if her socks were beginning to steam.

 ‘Been practising, have you?’ she said meanly. ‘Your magic is working just fine, is it?’

 ‘That wasn’t my fault!’ said Max indignantly. He looked around. ‘Where’s the carpet? Where did it go?’

 He jumped up, pulling up his pants as he darted away along the riverside. Anna groaned, trying to sit up. Where had Max landed them? With the heat of the knife spurring her on, Anna climbed to her feet.

 They were standing at the base of the great waterfall. A tremendous curtain of water was rushing down the mountainside, diving down from the central icy peak. The crown. Even though the mountain wind had tried to kill them, Anna couldn’t think of a more fitting name for the toothy spire. How lucky was the girl in red, to live next to such a sight! 

 But now the girl was nowhere to be seen. Anna cursed, pressing the hilt of the white knife against her chest. Their entire death-defying mission had been for nothing. She and Max were cold, wet and battered, and they still hadn’t managed to learn the girl’s secret. Why had she risked climbing so high up the mountain, so very late at night?

 ‘Hey, Anna!’ called Max. He cupped his hands to his mouth, trying to make himself heard over the roaring river. ‘Anna! Come and look at this!’

 He was leaning against the rock face beside the waterfall. Anna wrinkled her nose as he beckoned her over, her shoes squelching as she walked.

 ‘What?’ she said, sheathing the knife.

 Max pointed. Anna followed his hand, leaning against the rock so she could look behind the waterfall – and in the space between the water and the stone was a peculiar sight indeed. Max’s magic carpet was hovering in mid-air, completely still, a single inch from the rock.

 ‘Great,’ said Anna, nonplussed. ‘It finally listened to you.’

 ‘Not that,’ said Max. He pointed again. ‘Look.’

 Anna squinted. As her eyes adjusted, she finally saw what Max was pointing at: a thin crack in the rock, its edges a different colour to the rock face around it. Anna took her torch out of her pocket, hoping it would still work after their dip in the river. Now that the girl in red had disappeared, there didn’t seem to be any harm in using a light.

 The torch flicked on. Anna shone it at the crack, staring in wonderment as the water crashed around her ears. Hiding behind the waterfall was the entrance to a tunnel: a crevice so wide that a child could easily pass between its walls. And inside the crevice, there was … 

 ‘Ice,’ said Max. ‘That’s an ice cave, I reckon. I’ve read about them before. They’re so cold inside that they never melt, no matter what season it is.’

 A gust of cold air blew out of the crevice, chilling Anna’s skin. Over the course of their last four adventures, exploring spooky tunnels had become something of a speciality for her and Max, but climbing into an ice cave in sodden clothes still sounded like a very bad idea. What could be inside? Anna bit her lip, remembering Mr Candle’s angry speech. I know what lives in your hills – that’s what the man had said. But would a fiery dragon really build its home in a block of ice? Anna stared thoughtfully into the darkness, waiting as Max retrieved his carpet.

 And then a voice echoed out from the tunnel.

‘Xĭngxĭng, tàibàng le. Wŏmen bìxū yào shuō!’

 Max jumped, almost falling into the water. Anna quickly covered her torch, smothering it so only the tiniest bit of light shone out. It was the girl’s voice – she was sure of it. They hadn’t lost her after all!

 ‘Come on,’ she said. She ran her free hand over the knife hilt, steeling herself for the chill. ‘This isn’t over yet. Let’s find out what she’s up to.’

 Max grumbled something in dissent, but Anna ignored him. She stepped into the crevice just as the girl’s voice echoed out a second time.

‘Wŏmen bìxū yào shuō. Nĭ yŏu wéixiăn!’

 Whoever the girl was speaking to, she didn’t seem to be getting any reply. Anna winced as her foot squelched loudly, trying to step as softly as she could. The ice beneath her felt as solid as stone.

‘Whoa,’ said Max.

 They had emerged into a small cavern. Anna gawped as she shone the torch at the ceiling. The ice inside the cave had formed into some of the strangest shapes she had ever seen. One part of the roof looked like the sky on a cloudy day; another looked like the gums of an albino whale, gloopy and smooth. In the cavern’s centre, a cluster of icy needles hung down in one great mass, their tips forming a deadly chandelier. The largest needles were as long as lamp posts. 

 But the girl wasn’t there. Anna tiptoed through the cavern, leading Max to the opposite side. There were more crevices there, with more tunnels beyond; Anna picked the one in the middle, walking along as quickly as she dared. She could feel the chill radiating from the walls around her; could imagine the white-blue tunnels to be the veins of some abominable beast, frozen beneath the ground. Why had the girl come down here? How long would it be before they reached the mountain’s heart?

 And then another voice spoke. It was a strange, wicked voice, so whispery and weird that Anna thought the speaker must be standing right beside her. She whirled around, her torch raised in fright: but there was only Max, his face as stricken as her own. His eyes opened wide as the wild voice scratched inside their ears.

Why have you come?

 Anna slapped the side of her head. The new voice hadn’t echoed like the girl’s voice had. It had spoken inside her brain, like one of her own thoughts – except that Anna had never spoken to herself in such a terrible voice. Max was scratching frantically at his own ear, as if hoping to pick out the voice like earwax and throw it away.

 Anna grabbed Max by the arm, pulling him further into the chasm. She could see a feeble light at the end of the tunnel now, like stars shining through clouds. Anna switched off her torch as she arrived at the final bend, peeking around the icy corner. 

 What she saw there took her breath away.

 It was another chamber of ice, ten times as vast as the first: a glacial throne room of magnificent proportions. The ceiling was stretched out like a resplendent piece of silk, waving and folding with rippling pleats; wide, marble-esque pillars rose from the floor to the roof, their edges frosted with fresh white snow. Icicles spiked out from every surface, their tips clustered together like the spines of a sea urchin.

 But it wasn’t the ice that had caught Anna’s attention. Max did a double take as he came around the bend, his mouth dropping open in awe.

 ‘Is that real?’ he said.

 In the centre of the chamber stood a tower of gold. It was a dazzling, tremendous thing: a pile of coins and trinkets so tall and wide that a family of elephants could have been buried underneath it. Anna’s eyes glazed over as she stared at the countless gleaming coins, a pool of saliva forming on her tongue. But the tower wasn’t only made of gold. There were other precious things as well: rubies, sapphires and emeralds, diamonds and pearls, the gleaming stones scattered as casually as pebbles on a beach. There were swords with silver blades, and suits of armour so large and bright they could have fit only the tallest of men. Weirder still, there were trees growing from the foothills of the tower, their tiny branches twisting upward, their roots curling across the gold. The coins were so bright they seemed to shine with a light all of their own. 

 Sitting at the base of the treasure trove was the red-robed girl. Her legs were crossed, and her arms were folded, and she was staring at the golden pile with unusual severity. Anna tore her eyes away from the treasure as the girl spoke again, her voice stern.

‘Nĭ shīqùle zūnzhòng,’ she said. ‘Bìxū tíngzhĭ dìzhèn.’

 This time, the reply came immediately. Anna clenched her ears as the wild voice reverberated through her skull.

Mountains decay. Lives end. This is not my concern.

 The girl in the red robe scowled. Anna looked back at the tower of gold, unable to disguise the greed on her face. Ever since she had first found the white knife, there was nothing she had coveted more than another magical treasure – and yet every artefact she had found since had either proven to be useless, or had been given up before she could enjoy its power. Max had discovered the magic carpet, yes, but the carpet belonged to Max, not her. Once again, Anna had been left empty-handed.

 And now the white knife was broken. Anna frowned, glancing down at the leather hilt. Why hadn’t her magic worked on the monkeys?

‘Nĭ zài shānghài zìjĭ,’ said the girl in the red robe, interrupting Anna’s thoughts. She stood up, still glaring at the treasure pile. ‘Rénmen hàipà nĭ!’

 ‘I don’t like this,’ said Max quietly. ‘I think we need to leave before she does.’

 Anna shushed him. She could sense the gold gleaming in her eyes; could imagine how the coins would feel spilling through her fingers. How close would she need to sneak before she could snatch up a trinket? Lesser jewels shone dimly on the edge of the pile: amethysts and moonstones, ambers and tiger’s eyes. There were necklaces there too, and sceptres, and rings, but all of them were still too far away to be reached unseen. Anna wrinkled her nose, unable to believe her poor fortune.

 And then Anna saw the box. It was a small, wooden thing, about the size of a phonebook, sitting on its own in the corner of the cavern. It was so dusty and unglamorous that at first Anna hadn’t noticed it – but now that she had seen it, it was all she could focus on. The box had fallen so far from the treasure pile that it would be easy for her to grab it without the girl in red seeing. All she needed was for the girl not to turn around. 

 ‘Wait here,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll be back in a second.’

 Max mouthed a silent protest as Anna stepped out into the cave. She crept quickly to a row of snowy stalagmites, crouching behind them as she made her way around the cavern wall. In no time at all, she was just metres from her target. Anna peered cautiously around the side of the last stalagmite. With just one step out into the open, she would be able to scoop the box into her arms.

 Unless ...

 Without meaning to, Anna’s gaze fell back upon the gleaming treasure pile, her eyes glowing with greed. Now that she was standing so close to the golden tower, it seemed perfectly reasonable to try to take a bigger, shinier treasure. She squinted daringly at the mass of coins, edging around the stalagmite, trying to spot the very best trinket. There were strange patterns swirling in the gold before her: enormous coins struck into odd shapes, like triangles or diamonds, their faces rough with age. There were other weird things, too: three curving golden spikes, each one as long as a child, their pointed tips resting wickedly over a cascade of jewels. Anna frowned as she stared at their curves, trying to work out what they were. Now that she was really concentrating, some of the strange coins didn’t actually look like coins at all. They were too big – too well organised – too sharp. In fact, if she narrowed her eyes, they rather looked like … 

 Anna froze. She was staring at a foot – a gigantic foot, covered all over with ragged golden scales, its enormous talons curving and bright. The foot was so still that it blended in perfectly with the treasure around it, only becoming visible when it was far too late. Anna trembled as she slowly stepped back, trying very hard not to scream. 
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She edged around the stalagmite.



 And then a voice crashed into her head, shattering her thoughts.

Trouble-thief! Lie-spinner! BE GONE!

 Anna squealed, snatching up the wooden box at her feet. With a rush of terror she began to flee, sure that a terrible, snarling face was already looming above her; but the only thing there was the icy ceiling, the stalactites shining like daggers. Anna knocked into Max as she reached the crevice, sending him flying back along the tunnel: and then they were scarpering as fast as their legs would carry them, their faces white with fear, escaping like burglars into the dark.
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THE CAT RETURNS

‘THAT WAS STUPID,’ SAID MAX. ‘YOU ALWAYS DO something stupid. You just can’t help yourself.’

 He continued glaring at Anna as they flew back to the village. Anna didn’t care. She felt exhausted and excited all at once, unable to take her eyes off the dusty wooden box. For so long, she had craved another treasure – and now she had stolen one from a dragon’s lair!

 ‘You’re not opening it,’ said Max, as they landed beside the mulberry tree. ‘The last time you opened something weird, we almost got eaten by a genie. I’m not letting you do that again.’ 

 ‘Shush,’ said Anna. She looked nervously at the dark windows, wondering which room Madame Fang slept in. Despite all the perils the night had thrown at them, she still felt worried about their hostess. Had Madame Fang noticed their absence?

 Fortunately, their bedroom seemed to be undisturbed. The siblings climbed up the mulberry tree one by one, sneaking silently back through the window. Anna placed the box gently on her bed, tentatively brushing the dust off its hinges. For the first time, she noticed the symbols carved onto the lid: Chinese characters, bold and black.
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 ‘Please don’t open it now,’ said Max again. He was standing behind his bed, as if getting ready to dive for cover. ‘We’re way too tired to deal with this now. Please just wait until the morning.’ 

 Anna’s fingers were trembling. She was itching to open the box – and yet at the same time, she couldn’t quite shake away the memory of the whispering voice, or the enormous, scaly foot. Thief. Somehow, through some amazing stroke of fortune, she had stolen from a dragon and survived – but the beast seemed to know exactly what she’d done. Even now it could be flying towards the village, its mighty jaws opened wide. Anna shivered, staring at the black symbols. This might be her only chance to examine the treasure before the dragon tried to take it back.

 But Max was right. If there was something wicked in the box – if a genie jumped out, or the dragon was summoned – Anna wouldn’t have the strength to deal with it. With a heavy heart, she stowed the box beneath her bed, hiding it under a pile of clothing. Max nodded in satisfaction, chewing happily on a waterlogged sweet as he changed into his pyjamas. 

 The box could wait. Anna sighed as she buried herself in her bedsheets, her brain racing through the evening’s events. In just one day, the crown-shaped mountain had overwhelmed them with mysteries. What other secrets did China have in store?

 She didn’t have time to figure any of it out. Within minutes she was fast asleep, dreaming unusual dreams, the mountain wind still whispering in her ears.
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 But if the children had thought they would be spending the next day privately going over everything they had discovered, they were very much mistaken. Madame Fang barged into their room at the crack of dawn, waking the children with a sharp clap of her hands. 

 ‘It is time to get up,’ she said sternly. ‘There is much to be done. Many homes require repairs, but the fields still need to be tended. We require your help.’

 She didn’t say please. Anna rubbed her eyes as Madame Fang marched them down the stairs, wondering if they might at least get to play with the animals in the field. Max looked utterly fed up.

 ‘Your father has already begun his research in our library,’ continued Madame Fang as she served breakfast. ‘It would be best not to disturb him. If you require anything, you may ask it of me, or of Ling Jie, who will be helping you harvest the potato crop. Now please, eat.’

 Anna was so tired she could barely keep her eyes open, but she began to feel better as she tucked into the meal of bread, eggs, and vegetable stew, chewing carefully to avoid putting pressure on her loose tooth. Sadly, Madame Fang still did not offer them a second peach. 

 And then the children were washing, dressing and cleaning their teeth, and then they were being led into the morning air, walking briskly to a field where corn, beans and potatoes grew neatly together. Madame Fang called out loudly as they approached.

 ‘Ling Jie!’ she said. ‘I have helpers for you!’

 A girl jumped up from between two of the corn stalks, clearly caught by surprise. Anna watched her curiously as she brushed herself off, hurriedly tucking a mouldy old book beneath her robes – and then she jumped in shock as the girl finally looked up. Standing in the field was the girl from next door: the girl whose face she had last seen in the light of the dragon’s gold.

 Max squirmed as Madame Fang introduced them, trying not to meet Jie’s stare. Anna couldn’t tell if the girl recognised them or not. Had she seen them on the mountain, or had they taken cover in time? 

 ‘Ling Jie is our assistant in the library,’ said Madame Fang proudly. ‘You may speak to her if you wish, so long as the work gets done.’

 Anna tried to think of a good icebreaker while Madame Fang showed them to their shovels. She wanted to ask Jie a great many things – and yet most of her questions would also reveal that she and Max had followed Jie in secret. She mulled it over as Madame Fang swept away.

 ‘What were you reading?’ she said tentatively. ‘I love books. Old fairy tales are my favourites.’

 Jie flinched. She turned away from Anna at once, trying to hide the bulge where her book was hidden.

 ‘It is nothing,’ she said. ‘Just a book from the library. It would not interest you, I am sure.’ She dug her shovel beneath a leafy potato plant. ‘I will begin the harvest here. Perhaps you and your brother would like to work up the other end?’ 

 She spoke politely, but it was clear the girl was in no mood for a conversation. Anna watched her closely as she began to dig. Jie was doing a good job of appearing alert, but up close there was no mistaking the red streaks in her eyes, or the heavy bags underneath. Without a magic carpet to fly her home, Jie must have spent most of her night climbing down the mountain.

 And so now their morning was a whole lot more complicated. Anna desperately wanted to learn more about the mysterious girl, and she also desperately needed to talk to Max as well. Now, it seemed, she could do neither. Anna moved across the garden and stuck her shovel into the ground, biting her lip.

 It was going to be a very long day.
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 Morning turned to afternoon, and as the children continued to work, a small basket of potatoes grew into a large one. Jie provided Anna and Max with wide straw hats to shield their faces from the sun, for which the siblings were most grateful – not least because the broad hats offered them a nifty disguise. If Mr Candle were to have walked past, he would have seen nothing but three village children harvesting a potato field.

 Anna had hoped Jie might warm to her as the day progressed, but the girl worked mostly in silence, speaking only to direct the siblings in their chores. When Madame Fang finally called the children in for dinner, the events of the previous night remained as mysterious as before.

 The Professor was waiting at the dinner table. It seemed his day in the library had not gone well.

 ‘It’s a shame, really,’ he said sadly, chewing on a mouthful of stew. ‘It seems most of the oldest papers have been lost to fires and floods.’ He swallowed, perking up a bit. ‘There are still lots of wonderful things in there, of course. Kai has found me a book so thick I can barely lift it!’

 Kai grinned, flexing his muscles. He kept making everyone laugh until the meal was done, even eliciting a reluctant smile from Madame Fang. With their dinner bowls clean, Anna and Max were each permitted to eat one more peach. They retired to their bedroom in a happy daze, the fruit juice dripping down their chins.

‘Finally,’ said Max, collapsing on his bed. ‘I’m exhausted.’

 Anna was feeling rather weary herself. She lay down on the floor, reaching into the pile of clothes she had gathered under her bed.

 ‘I hope Madame Fang locks our door again tonight,’ she said. ‘At least then we’ll be guaranteed some time to ourselves – ah!’ 

 She recoiled as something sharp pricked her finger. Max rolled off his bed in fright as a horrible hissing sound emanated from the shadows, filling the room with a sinister whisper.

 ‘Get the knife!’ he said.

 Anna leapt to her feet. In an instant, the white knife was in her hand, glowing like a star as she stepped away from her bed. The pile of clothes was rustling back and forth – right in the spot where she had hidden the wooden box. Anna bravely nudged the clothes with her foot, feeling as if she’d made a horrible mistake.

 The rustling stopped. Anna jumped back as a four-legged shadow detached itself from the pile, sauntering out from under the bed. It glared up at Anna with yellow eyes, its sharp teeth bared, its whiskers sparking an electric blue.

 ‘Oh,’ said Anna. She sheathed the knife. ‘It’s you.’

 The cat hissed again. It stretched its back, digging its claws into the floorboards, fixing Anna with its meanest look. Anna rolled her eyes.

 Truth be told, the white knife wasn’t the only thing she had acquired from the fairies. The cat with the bright blue whiskers always seemed to appear whenever the children were in danger, for which Anna was very grateful, but its limited appearances had made getting to know the feline remarkably difficult. Anna had always wanted a cat, but in her dreams she had imagined owning one that would sleep on her bed each night, always there to greet her in the morning. That this cat chose to disappear after each adventure was a slight Anna had begun to hold against it.

 Worse still, when they had last encountered the cat on the beaches of Australia, the cat had interrupted Anna just as she was about to learn the secrets of the fairy world. Throughout their travels so far, Anna and Max had heard many mentions of the mysterious ‘old wood’ – a world of monsters and magic that seemed to be constantly crossing over with their own. Anna’s craving for more magical artefacts was matched only by her burning desire to find out more about the fairy realm – and just as Sylvie the mermaid had been about to tell her everything, the cat had flown into a rage. She doesn’t think you’re ready to know any of that, Sylvie had said. Anna scowled at the thought. 

 ‘Hello,’ she said coolly. ‘Nice to see you again.’

 The cat stopped hissing. It stared up at Anna with narrowed eyes, looking slightly confused. Anna wondered if cats could understand sarcasm.

 ‘You’re a good kitty,’ said Max, a lot more warmly. He knelt down beside the cat, scratching it on the head.

 The cat meowed loudly. It lashed out with a paw, striking Max on the finger. Max yelped, sticking his finger in his mouth.

 ‘Or not,’ he said.

 Anna frowned as the cat stalked over towards the bed, its tail whipping back and forth. In her heart, she already knew why the cat had come. She had risked her neck running through the ice cave and stealing the wooden box from the tower of treasure. Now the cat had arrived to stop the box from being opened.

 The knowledge made her seethe.

 ‘Fine,’ she snapped. ‘We won’t open it. But I’m going to look at it, at least. Is that okay?’

 The cat slapped its tail against the floor. Anna decided to take the slap as a yes. She stepped around the cat, retrieving the wooden box from beneath the bed. She could sense the cat watching her closely as she set it down on the bedside table.

 ‘It’s not very big,’ said Max dubiously. ‘What do you think’s inside?’ He scratched his head. ‘Could be some magic shoes, I suppose. Or a magic helmet – that’d be good for you. You’re always falling off stuff.’

 Anna’s mind was racing as well. She had been dazzled by the pile of gold and jewels, but she was sure the box must contain a real treasure – something from the very heart of the old wood, magical and weird, the kind of thing that would help her banish her enemies for good. So why didn’t the cat want the box opened?

 ‘Children!’ said Madame Fang’s voice from outside the door. ‘Turn off your lamp. It is time for bed.’

 Anna jumped. Her fingers sprang out, knocking against the box – and then the box was tipping away from her, falling off the edge of the table. With a loud bump, the box hit the floor, the Chinese characters on the lid burning blacker than black. 

 And just for a second, the lid of the box popped open.

 A horrible buzzing sound filled the room. The cat meowed frantically as something flew into the air, zapping from wall to wall like a lightning bolt. Anna shrieked as a black-and-yellow shape zagged past her head, clipping her on the ear.

 ‘It’s a bee!’ cried Max. ‘Get it out of here!’

 Anna ducked as the thing whizzed over her head again. Whatever it was, the creature flying around their room was much larger than a bee. It was as long as her finger, with wide, buzzing wings, its body streaked with lurid yellow stripes. What sort of treasure was this? She shuddered as the insect droned close to her neck, darting away in fright.

 The cat howled in panic. It leapt onto the bedside table as the insect soared past, swiping at the bug with its claws; it knocked over the old oil lamp as it landed, sending the tall glass chimney falling against the wall with a clunk. It hissed again as it chased the bug across Max’s doona, shaking the bedsprings as it passed. 

 ‘Children!’ Madame Fang’s voice came through the door again. ‘Is everything all right?’

 ‘Fine, thanks!’ called Anna quickly. ‘Goodnight!’ She rounded angrily on the cat. ‘Stop it, will you?’ she said in a furious whisper. ‘You’re going to get us all in trouble!’

 The cat darted around her legs. It launched itself into the air again, twisting its body around as the bug sailed between its paws, landing on the floorboards with a noisy clatter. Anna looked at the bedroom door, feeling utterly stricken.

 ‘Stop it!’ she hissed, pointing at the cat. ‘Stop moving!’

 The cat didn’t stop – but to Anna’s enormous surprise, the insect did. It froze in mid-air, its translucent wings buzzing on the spot. A wicked brown stinger slid out from its abdomen, curling through the air like a fishhook. 

 ‘Oh, no,’ said Anna. ‘Max – cover your face –’

 But the insect didn’t fly towards either of the children. With a burst of speed, it zipped down to the floor – straight into the path of the tiny cat. The cat yowled in surprise as the bug flew into its face, landing with a flutter on the cat’s furry black cheek.

 The cat’s eyes widened. It opened its mouth, trying to meow, but no sound came out. It took a single step towards Anna, looking up at her in shock.

 Then the cat fell onto its side, its legs collapsing beneath it, its yellow eyes shut tight.
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BUGGING OUT

‘WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?’ SAID MAX.

 He sounded terrified.

 Anna felt like her heart had stopped beating. With a wretched sob, she ran to the cat’s side, pressing her fingers against its belly.

 ‘She’s still breathing!’ she said in relief. She could see the cat’s fur moving as it inhaled – but its body remained limp. Anna turned the cat over, staring desperately at its tiny face. The cat’s eyes were still closed. 

 The bug on the cat’s neck had stopped buzzing. Without thinking, Anna unsheathed the white knife, flicking the bug away with the tip of the blade. It bounced across the floorboards, its legs shrivelled across its body, its wings completely still.

 The insect was dead.

 Anna scooped the cat into her arms, hugging it close. What damage had the insect done? She almost dropped the cat in fright as a strange sound whined suddenly from its nose. For one wild second, Anna thought the bug had come back to life – but then the sound whined out again, and she realised what she was hearing.

 ‘She’s snoring!’ she said. ‘The bug stung her – and now she’s sleeping!’

 She lay the cat down on the bed. Max pressed his ear close to the cat’s nose, listening as its snores whined in and out. There could no mistaking it. The cat was sound asleep. 

 ‘This is crazy,’ said Max. He looked over at the insect husk, wrinkling his nose. ‘What was that thing? Why did a dragon collect that?’

 Anna frowned. It seemed as if a million weird things had happened since they’d been in China – but ever since they’d arrived, the threat of a dragon had been looming over it all. Now, alone in their room, it was time to find some answers. Anna snatched up her red book of fairy tales as Max stroked the cat’s paws, flicking to the page she had marked before the trip.

But of all the nomad fairies, none shine as brightly as the dragons, whose bodies are composed of the grandest magics. These serpentine creatures seek riches and enchantments wherever they may be found, nurturing their enormous bodies with protective metals and scavenged spells. They have dominion overlesser animals, and may travel between the worlds at will, acting freely as heralds, protectors, conquerors or thieves: as such, they answer to many names, including …

 Anna already knew the name that came next: lóng. She put down the book, thinking about their journey down the icy tunnel. She had always thought dragons breathed fire, but the book didn’t say anything about that. It didn’t say anything about magical drowsy insects, either. Anna stared at the cat in despair, willing it to be okay.

 ‘You’d better pick that box up,’ said Max. ‘I don’t want any more of those horrible things flying out.’

 Anna nodded. She picked up the box with the utmost care, making sure the lid was tightly shut. She still felt awful about what had happened to the cat – but a tiny, wicked part of her felt excited. The box was full of magic bugs! Anna shook the box like a Christmas present, trying to count the rattles she could hear inside. 

 ‘Hey,’ said Max. ‘She’s moving!’

 Anna quickly put the box down. The cat was stirring on the bed, stretching out its legs, its claws fully extended. As the children watched, its eyes blinked slowly open, staring at them balefully through golden slits. It did not look pleased.

 ‘I’m sorry,’ said Anna. She picked up the cat, hugging it to her chest. ‘It was an accident, all right? I promise to never misuse the magic bugs again.’

 The cat stared directly at her, its bright blue whiskers tickling her cheeks. It wasn’t hissing, but Anna thought she could tell what it was thinking.

You should never have taken the box at all.

 ‘I don’t see how those bugs are going to help us,’ said Max crossly. ‘Sending people to sleep isn’t going to save us from another earthquake. You said we were the only ones who could help, but so far you haven’t come up with any plans at all.’ He scrunched up his face. ‘Mr Candle said he wanted to kill the dragon, to stop it destroying the mountain. Does that mean he’s a good guy this time?’ 

 Anna had a hard time believing that Mr Candle would ever do anything good. She racked her brain, trying to work it all out.

 ‘Things are different this time,’ she said at last. ‘I thought we were the only ones here who knew about fairies – but Mr Candle’s here, and that girl Jie knows about the dragon too. She’s even been speaking with it.’ Anna bit her lip. ‘Maybe everyone here knows about the dragon.’

 Max frowned. ‘So why aren’t they doing anything about it? Why are they letting their village get destroyed?’

 It was a very puzzling question. The wind wailed outside as the siblings stared at each other, thinking about everything that had happened so far. The dragon needed to be stopped – but taking sides with Mr Candle was a choice too terrible to contemplate. Whatever could be done? 

 BOOM.

 Anna jumped. She rushed towards the window as the walls of their bedroom began to vibrate, shaking like the sides of a washing machine. Max squealed as the old oil lamp shuddered off the side of the table, smashing into smithereens.

 ‘It’s happening again!’ he said. ‘Earthquake!’

 He leapt over the broken glass, dashing to the window to escape. Anna looked up in fear as dust began to fall from the ceiling, the wooden beams creaking back and forth. She quickly thrust the cat into Max’s arms, snatching the wooden box from the floor. Whatever was happening, she did not want to let another bug get loose.

 ‘Go!’ she said, pushing Max in the back. ‘Hurry up!’

 Max grunted as he fell against the trunk of the mulberry tree, the drowsy cat digging its claws into his shoulder. Every leaf on the tree was quivering. Anna slipped down through the branches as fast as she dared, stumbling out onto the strange, quaking ground. It sounded as if the very foundation of the mountain was breaking apart.

 ‘Come this way!’ she shouted at Max. ‘We need to get to an open space!’

 She grabbed Max’s arm without waiting for an answer, pulling him towards the animal field. The cat meowed in panic as the children stumbled through the fence, dashing out into the middle of the pasture. Anna gulped as a heavy branch fell from a nearby fruit tree, hitting the ground with a crash. For now, they were safe – but how long would the earthquake last?

 ‘Oh, no,’ said Max. ‘It’s the dragon!’

 A great spout of fire had erupted on the mountainside, shooting into the sky from high on the hill. A second plume followed the first, speeding upward in a blaze of orange light. Max squirmed as the fire blazed out again and again, each burst flying even closer to the village. 

 ‘We’re doomed,’ he said. ‘Doomed!’

 Anna turned away from the fiery lights, desperately trying to think. She could hear other voices now: hear shouts and cries as the villagers stumbled out of their homes, looking for safety. Was the Professor there with them? Was he okay? What would he think of the dragon fire? Anna whimpered as the ground trembled beneath her, feeling utterly overwhelmed.

 Her attention snapped into focus as something rushed past her in the dark. She blinked, her eyes still adjusting to the moonlight – but then something crashed past her on the other side, knocking against the back of her legs. Suddenly there were shapes running all around her, their strange features picked out in the moonlight: tails and hooves and beaks and trotters. Max grunted as a shape with curling horns rammed him in the stomach, knocking him out of the way with a frenzied bleat. 

 ‘It’s the animals!’ he wheezed. ‘They’re stampeding!’

 Goats, pigs and chickens were fleeing all around them, crying out in terror as they charged away from the roaring fireballs. Anna flinched as an enormous pig crashed into the fence, breaking through the wood with a wild toss of its head; it kept on running through to the other side, squealing hysterically as it disappeared into the village. Anna hoped the pig would be safe – but to her horror, she realised most of the animals were running in the other direction, all the way to the far end of the field.

 The animals were stampeding towards the edge of the cliff.

 ‘Come on!’ yelled Anna, grabbing Max again. ‘We need to slow them down!’

 She jumped bravely into the path of a goat as the creature came charging towards her. The goat dodged her easily, racing away through the shadows. Anna spun around, drawing and pointing the white knife.

 ‘Stop!’ she yelled. ‘Stop!’

 But the goat was already gone. Anna spun back around, ready to target the next creature, but two more goats were already passing her on either side, jostling her back and forth. Anna squinted, her attention focusing in on a single goal. If she didn’t act soon, all of the animals were going to fall to their deaths. What could she do to save them?

 Inspiration struck her like a hurricane. With a determined cry, Anna dropped the white knife beside her, holding up the dusty wooden box with both hands. The Chinese symbols burned black as Anna ripped off the lid, her eyes shining as she exposed the chitinous treasure within. Max recoiled as a buzzing sound filled the air, even louder than the rumbling earth. 

 ‘Go!’ cried Anna, her voice huge. ‘Fly to the animals! Don’t let them fall!’

 At once the wooden box began to shake. Anna grinned as a gigantic bug whizzed past her face, its wings flickering, its striped abdomen pulsing – laughed as a dozen more flew out around her face, bouncing off her cheeks, catching in her hair – cackled as she caught sight of Max’s horrified face, her brother staring at her with terrified eyes as a cloud of insects swarmed around her body. But the insects didn’t stay with her for long. One by one they shot off through the night like golden bullets, crackling with electric fury. Anna’s smile faded as the last of the bugs broke free of her hair, streaming away on the wind.

 ‘I hope that worked,’ she said, picking up the white knife. ‘Let’s get down there, quick.’

 The horror hadn’t quite faded from Max’s face, but he managed to follow Anna as she led the way across the field. The cat yowled as he stumbled over the body of a fallen goat, falling sideways onto the rumbling grass. Anna stopped to examine it, flinching as another burst of fire exploded from up on the mountainside.

 The goat was snoring peacefully. Anna reached up to its neck, brushing away a pair of black-and-yellow husks that were attached to its fur. The husks fell lightly to the ground, scattering on the breeze.

 Anna stumbled to the end of the field, venturing as close to the edge of the cliff as she dared. All around her, goats, pigs and chickens were sleeping soundly, lying softly on the grass. None of the animals had reached the final fence.

 Except for one. One last goat had survived Anna’s swarm – the biggest goat of all. Anna cringed as the animal wheeled around, kicking its legs in fear as another blast of fire blew into the sky. Anna pointed the white knife at the goat as it lowered its head, its horns facing the deathly drop.

 ‘Don’t do it,’ she commanded. ‘Don’t go that way –’

 The goat charged. It collided with the fence, bleating in panic, breaking through the wood with ease. Anna and Max yelled out as the goat rushed out of the field, the moonlight glinting off its horns as it hurtled into the abyss.

 A whistling noise sounded out across the hillside. Anna pressed her hands to her head as a piercing note sliced through the air, cutting into her ear as sharply as a blade. Max shivered as the wind picked up around them, whipping at their clothes.

 ‘It’s the evil wind again!’ he shouted. ‘The wind from beside the river!’ 

 Anna gulped as the sky began to swirl, the clouds rippling as a huge gust of wind blew down from the heavens. She braced herself as the wind crashed onto the mountain – but this time, it didn’t chase them. Anna watched in shock as the wind passed by, shooting over the broken fence and down the cliff.

 But now she could hear another sound. Anna stepped closer to the fence as a frantic bleating broke through the night. It didn’t sound like a goat falling away. It was getting louder – closer, even. Anna stumbled back with a cry as the whistling wind reappeared, rising up from the abyss like a cloud floating into the sky. And sitting on the cloud, there was …

 ‘No way,’ said Max. ‘That’s impossible.’

 The goat from the field was flying through the air, its body propelled by the raging wind.
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‘That’s impossible,’ said Max.



 It landed hoof-first on the grass, bleating in utter confusion, falling to its side in a daze.

 The children’s mouths dropped open as the wind whistled back into the sky, vanishing without a trace.

 ‘So,’ said a voice behind them. ‘You’re thieves. I knew there was something strange about you.’

 Anna and Max spun around. Jie was behind them, her red robe fluttering in the breeze. In her hand she held a small ceramic flute.

 ‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a treasure, too.’
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AN OPEN BOOK

THE GROUND STOPPED RUMBLING AS JIE LED Anna and Max into the centre of the village. The townsfolk were gathering in the main square, chattering fearfully, holding lamps and candles to inspect the damage the earthquake had wrought.

 Anna felt as if she was stumbling along in a dream. She had too many thoughts in her head, each one fighting for her attention: dragons and earthquakes, flutes and flying bugs. Her stomach tightened as she thought about the wooden box lying empty on the ground, the magic treasure released into the night sky. Why had she let the artefact slip through her fingers? 

 And now Jie knew about the theft as well. Anna groaned as Max passed her the small black cat, fearing what Jie might say to them next. Would she tell Madame Fang what they had done? Anna tried to relax as she cradled the sleepy cat against her shoulder, the electric blue whiskers tickling her neck. Suddenly she found herself remembering all the other animals she’d met since their adventures had begun: the bear in Romania, the vultures in Iran and, most of all, Billy the goat, who had been her greatest ally during their ordeal in England. The goats in the field had looked just like Billy, with their shaggy coats and their brilliant, twisting horns. If she’d managed to point the white knife at them, they might have become her friends too.

 The tightness in Anna’s stomach disappeared. She stroked the cat gently behind the ears, her thoughts becoming light. Losing the insects was unfortunate – but even if she could rewind time, Anna knew she would make the same decision all over again.

 ‘And where have you been?’ said a voice from the crowd. Anna jumped, turning around. Madame Fang was sweeping towards them, her face trembling with anger. ‘You were not in your room! We have been searching all over!’

 She beckoned to the Professor, who hurried over to the children at once. Anna managed a smile as he tousled her hair, glad to know her father wouldn’t have to worry any longer.

 ‘Please, Shi Fang, don’t be upset,’ said Jie. ‘They were with me. They helped me secure the goats in the field.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Tāmen shĭyòngle mófă. Wŏ xĭang xiàng tāmen zhănshì túshū guăn.’

 Madame Fang looked taken aback. Anna glanced at the girl in alarm, wondering what she’d said. Was Jie about to get them all in trouble?

‘Wŏ tóngyì,’ said Madame Fang, after a pause. She passed Jie a lamp. ‘I will allow it. Go now, while their father is distracted.’ She nodded at Anna. ‘Please, be careful.’

 Anna didn’t know what to say. She nodded back at Madame Fang as Jie pulled her by the sleeve, leading her and Max away from the town centre. Questions began burning on Anna’s lips as Jie turned a corner, pulling her into the building beyond.

 ‘The wind!’ she said, as Jie held up the lamp. ‘You controlled the wind!’

 They were standing in a small, cramped library. Books with paper covers were scattered across the floor, shaken from their shelves by the trembling earth.

 ‘The cat,’ said Jie, pointing at Anna. ‘She is with you?’

 ‘Uh – yes,’ said Anna nervously. ‘Yes, she is.’

 Max nodded, swallowing hard. Jie didn’t say anything. She turned and walked towards the wall at the far end of the library, which was covered in long, hanging scrolls. With gentle fingers, she moved one of the scrolls to the side, revealing a wooden panel hidden beneath. Anna’s mouth dropped open as Jie slid the panel away, revealing …

‘Another library,’ said Max. His excitement seemed to cut through his trepidation. ‘Is this where you keep the weapons? Are we going to fight the dragon together?’

 Anna’s eyes widened as she followed Jie into the second room, staring around in wonder at the dusty shelves. This library, it was clear, contained documents far more ancient than the first. There were stacks of papers so yellow they were almost brown, written in every language Anna could think of: Romanian and Norwegian, Persian and Dutch, Mandarin and English and everything else. There were books bound in leather and other, ickier skins, their covers scratched and cracked; silken scrolls were hanging on the walls like comic strips, their paintings telling a story from one panel to the next. At the end of the room sat a shelf of bones, their edges broken and black, their surfaces engraved. 

 Above the shelf of bones hung the largest silk scroll of all. It was an old, frayed thing, worn so thin by age that its colours had all but faded – and yet in the light of Jie’s lamp, the golden markings in the centre of the scroll seemed to shine brighter than stars. Anna’s breath caught in her chest as she stared at the mighty serpentine body; at the ferocious jaws topped by long, curling whiskers; at the huge, scaled feet, replete with deadly claws. The painted dragon commanded the children’s attention as they stood in the secret library, each of them thinking about the blasts of fire they had seen atop the hill. 

 ‘You have travelled far to find us,’ said Jie, breaking the silence. ‘How much did you know, before you arrived?’

 Her tone sounded threatening. Anna held up her hands in defence.

 ‘Nothing!’ she spluttered. ‘We didn’t know any of it! It was our dad who wanted to come here, not us!’

 ‘It’s true,’ said Max. ‘If I’d known there was a dragon here, I definitely would have stayed home.’

 Jie scowled. She opened an old ledger book, scanning across a list of handwritten symbols.

 ‘Thieves have preyed upon our village for centuries,’ she said. ‘We have recorded many punishments. In the old days, those who were caught entering the mountain were sentenced to lie beneath a boulder for five hundred years. Does this sentence sound fair to you?’ 

 Max’s face turned white. Anna smiled, hoping the girl might be joking, but Jie’s expression was stone cold.

 ‘No, look, you’ve got it all wrong,’ she said hurriedly. ‘We’re not thieves – not really. We’re like you.’ She pointed at Jie’s pocket, remembering the girl’s magic flute. ‘We know about fairies as well. We’ve met a vampire, and a troll, and a mermaid, and heaps of genies. When we heard about the earthquakes, we thought we might be able to help.’

 ‘That’s right,’ said Max. ‘We can definitely help you get rid of that horrible dragon.’

 Jie drew in a sharp breath. Anna hoped the girl might be considering their offer – but as she watched, Jie’s cheeks turned red with rage. The siblings jumped back as Jie slapped the table, almost knocking the ledger book to the floor.

 ‘You disrespect us!’ she said furiously. ‘The dragon’s honour cannot be refuted. He has bestowed nothing but peace and prosperity upon my people!’ 

 Anna gawped. She looked again at the silk hanging on the wall, reminding herself of the dragon’s frightful visage. It didn’t look like a peaceful creature. She bit her tongue as she turned back to Jie, trying to think of a question that wouldn’t infuriate the girl any further.

 ‘We’re sorry,’ she said. ‘Really we are. We don’t know exactly what’s going on here, but we’d love to help if we can. Is there anything we can do?’

 Jie narrowed her eyes. Anna winced, ready for another lashing – but as the other girl turned away, Anna sensed that she might finally have said the right thing. The siblings waited uneasily as Jie retrieved a different book from the shelf, dropping it on the ledger with a puff of dust. The pages crackled as she opened the cover.

 ‘We have records of all our visitors,’ she said. ‘Not all of them have been thieves. Some of them came here bearing gifts, to barter for our secrets. Those travellers were welcomed into our homes, and were allowed to share our fruits and waters. Does this sound more like you?’ 

 Anna nodded frantically. Jie pursed her lips, giving the siblings another searching look. For the whole conversation, Jie’s face had remained severe, but now Anna could see a flicker of emotion burning in her eyes. She could tell the girl wanted to ask them something – but what could it be? She maintained her silence as Max fidgeted beside her, waiting for Jie to speak. After a long pause, Jie finally looked away, turning another page of the crackly book.

 ‘This village only exists because of the dragon,’ she said, sighing. ‘It made its nest inside this mountain many generations ago, as far away from human cities as it could. But dragons cannot help but bless the waters where they live. As the dragon grew, the river began to overflow with good health, and fruit trees began to grow where no trees had grown before. The fruits drew my ancestors onto the treacherous mountain, to make their homes among the orchards – and there they discovered the dragon’s secret. 

 ‘And so my ancestors made a pact. They promised they would never claim the dragon’s treasure as their own, and in return the dragon would allow them to enjoy the boons of the enchanted waters. And so we have lived in peace for over a thousand years.’

 Max couldn’t help himself. ‘What went wrong, then?’ he said, interrupting.

 Jie glared at him. ‘Nothing went wrong,’ she snapped. ‘My ancestors kept their promise. They kept away from the dragon, though they knew the way to his lair. Their lives were blessed with happiness and good health, as were the lives of their children, and their children’s children. The village has always remained strong.’ 

 Anna suspected Jie was repeating a story she had heard many times before. She nodded slowly, digesting everything that had been said, nursing the black cat against her shoulder. Some of the details were boggling her mind – not least the fact that everyone in the village seemed to know that fairies were real. Anna tried to keep her cool, but questions were already spilling from her throat.

 ‘But something must have happened,’ she blurted. ‘Kai said this mountain isn’t known for earthquakes, but now you’re getting one every day. And you’ve been visiting the dragon, even though your ancestors promised not to. So what’s changed?’

 Jie’s fingers twitched. She snapped the book shut, mustering a scowl as she looked up at Anna. But the scowl didn’t last for long. There were tears welling in Jie’s eyes; her bottom lip began to tremble as she turned hurriedly away, picking up the oil lamp and holding it high. The scales of the painted dragon shimmered. 

 ‘Nobody visited it,’ she said huskily. ‘Nobody except thieves – and as the thieves spread the word, the butchers came as well. By the time the earthquakes started, no-one in the village had seen the dragon for generations. And so, one month ago, I took our oldest map, and I climbed the mountain. I found the cave behind the waterfall – and I found the dragon.’

 Jie’s voice broke. She turned back to the siblings, tears shining on her cheeks.

 ‘Our dragon is old,’ she said. ‘Old, and sick, and wounded. It is bitter against those who stole from it, and it is paranoid that thieves might return again. It rages in its cavern, tossing its treasure back and forth – and I fear, that without realising it …’

 ‘… the dragon has been causing earthquakes,’ finished Anna. She let out a long breath. Jie’s story was incredible, but now things were finally starting to make sense.

 ‘You haven’t said anything about Mr Candle,’ said Max. ‘Herr Olhouser, I mean. We heard him say he’d help the village by slaying the dragon. Why can’t you let him put it out of its misery?’

 Jie’s face darkened. ‘The candle man is a vulture,’ she said, scowling. ‘He made his camp on the mountain not long after the earthquakes began. Shi Fang does not think it would be wise to lead that man anywhere near the dragon’s cave. He claims he wants to help us, but to me it is clear that he only wishes to take the treasure for himself.’

 Anna couldn’t help smiling. She felt glad that the awful Mr Candle had also been exposed to Madame Fang’s ire.

 ‘But you are different,’ said Jie. She fixed Anna with a penetrating stare, her eyes shining with hope. ‘I think perhaps you are not bad people after all. You stole a treasure from the cave, but you used it to save our animals, instead of keeping it for yourselves. You have encountered magic, and monsters, and you have remained good of heart. You are the ones I have been waiting for. 

 ‘The candle man is going to try to kill the dragon. I need you to help me save it.’
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A SLIPPERY SLOPE

SILENCE FELL UPON THE SECRET LIBRARY. Anna and Max exchanged a fearful look as Jie continued to stare at them, her words hanging like snares.

 ‘But – you don’t really need any help, do you?’ said Max desperately. ‘You’ve got magic too. You showed us your flute.’

 Jie frowned. She reached into her pocket, taking out the small ceramic flute she had held on the hillside. Anna stared eagerly at the artefact, excited to be seeing it up close. The flute was shaped like an egg, with a small mouth hole pierced through the top. It didn’t look very valuable – but as Jie held up the instrument, Anna’s breath seemed to catch in her throat, as if the air in her lungs was waiting to be called out. The cat stirred in Anna’s arms as Jie placed the flute on the table. 

 ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I have my flute. There are stories of it here, from the time when my ancestors first met with the dragon. It is one of a pair: one of two instruments that can command the wind itself.’ She sniffed. ‘I saw it when I visited the cave, and I asked the dragon if I could take it. He did not say no. I believe he wanted me to have it.’

 She looked at the siblings fiercely, as if daring them to disagree. Anna remembered how the terrible tornado had chased them up the mountainside, trying its best to drive the carpet to the ground. It seemed Jie was in control of a powerful magic indeed. 

 ‘But I know my flute is only a modest treasure,’ continued Jie. ‘If what you say is true – if you have really met with vampires, and trolls, and genies – then your own magic must far exceed my own. It will take a powerful spell to soothe the dragon’s rage.’ She smiled. ‘The dragon has been a friend of this village since its very beginning. I know it is too noble to knowingly cause us harm. With your magic, we will be able to solve all our problems – I am sure of it!’

 Anna felt lost for words. Jie was looking at her expectantly, as if waiting for the siblings to take control, to assure her everything would be okay: and yet Anna had absolutely no idea what to do next. It was true that she and Max had encountered many different fairies, but she didn’t see how their experiences would help them calm an angry dragon. 

 She was about to try to explain all this to Jie when the cat’s golden eyes blinked open. Anna exclaimed loudly as a sharp claw dug into her shoulder; Max quickly moved to help her, untangling the cat from her jumper and placing it on the floor. All three children stared at the cat in surprise as it let out a low hiss, staring at the secret doorway.

 ‘Someone’s entering the main library,’ said Jie suddenly. ‘We must be quiet –’

 She stopped talking as a procession of noisy footsteps stomped into the room next door. It sounded as if five or six people had entered – and as the library door slammed shut, a very loud voice began to speak.

 ‘Do you see what’s going on out there? Do you see the damage your little pet has wrought? How much longer are you going to let this carnage continue?’

 Anna shivered. Looking across the room, she saw Jie’s entire body stiffen, just as Max’s face turned pale. All three of them knew who was speaking. There could be no mistaking the up-and-down voice of Mr Candle.

 ‘Speak, then!’ raged the voice. ‘What excuse can you give now? The beast is rabid! It’s coming for all of us – for all of you! Let us seize the maps we need from this library, and put an end to this crisis tonight!’

 ‘It is not that simple, Herr Olhouser,’ said a new voice. ‘You do not understand our ways. It is not our place to interfere.’

 Jie crept silently over to the wooden panel, beckoning Anna and Max to follow. She quietly slid the panel open, moving the hanging scroll just wide enough for peeking. Anna and Max held their breath as they looked through to the other side.

 Mr Candle was in the centre of the room, his plump face red with anger. Around him stood five villagers, three of whom Anna had not seen before; the most notable of the three seemed to be a tall man with white hair, his regal blue robes rippling over his shoulders. The two villagers that Anna did recognise were Wei and Lei, the two brothers looking particularly anxious as they stared around the library. As the children watched, Mr Candle rounded on the white-haired villager, shaking his fist very close to the man’s face. 

 ‘Interfere?’ he roared. ‘Interfere? What do you think’s going on here?’ He glared around at the unknown villagers, his nose wrinkled unpleasantly. ‘I’ve seen boulders strike your house, Tu Gang – and yours, Chu Yong – and as for the brothers Jian – why, your house is the most ruined of all!’ He spat. ‘Times are changing, and you can be damned if you think I’m going to fall off this mountain with the rest of you. Take me to the beast’s lair tonight, or else I’m leaving this place for good. Final offer – på min ære.’ 

 He stared meanly at the villagers, puffing out his chest. The man in the blue robes met his gaze, staring defiantly back – but to Anna’s alarm, the other villagers were beginning to look confused. Wei and Lei were shooting each other furtive glances, whispering to each other out of the corners of their mouths.

 Mr Candle had noticed the whispering as well. A smirk began to play upon his lips.

 ‘I am sorry, Herr Olhouser, but we have made our position clear,’ said the villager in blue robes. ‘There are many repairs to be made, and I cannot entertain these thoughts any longer. You may speak with Shi Fang and Taishi Kai if you wish to raise the matter again.’

 Mr Candle’s lip curled as the white-haired man walked smartly out of the room. The other villagers went to follow him, but Mr Candle leapt in front of the doorway, holding up his hands. He looked quickly over his shoulder, as if to make sure the white-haired man was truly gone. 

 ‘I am glad that fool has left us,’ he said, turning back to the remaining villagers. ‘He does not understand the situation like we do. Tonight is the night, friends, make no mistake. I have stowed weapons enough for all of us, just outside the village. All I need is for you to lead the way.’

 The villagers glanced at one another. Wei and Lei looked as if they wanted to keep whispering, but Mr Candle fixed them with a glare so fierce that they didn’t dare make a sound. The other men, however, looked thoughtful. After a long moment, the man named Chu Yong cleared his throat.

 ‘My home is all but rubble,’ he said gruffly. ‘Even if I were to rebuild, the dragon could easily knock it down again. I do not wish to live like this any longer. I will lead you to the lair.’ 

 ‘And I,’ said the man named Tu Gang. ‘I will go too.’

 Mr Candle nodded. He was keeping a very straight face, his mouth determinedly still, but he could not disguise the triumph shining in his eyes.

 ‘And you, Jian Wei?’ he said softly. ‘And you, Jian Lei? What will the wise brothers do?’

 Wei and Lei looked at each other in a panic. Anna could tell they didn’t want to go anywhere near the dragon’s lair. Wei looked as if he were about to say something when Mr Candle clapped him on the shoulder, forcing a cheery smile.

 ‘It is agreed,’ he said. ‘The brothers are with us. Do not be afraid, my friends. I have told you before that I have experience in these matters. But we must be quick, before we are found out. Mark my words – we will return to this village as heroes, and nothing less!’

 Wei and Lei didn’t look convinced, but they nodded in agreement as Chu Yong and Tu Gang made noises of encouragement. Anna couldn’t stomach the wicked grin on Mr Candle’s face any longer. She turned away as the little gang marched out of the library, feeling thoroughly sick. Max looked ill as well – but Jie looked even worse.

 ‘What have they done?’ she whispered in horror. ‘This is not their decision to make. They have betrayed us all!’

 ‘Maybe we can stop them,’ said Max. ‘We could go and get Madame Fang – tell her what’s going on.’

 But as fearsome as Madame Fang could be, Anna wasn’t sure how their hostess could help the dragon now. Mr Candle had already convinced the villagers to turn against the librarians’ wisdom – had already persuaded them that murdering the dragon was the only solution. Worse still, Anna couldn’t decide if she agreed with him or not. She turned away from Jie’s hopeful stare, trying to figure it all out. Whatever was to happen, it was clear they needed more time. 

 That meant there was only one option left.

 ‘Get the carpet,’ she said. ‘Quickly. We can’t let Mr Candle find the treasure cave. We’ll have to warn the dragon – or even fight him off ourselves, if we have to. But we need to get up to the waterfall, right now.’

 Jie blinked. ‘Carpet?’ she said. ‘What carpet?’

 Anna grinned.
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 Neither the Professor nor the librarians had returned to the house when the children barged inside. Anna led the way up the stairs, the drowsy cat cradled in her arms, pulling the carpet from Max’s bag before the others had reached the bedroom door. In no time at all they were soaring over the mountainside, a sleek silhouette against the vast, starry night. 

 It was a terrifying thing, knowing they were placing themselves between the hunting party and a dragon, but Anna took a moment to enjoy the look on Jie’s face as they flew above the river. She held her new friend tightly as they arced towards the stony crown, Jie’s expression switching constantly between terror and delight.

 Fortunately, it seemed the hunting party were busy gathering their supplies. By the time the children alighted beside the enormous waterfall, they had seen no sign of Mr Candle. Anna stepped tentatively behind the water, peering into the icy tunnel, her heart thumping in her chest. She wanted to be a good friend to Jie – wanted to find a way to heal the dragon if she could – but the enormity of the task was starting to overwhelm her. Was she really brave enough to confront the monster? 

 ‘I knew you were the ones to help me,’ said Jie. Her cheeks were red with exhilaration. ‘I knew your magic would be powerful.’ She smiled. ‘Have you thought of a plan to calm the dragon?’

 Anna groaned quietly. She rested her hand on the side of the passage, wincing as her skin stuck to the ice. Once again, she was struck by the oddness of a fiery monster making its home in such a cold place. Would the dragon’s mood improve if she found a way to warm it up? Anna gritted her teeth, thinking hard.

 ‘Of course I’ve got a plan,’ she lied. ‘Just give me a moment to put the last few pieces together. I need to have a look at this ice.’

 ‘Hold on,’ said Max. ‘I need to roll the carpet.’

 But Anna didn’t wait. She stepped quickly into the tunnel, desperate to escape Jie’s trusting stare. How could she live up to the other girl’s expectations? The first time Anna had walked along the ice tunnel she had tiptoed carefully; now she rushed, her feet skittering on the slippery floor. With a final skid, she slid into the first chamber, the light of her torch reflecting off the gloopy ceiling. 

 ‘Anna?’ called Max. ‘Slow down! You’re going too fast!’

 Anna ignored him. Just as before, she came to the three crevices in the wall, gloomy and dark. The centre crevice, she knew, led directly to the dragon’s lair – but what if she could convince Mr Candle and his friends to take one of the other passages instead? Anna smiled as a plan began to form. She pressed her heel against the floor of the left-side passage, trying to leave a footprint. The ice remained unmarked.

 Max and Jie still hadn’t caught up. Anna took a step along the new crevice, lifting up her leg – and then, with all her might, she brought her foot down as hard as she could. 

 And at once, she realised her mistake.

 The icy floor shattered. Anna squealed as she tumbled onto her back, sliding out of control down a cold, black chute as the cavern walls splintered all around her.
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THIN ICE

ANNA SCREAMED. SHE STUCK OUT HER HANDS, trying to slow her descent, but slivers of ice were bouncing all around her, cutting her skin like shards of glass. With a muffled cry, Anna crashed through another pane of ice, and then another; she was thrown into the air as the tunnel turned, almost impaling her shoulder on a low-hanging icicle. The torch dropped from her hand as she flew through the darkness – and then she was stopping, her body slamming into a wall of ice, and the breath was knocked completely from her lungs. 

 Anna moaned. She could already feel her legs bruising; could sense an awful pain in her chest that felt like a broken rib. But worst of all were her hands – and her mouth. She had fallen face-first against the wall, her palms and lips pressed firmly against its surface.

 And now her skin was stuck to the ice.

 Anna let out a strangled gasp as she tried to move her head, the ice ripping back against her lips. The pain was unbearable. Anna shivered, rolling her eyes all the way to the side, trying to look around for something – anything – that might help.

 As the smallest of mercies, the dropped torch had spun to a stop nearby. From its feeble light, Anna could see she had fallen into another cavern – although how far it stretched, she couldn’t tell. But the cavern wasn’t empty. Something was standing in the darkness nearby – a shape with arms, and legs, and a hairy, frightening head. Anna looked at the wall before her, trying to see the shape in the icy reflection. Who – or what – was behind her? 

 Something brushed against Anna’s side. Anna winced, moaning in pain as her lips pulled against the ice. With a tremendous effort, she tilted her head, staring down at the creature beside her.

 It was a monkey.

 Anna stared at the creature in bewilderment. The monkey had a furry brown face and a large brown beard, with thick red rims around both of its eyes: a twin in every way of the monkeys she had seen during her fall down the mountain. But this monkey was carrying something. A stack of peaches was piled in its arms – huge, bulging peaches, their skins fuzzy and pink. Even with her nose pressed against the ice, Anna could smell the sweet scent of the fruits wafting through the cavern. 

 The monkey peered at her curiously. Anna decided she had better make the first move.

 ‘Hello,’ she muttered.

 With her lips stuck in place, it sounded more like ‘hu-oh.’ Anna tilted her head even further back, stretching her lips as far as they would go. ‘Hello,’ she said again. ‘Do you think you could come and help me?’

 The monkey took a step back, its eyes opening wide. Anna quickly made a hushing sound.

 ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘I won’t hurt you.’

 The monkey flinched. Its arms trembled, wobbling the pile of peaches – and with a final quiver, the peach on top fell loose. It hit the cavern floor with a splat, the skin splitting open, the sticky juice leaking out onto the ice. The monkey shrieked. In an instant it disappeared, running away into the darkness, leaving Anna completely alone.

 Anna decided monkeys were her absolute least favourite animals. She tried to wiggle her hands again, crying out as the skin tore away from her palm. Her hands were so cold now that she could feel the cells dying. How long would it be until she froze entirely? She wondered if Max and Jie had heard her fall – wondered if they were coming to rescue her even now, riding the carpet down the slippery chute. Anna strained her ears, desperately listening out for their approach.

Who are you?

 Anna froze. Her eyes whizzed back as she tried to look around, her heart pounding with fear as the sandpaper voice scratched at her thoughts. With a burst of adrenaline, she ripped her right hand off the ice wall, howling in pain as spots of her skin tore away. A drop of blood ran down her arm as she reached for the white knife, her fingers scrabbling at the hilt.

Why have you come?

 Something was stirring at the back of the cavern. Anna stared at the reflection in the ice wall, her eyes spinning in fright as a new, glittering shape began to appear – a shape that seemed impossibly long, and as thick as the broadest tree trunk. Her heart began to beat faster still.

Answer me!

 ‘I’m a friend!’ yelled Anna. ‘A friend of Jie’s! I’ve come to warn you – to let you know –’

 A dazzling light exploded through the ice cavern. Anna bawled in fear, reaching again for the white knife, gazing into the ice wall – and then she was screaming, her skin tearing open as tremors racked her body, staring in utter horror at the face reflected behind her.

 The dragon roared. It shook its terrible head, its tawny mane tossing back and forth, its long whiskers coiling like pythons. Its horns were so tall that they scraped against the cavern roof; its scales were so bright that each one shone like the sun. A row of black spikes ran down its spine, curling all the way to the end of its snaking tail – a tail that seemed to go on forever, twisting through the cavern like a never-ending firework. Four scaled feet protruded from beneath its belly, their golden claws glittering like guillotines. 

Warn me of what, mouse?

 The dragon’s mouth didn’t move, but once again the whispering voice scratched its way inside Anna’s head. The words felt like hot steam, as if she had pressed her ear against the spout of a boiling kettle. Anna felt like her brain might be about to melt.

Answer!

 ‘There are men coming up the mountain!’ cried Anna. At the dragon’s command, her thoughts seemed to snap back together; she began to struggle again, trying to pull her left hand off the ice. ‘They are angry because of the earthquakes! They are coming to kill you!’ 

 The dragon roiled. It slithered towards the ice wall, its enormous neck winding ever closer to Anna’s frozen body. Its breath was horribly warm.

I am hungry.

 Anna whimpered again, wondering if she could kick the dragon if it edged too close. But the dragon had stopped moving. Anna stared in confusion as new shapes began to appear in the icy reflection: a horde of furry bodies scurrying from the darkness.

 The monkeys had returned. There were dozens of them now, each one as hairy and red-eyed as the next, scampering over the ice with sure-footed grace. All of them were carrying peaches. Anna watched in astonishment as the monkeys lined up beside the dragon, throwing their fruits into its monstrous mouth. Peach juice dripped down the dragon’s chin as it smashed each fruit between its jaws, its beastly tongue smacking against its lips. 

I have smelt you before.

 The steam-words rustled back into Anna’s head. The monkeys scattered as the dragon shut its mouth, its scales twinkling with a troubled light. Anna could feel the monster’s eyes boring into her skull.

 ‘Yes,’ she rasped. ‘I was here yesterday. I followed Jie behind the waterfall. And I took – I took –’

 She didn’t want to say it. She quickly shut her mouth, clenching her teeth tightly together as the dragon’s scratching words impelled her to tell the truth. Her tongue waggled in her mouth – but with all her remaining determination, she managed not to speak.

 The dragon sniffed. Anna’s hair whipped back as the beast sucked a current of air into its wide, gaping nostrils. The monster growled.

Lie-spinner. Fairy-dancer. Treasure-seeker.

 ‘No!’ said Anna. ‘That’s not right! That’s not why I’ve come!’

Thief in the honey pot. Witch in the dark!

 ‘You’re wrong!’ cried Anna. ‘You have to listen to –’

 The dragon hissed. Hot air rushed from its mouth, scorching Anna’s skin. Anna recoiled, her body spasming with fear – and to her shock, she discovered that the dragon’s warm breath had finally melted her skin free. Anna turned to face the monster in a daze, water dripping from her chin, staring in terror into the eyes of her foe.

 But now that she could see it clearly, she realised there were many things about the dragon she hadn’t noticed before. Its horns were misshapen, jutting out of the dragon’s skull at different heights, as if parts of the horn had been broken apart. Its tawny mane was matted and uneven, with bald, scaly patches glimmering where great chunks of hair had been ripped away; it was even missing a whisker, a sad, short tuft showing where the hair had once grown. On the dragon’s belly, entire scales had been cut from the golden coat, leaving behind strips of soft, pink-white skin. 

 The dragon snarled, fixing Anna with a bloodcurdling stare. Its eyes burned a fiery yellow, with slits down the middle that glistened the deepest black; but a white disk was growing over each iris, like a pair of clouds drifting across a red morning sky. Anna suspected the dragon was very nearly blind.

Run away, little mouse. Run, as fast you can.

 Anna cringed as the voice scratched in her head. With a sense of impending doom, her fingers finally closed around the hilt of the white knife, revelling in the power as sparks of magic shot up her arm. Jie had wanted her to save the dragon – but with the beast growling above her, Mr Candle’s plan suddenly seemed like the only option. Anna shook her head as her thoughts cleared, eyeing the missing scales on the dragon’s belly. Would the white knife be sharp enough to pierce the dragon’s skin? 

Run, mouse-thief. Run, run, run!

 The knife pulsed in Anna’s hand. Anna cried out, falling to the ground as the dragon’s pointed tail whipped through the air. It struck the ice where Anna’s head had been, cracking the mirror-wall with its wicked tip.

 Anna howled. She drew the white knife, snarling a battle cry as a golden light caught brilliantly on the pearly blade. She pointed the knife at the dragon’s snout, her skin tingling from head to toe with a deadly, magical warmth. ‘Get back!’ she yelled. ‘Get back, or I’ll end your life right now!’

 The dragon blinked. It sniffed again, its cloudy eyes peering curiously at the blade in Anna’s hand. Anna maintained her snarl, taking one deep breath after another, watching the dragon’s every move. She could tell the dragon hadn’t expected her to be armed – but why was it taking so long to react? Anna took a daring step forward, pointing the knife towards the monster’s heart. 

 And then a new sound began to scratch inside her head. It was a strange, rattling sound, like a gasp, or a wheeze; Anna shook her head, trying to block it from her ears. But the sound didn’t stop. It rattled on and on, one scratch after another, until Anna finally realised what she was hearing.

 It was laughter.

 ‘Get back!’ she said. ‘I’m not joking!’

 But the dragon did not retreat. With terrifying speed, it opened its jaws wide, sending a blast of scorching air at Anna’s face. Anna blinked, her eyeballs dry, swinging the knife blindly as the dragon’s terrible voice tore into her brain.

Look, little mouse. Look into my mouth, and realiseyour mistake. Look into my jaws, and understand your folly. 

 Anna opened her eyes. She stared into the dragon’s open mouth, her blood turning to ice.

 The dragon’s mouth was full of teeth. There were four rows running along the top and two rows along the bottom; countless teeth, each one as long as a school ruler. Each tooth was thin and creamy-white, the same colour as scar tissue, or the moon on a cloudy night. Their edges looked impossibly sharp, tapering to points so fine and needle-like that Anna could scarcely see them.

 But one of the teeth was missing. In one of the bottom rows sat an empty space, the vacant gum black and deformed, like a crater burnt into the dragon’s flesh. Anna’s legs began to shake as she stared at the gap, a terrible realisation building at the back of her head. She fell to her knees as the dragon’s laughter scratched away inside her brain, eroding her thoughts until only one terrible sentence remained. 

Just as it was stolen from its first master, so too may it be stolen again.

 Anna’s fingers trembled as she stared down at the dragon tooth in her hand, the pearly blade shining brighter than it ever had before.
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ALL THAT GLITTERS

THE DRAGON LAUGHED AGAIN, FILLING Anna’s mind with its awful, wheezing cackle. Anna staggered to her feet, stumbling away along the wall of ice, the white knife clutched tightly between her fingers.

 Of course the knife was a tooth. The shape, the colour, the sharp, needling point – the knife had always looked like a tooth, right from the moment Anna had pulled it from beneath the Transylvanian floorboards. Now, in the depths of the Chinese ice cavern, she was finally meeting the knife’s original master. Anna’s legs shuddered as she wrestled with the thought, her confidence shattering around her. 

Run faster, little mouse! It has been so long since I have feasted on a burglar. Season your flesh with terror!

 Anna dived onto the ground as the dragon’s tail sliced above her head once more. Survival instincts kicked in as the tail arced down; Anna rolled swiftly to the side, leaping to her feet as the spiky tip smacked hard against the ground. The dragon was still laughing, but there was no mirth in the sound.

I will slice your skin. I will break your bones. I will drink your blood.

 Anna ran faster, dodging the dragon’s impossible tail each time it swung. The tail was moving so fast it could easily have snapped her in two – but with its cloudy eyes, the dragon’s aim was poor. Anna leapt over the tail as it swiped at her legs, shrieking as she sought shelter along the walls of the ice cave. From the light of the monster’s scales, she caught sight of two new crevices, each one filled with darkness; she changed direction mid-step, charging towards the nearest opening. 

Flee, like a mouse to its hole! Wriggle, like a worm in my stomach!

 The dragon’s tail appeared before Anna, wavering wickedly in the air. But the tail didn’t seem to be blocking her path. It was hovering in front of the other crevice – the crack in the ice that was slightly further away. Anna frowned, trying to process the thought. Why was the dragon letting her escape?

 Anna made a decision. At the last possible moment she changed her course, running directly towards the end of the dragon’s tail. She dropped into a skid as the dragon roared, sliding at top speed beneath the tail – and then the crevice swallowed her up, and she was sliding down a new chute, and everything was black. 

 And then Anna’s entire world turned gold.

 The dragon had been blocking the entrance to its treasure cave. Anna shrieked as she flew headfirst into a pile of shining coins, rolling in a daze down the side of a golden hill. Gemstones poured into her ears, her mouth, her nostrils; her head dipped beneath the trinkets, drowning in the coins like quicksand. She fought back against the treasure, sticking her head out into the icy cavern, struggling for breath.

Hide, little mouse. Imagine you have succeeded. Your hope will tickle my tongue.

 The pile of coins began to shudder. Anna moaned as the treasure beneath her slipped down the heap, carrying her towards the centre of the dragon’s hoard. She quickly held her breath, letting her body go limp, refusing to move a muscle as coins slid across her face. 

Witch-thief. Gold-burrower. You do not belong here. Your only escape is down my throat.

 Anna stifled a scream as the dragon exploded into the room. It swam through the air like it was water, hovering above the treasure pile, its great golden claws perched on nothing at all. The tawny mane rippled as the dragon sniffed, its cloudy eyes flicking back and forth.

You smell sweet, little mouse. Your blood is fresh, and your meat is tender. It will be a fine thing to lick your flesh-flakes from my walls. I will enjoy devouring a thief as young as you.

 The dragon’s tail struck out, hitting the treasure pile. Anna exhaled as slowly as she dared.

There have been so many thieves. Gold-hungry. Blood-thirsty. Their ribs were so nice to crunch. I miss the taste.

 The dragon stopped hovering. It dropped through the air like a felled tree, crashing onto the treasure with all its weight. Anna bit her lip, refusing to make a sound as the dragon’s scaled foot stomped down beside her. Mountains of coins rose and fell, shifting like sand dunes in a desert.

I should never have slept. I should never have ceded my spells to witch-butchers like you. Hair-trimmer. Scale-breaker.

Tooth-stealer!

 The dragon lunged, its jaws open wide. Anna sprang to life as the mouth of knives came streaking towards her, jumping out from the coins and run-stumbling down the pile. She swung her own knife at the dragon’s tail, sending orange sparks spraying out as the blade found its mark. The dragon growled in anger, its neck twisting around to follow Anna’s run.

Too slow, little mouse. Your life is over!
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The dragon lunged.



 Anna felt the dragon’s whiskers tickling the back of her neck. In desperation she dived, sending herself careening down the next golden slope; she heard a smack as the dragon’s jaws snapped shut behind her heels, its breath hot enough to melt her shoes. She rolled to a stop in a swell of gemstones as the dragon coiled around, ready to make its final strike.

 And then a trinket caught Anna’s eye. It was a small, egg-shaped thing, its shell the colour of mud, so dull and so boring that it was almost invisible among all the gleaming jewels. But the shape was familiar – a shape she had seen before, held in the hand of someone brave and strong. Anna spluttered something unintelligible as she stared at the object, suddenly fearing for her new friend as well as herself. How could Jie have dropped such a valuable treasure?

 Except Jie hadn’t dropped it. Anna rolled desperately towards the trinket, remembering what her friend had said. There were two flutes: two magical instruments, collected by the dragon long ago. One of them was Jie’s, but the other one – the other one …!

 The dragon swooped. Anna snatched the flute from the pile just as the beast plunged towards her, blowing on the mouth hole with a mighty breath.

 The wind appeared from nowhere. It whistled through the ice palace, catching coins and jewels in a tornado blast, sending a hurricane of gold hurtling towards the dragon’s head. The dragon roared, closing its jaws as coins bounced off its scales, its tail quivering with rage.

Wind-swindler! Mouse-cheat! I will split your skull!

 The dragon’s tail struck out, catching Anna off guard. She screamed as scales slapped against her face, knocking the flute from her hand; at once the wind died away, the airborne coins falling like hail. The dragon snarled, coiling towards the place where Anna had stood – but Anna was already gone, sliding down the next coin pile, her eyes focused on the cascading treasure. Now, at last, she had a plan. In its folly, the dragon had allowed her to enter its armoury: a collection of magical artefacts amassed over centuries. All she had to do was find the artefact that would help her escape. 

Blood-bringer! Meat-morsel! Dinner-child!

 Anna sheathed the white knife, using both hands to pull an iron rod out from the coins. She spun around and threw it with all her strength, marvelling as it built up a frightening momentum all on its own. It struck the dragon with a mighty crack, splitting one of its belly scales in two. The dragon screeched.

 ‘Take that!’ yelled Anna. ‘Earthquake-maker! Dumb-snake!’

 She ran up the next coin-hill at top speed, taking advantage of the dragon’s distraction. She still couldn’t tell where she was – couldn’t make out any cracks in the icy walls – but as she turned she caught sight of the ceramic flute again, resting in the shadow of a tiny, bronze-barked tree. The trees had mystified Anna when she had first seen them growing from the gold; now she raced towards the sapling, skidding her way down to the burnished trunk. She grabbed the flute just as the dragon’s mouth appeared above her once more, its knife-teeth sparkling with light – and then the dragon breathed out, and the branches of the bronze tree rustled, and Anna’s head was exploding with pain.

 Never in Anna’s life had she experienced a headache such as this. Her head felt like it was being squeezed from both sides: as if her brain were bursting from her ears, at the very same moment as a great weight was crashing down upon her skull. The headache was so powerful that she could no longer control her limbs; Anna found herself flapping on the coins like a fish, unable to stand, unable to think. 

 Protruding from her arm was a single twig, spindly and bronze, its end so sharp that it had pierced her skin.

 The dragon laughed.

Well fought, little mouse. The wand-tree has felled you, as your sisters felled its kin. Now your flesh is mine.

 Anna flopped to the side. The twig popped out of her skin as her arm slapped onto the coins; Anna gasped, finally able to draw a full breath. As her thoughts began to clear, she found herself staring into the dragon’s open mouth. All she could see were endless rows of teeth.

Goodbye, mouse-thief. Thank you for the hunt.

 ‘Yeah,’ wheezed Anna, her headache pounding. ‘Goodbye.’ 

 And before the dragon could do anything else, Anna raised the ceramic flute to her lips and blew as hard as she could.

 Hundreds of coins flew into the dragon’s open mouth. The monster recoiled, coughing and spluttering, spitting out gold as it raised its fearsome claws. But the wind was already on the move, carrying Anna through the ice cavern on a cloud of her very own. With her last ounce of energy, Anna pointed at a crack in the ice, high on the wall; she fell back in exhaustion as the cloud-wind delivered her into the crevice, sending her flying down yet another slippery slope. The dragon howled with unmitigated rage as Anna slid into the darkness, hurtling headfirst into the unknown.
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AN EXPLOSIVE DISCOVERY

ANNA SLID FOR A LONG TIME. SHE SHOOK WITH cold as she slid through a snowy grotto, the ice crystals saturating her clothes; she dropped the flute in fear as she smashed through a cluster of icicles, their needle-tips ripping her pants. All the while the awful headache continued to boom, the pain rippling down her neck with every twist and turn. Anna sobbed quietly as she slid along, savouring the warmth of her tears. 

 The pain finally began to subside as the ice chute levelled off, gradually becoming a tunnel like any other. Anna stood slowly, grabbing the wall for support, blinking against the darkness.

 There was light nearby. Anna stumbled towards a sliver of night sky, picked out with stars. She sobbed with relief as the moon came into view, illuminating her tear-streaked cheeks, her bloodstained hands, her wet, tangled hair.

 She was alive.

 Anna leant heavily against the wall, duly registering that it was made of stone. She wondered how far down the mountain she had slid; wondered how many other caves were spread across the mountainside. Did Jie know about this cave too? Anna tried to work out how long it had been since she’d seen Jie and Max. What would happen if the mad dragon sniffed them out as well?

 She was about to rush outside when she noticed the moonlight glinting off something else inside the cavern. Anna walked slowly towards the glimmer, her hands stretched out before her, careful not to trip over in the dark. Her hands fumbled over an unexpected surface – the top of a wooden crate. Sitting on the crate was a large metal torch.

 Anna picked up the torch, frowning in confusion. This, she was sure, was not part of the dragon’s treasure. Who else was hiding things in the mountain caves? With a nervous flick, Anna switched on the torch, staring around as a beam of light flooded through the room.

 From the shadows, a bright white skull stared back.

 Anna cowered, stumbling over her feet – but almost at once, she realised the skull wasn’t real. A row of wooden barrels had been stacked against the far wall, each one marked with a painted skull and crossbones. The empty eye sockets stared blankly as Anna caught her breath. 

 Beside the barrels sat a second wooden crate, its lid hanging ajar. Anna walked over to it, peering at a sheaf of papers stuffed within. In a daze, she pulled out the topmost documents, reading their titles in the flickering light.

INDUCED SEISMOLOGY: CAUSES AND EFFECTS

ROCK BURSTS AND THE MAINTENANCE OF MOUNTAIN EQUILIBRIUM

FAILURE OF THE BEDDING PLANE: MASS WASTING VIA EXCAVATION

The titles didn’t make any sense to Anna. She pulled out the next document, unfolding it to reveal a large, detailed map. The entire thing seemed to be made up of red circles, some neat, some jagged, closing in like bullseyes around three main points: the three peaks of the dragon’s mountainous crown. Anna squinted, trying to work out where she might be. Someone had drawn extra lines in blue and green pen around the centre peak, marking things with ticks, crosses, and another shape Anna couldn’t quite make out. She moved the torch closer, holding the map up to her face. Her eyes widened. 

 There were skulls on the map as well.

 ‘What is this place?’ whispered Anna aloud. ‘What’s going on?’

 She didn’t want to stay in the cave any longer. Events were spinning out of her control: the dragon, mad inside the mountain; Mr Candle, leading his hunting party towards the incredible treasure; and Jie and Max, unarmed and alone, trapped hopelessly in between. Anna knew she barely had enough time left to help anyone – but even as she took a step towards the open night, her gaze swivelled back to the creepy wooden barrels. For all the danger she and her friends were in, Anna felt sure she was staring at a clue – a big, huge, mystery-changing clue. How much longer could she spend trying to work it out? 

 Anna cursed. She ran over to the barrels, pointedly ignoring the stencilled skulls, running her hand over their sides. The barrels were all nailed shut – but at the end of the row, one of them had split open. Anna held the torch close to the crack, shining it through the hole.

 The barrel was full of black powder. Anna leant closer, taking a tentative sniff. To her, the powder smelt faintly of a fireplace, but the smell wasn’t strong enough to give her any more clues. Anna groaned, screwing up her face like Max did whenever he was faced with a problem. What did it all mean?

Excavation. Rock Bursts. Induced Seismology.

 Anna blinked. She ran back to the wooden crate, snatching up the papers she had tossed aside. The language on the reports was tricky and scientific, but now that she was focusing, she realised that she knew all of those words. She had learned the word seismology in science class, when her teacher had been explaining how the pieces of the world fitted together; had read it in her textbook while the teacher was talking about plates and rocks shifting against each other beneath the earth. To induce something meant to cause it, and seismology was the study of … 

 ‘Oh, no,’ said Anna. Comprehension was dawning on her like an avalanche. She stared back at the barrels, finally understanding what was packed inside.

 It was gunpowder. Someone had smuggled barrels of explosives up onto the mountainside – barrels that were being ignited inside the very heart of the mountain. Anna remembered the cloud of dust and debris that had shaken her from the sky ladder; remembered the quaking earth and the flashes of fire from hours before. It hadn’t been magic. Everything a person needed to shake the earth, or send up a flare, was lying right in front of her, hidden in a dingy cave. 

Seismology: the study of earthquakes.

 ‘It’s him,’ said Anna. ‘It’s him!’

 She threw down the paper, glaring around the cave with a furious clarity.

 It wasn’t the dragon. It had never been the dragon. The monster she’d met below the ice was a lonely, hungry, bloodthirsty beast – but the earthquakes and the fire blasts were being caused by a different monster entirely. Anna gnashed her teeth, kicking over the wooden crate, scattering the reports to the wind.

 She had to get back to the village. The truth needed to be spread as quickly as possible – and best of all, Anna had a new trick that could get her to the village very quickly indeed. She shone her torch at the ground as she ran to the back of the cave, desperately searching for the magic flute. 

 ‘Oh, drat,’ she said.

 At the back of the cave, sitting beneath a crevice so small that only a child could have squeezed through, laid the broken pieces of the brown ceramic flute. Anna groaned, kneeling down to examine the fragments. The flute was shattered beyond repair.

 But the flute wasn’t the only thing that had been carried out of the treasure cave. Anna frowned as something else glinted out from the crevice, its point shining feebly in the dark. She stuck her arm into the hole, her fingers scrabbling at the strange, spindly object. A prickling shock ran through her skin as she pulled the thing out into the light – and then Anna was recoiling, throwing the object on the ground, her insides curling with dread.

 Lying on the ground was a thin, brass-coloured twig, its pointed end stained with blood.

 Anna trembled as she stared at the twig, an echo of pain blooming in her head. Of all the magical artefacts Anna had encountered, none of them had ever hurt her like the bronze-barked tree. The other artefacts she’d found hadn’t always been useful, but they had been exciting, as if their magic was allowing her to rewrite the boring rules that adults had imposed on the universe. The headache twig didn’t feel like that. It felt like something else, something weirder, something darker: a tool that had been designed exclusively for evil.

 Anna flinched, stepping away from the twig. She didn’t want to take it with her – but if the cave was really being occupied by the person she thought it was, then she couldn’t afford to leave the twig behind. Anna moaned, hopping from one foot to the other, wishing the decision was someone else’s to make.

 There was no more time. Anna bit her lip as her brain snapped into action, whipping out her handkerchief and bundling the twig into her pocket. As soon as she could, she would hide the twig where it could never be found – but for now, she needed to run. Anna turned around, dashing back through the cave, the flashlight bobbing at her side. She exploded onto the mountainside, spinning around to get her bearings – 

 – and then someone was grabbing her by her scarf, squeezing the air from her throat, and a strong pair of hands was twisting her arms behind her back. Tears sprang into Anna’s eyes as she choked and spluttered; the metal torch fell from her hand, smashing against the rocks. For a moment, all she could see was the vast, empty sky – and then a new face appeared above her, ruddy and round, its small eyes burning with rage. Anna squirmed as she stared into the face of Mr Candle, his blond hair shining brighter than the moon.
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TIED HANDS

‘IT’S YOU!’ CRIED ANNA. ‘YOU’RE THE ONE behind this!’

 Mr Candle took a step back. He stared in alarm at Anna’s long, black scarf, his mouth falling open as he recognised her face. Anna kicked out, trying to escape, but someone else was holding her from behind, pushing her arms painfully up her back. Three new lights blazed in the darkness as a trio of wooden torches caught alight.

 ‘Hold her tight!’ said Mr Candle. He sounded afraid. ‘Do not let her escape!’

 The men holding the burning torches stepped forward. Anna breathed a sigh of relief as she saw Wei and Lei, both of them gasping in astonishment. The man named Tu Gang looked bewildered as well. He turned back to Mr Candle, his face creased with concern.

 ‘You were mistaken, Herr Olhouser,’ he said. ‘There is no bandit in your camp. This girl has been staying with us in the village, with her brother and father. Chu Yong, release her at once!’

 ‘No!’ roared Mr Candle. ‘It is you who are mistaken. Hold her, Chu Yong, and bind her tight!’

 Anna felt the hands behind her relax slightly, but they were too tight for her to wiggle loose. She opened her mouth to say something, but at that moment Wei and Lei began to shout in Mandarin, stabbing their fingers angrily at Mr Candle. Anna dared herself a sliver of hope as Mr Candle held up his hands, flustered by the brothers’ attack. If the brothers could give her a chance to tell her story, she knew she would be released. 

 Her hope swiftly faded as Mr Candle stepped towards her. Before she could react, he began patting her down with his fat, grubby hands, reaching to the scabbard on her hip. Anna shuddered as Mr Candle snatched the white knife from its sheath, holding up the blade with a triumphant grin.

 ‘Cease this argument at once!’ he bellowed. ‘Do you not realise how you have been deceived? The girl and her family have known about the dragon all along! Look, my friends, at what the girl has stolen!’

 He held up the knife, its pearlescent edge blazing in the firelight. Anna heard Chu Yong exhale behind her as the weapon glimmered and sparked; Tu Gang shielded his eyes as he tried to look upon the blade, dazzled by its glow. Wei and Lei stumbled back in amazement, their protestations dying on their lips. 

 ‘That’s right,’ said Mr Candle nastily. ‘A tooth from your dragon, plucked freshly from its mad, bloody mouth! A fine treasure for a thief to carry away – wouldn’t you agree?’ He rounded angrily on Wei and Lei. ‘You have been blind, brothers Jian! You have allowed villains to infiltrate your village – villains who plan to steal the treasure that is rightfully yours! Do none of you realise the danger you are in?’

 He spun around, pointing at Anna. ‘This girl is a nüwū!’

 Anna felt Chu Yong’s arms stiffen. Wei, Lei and Tu Gang turned to look at her, their faces aghast. Suddenly Anna felt more afraid than ever.

 ‘He’s lying!’ she yelled. ‘He’s the one who’s trying to steal from you! He’s been causing the earthquakes and the fireballs all along – been risking all of your lives, just so you’ll show him where the treasure is hidden!’ 

 ‘Do not listen!’ roared Mr Candle. ‘Who knows what tricks she can perform with her words! Block your ears, while I stop her mouth!’

 And with that, he plucked a very dirty handkerchief from his pocket. Anna screamed as Mr Candle wrapped the handkerchief around her mouth, tying it tightly at the back of her head. She tried to speak, but all that came out were a series of muffled grunts, her lips pressed tight against the filthy fabric. Anna quickly switched to breathing through her nose.

 ‘There,’ said Mr Candle. ‘Now, rope! We must tie her hands as well!’

 Tu Gang still looked uncertain, but he dutifully reached into his bag and withdrew a coil of rope. Mr Candle cut a piece with the white knife; Anna winced as he busied himself behind her, tying up her wrists.

 ‘Herr Olhouser,’ said Tu Gang nervously. ‘Whatever this girl has done, she is only a child. Perhaps we should return to the village.’

 ‘Enough!’ growled Mr Candle. ‘I’ll take no more advice. Even now, the girl’s brother could be stealing even greater treasures – did you consider that, Tu Gang? No, we must press on. Perhaps this girl will help show us the way!’

 Tu Gang didn’t look entirely convinced, but he didn’t object again. Anna’s heart began to thump as the villagers stared at her, fear flickering in their eyes. She didn’t think she’d ever felt so alone.

 She flinched as something sharp dug into her back. Twisting her head around, she saw the white knife clutched in Mr Candle’s pudgy hand, the point sparkling like a diamond. The man grinned as he prodded her again.

 ‘Come, girl,’ he whispered. ‘Get moving. Lead me to the dragon.’
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 It was the first time Anna had climbed the mountain on foot. She struggled to keep up with the rest of the group, jumping precariously from rock to rock, unable to use her hands for safety or balance. But Anna didn’t slow down. She kept on jumping, risking her body with every step, desperately trying to keep ahead of Mr Candle and the knife.

 The hunting party had started their climb on the other side of the river, retrieving the tools and weapons Mr Candle had hidden close to town. Tu Gang and Chu Yong were armed with a clutch of long wooden spears, their ends capped with sharp metal points. Wei and Lei had a great many daggers tucked into their belts, and were also carrying a large net between them, holding the mesh carefully above the ground. In contrast, Mr Candle seemed to be travelling very lightly indeed. If not for the white knife in his hand, Anna wouldn’t have thought he was carrying any weapons at all. 

He’s not really planning on fighting, she thought. He just wants the others to do his dirty work while he gets away with the loot.

 She convulsed in pain as the white knife jabbed her in the back. Mr Candle chuckled to himself, leaning close to her ear as the villagers climbed ahead.

 ‘What a pleasant reunion this is,’ he said quietly. ‘The girl who breaks bridges, here to make mischief again. And you even brought me your knife. That was very kind of you.’

 Anna hopped ahead, stumbling over the next boulder, but Mr Candle kept pace. He grinned madly as he pursued her beside the river, poking her with the knife whenever he could.

 ‘I asked about you, you know,’ he said. ‘Did my due diligence. And do you know what I found? Nothing. No-one’s ever heard of you. I could push you in the river right now for what you did to me, and none of the hags would ever come looking. What do you think of that?’

 Anna jumped to the next rock, nimbly dodging the man’s next stab. For all his talk of a mad dragon, it was Mr Candle who seemed madder than ever. Anna focused on her feet, trying to sort through her problems. She needed to save the dragon – needed to expose Mr Candle – needed to save the villagers before they entered the dragon’s lair. But how could she do all those things at once? Anna soldiered on, beginning to feel quite woozy. Her back was damp with blood.

 ‘Stay alert, Herr Olhouser,’ called Tu Gang. ‘The entrance to the cave is very close.’

 They had reached the waterfall. Chu Yong led the way behind the roaring curtain, showing Mr Candle to the tunnel entrance. Anna raised an eyebrow, staring with dark humour at Mr Candle’s rotund figure. It was going to be a tight fit. 

 Mr Candle leant inside the crevice. He took a deep breath, sucking in his gut and sidestepping between the crevice walls. His stomach squashed against the ice as he squeezed his way inside the mountain.

 ‘Send the girl next,’ he said breathlessly. ‘Make sure she doesn’t escape!’

 Anna stepped into the crevice after Mr Candle, following him as he puffed and panted along the tunnel. Chu Yong and the other villagers followed her, lighting the way from behind with their burning torches. Anna tried to make eye contact with Chu Yong, wondering if she could convince him to help her, but no matter how many times she glanced back at him, the man refused to look at her. She began wiggling her chin instead, trying in vain to shake off Mr Candle’s awful hankie. 

 But the handkerchief was still firmly in place by the time they arrived in the first chamber. Anna hoped that Jie and Max might have succeeded in setting up a decoy tunnel, or at least managed to block up the centre crevice; but to her dismay, all three entrances looked the same as they had before.

 ‘Not this way,’ said Tu Gang, holding his torch into the tunnel on the left. ‘The ice has collapsed.’

 ‘Nor this way,’ said Chu Yong, examining the tunnel on the right. ‘The path is too narrow.’

 And so they continued along the crevice in the middle.

 The ice tunnels were cold, but Anna was beginning to sweat. She wiggled her chin some more, almost succeeding in freeing her lips. They were far too close to the treasure cave now; so close Anna could almost smell the danger in the air. How could she warn the villagers of the peril ahead? 

 But once again, Anna couldn’t escape the handkerchief in time. Mr Candle chortled with joy as he burst out the end of the tunnel, staring around the icy throne room with an expression of utter delight. Chu Yong and Tu Gang gasped as they stumbled out into the cavern, their spears held slack at their sides; Wei and Lei made a mutual sound of astonishment, dropping their net as they gazed in awe at the great pile of gold. Even Anna, who had seen the treasure pile twice before, felt a pang of longing as the coins glimmered in her eye. The dragon’s treasure was magnificent indeed.

 Mr Candle pulled a large, dirty sack from beneath his coat, kneeling on the outskirts of the treasure pile. He laughed like a madman as he sat back, a cascade of shining coins trickling through his fingers.

 ‘Herr Olhouser!’ said Tu Gang in alarm. ‘You forget yourself! You must direct us now, as you said you would. What is your plan?’ 

 Mr Candle sneered. He opened the sack, shovelling a handful of coins inside. He took a step up the pile, reaching for a cluster of shimmering opals, giggling as he stowed the jewels in his bag.

 ‘The dragon is not here,’ he said. ‘We must take this chance to recover as much treasure as we can!’

 ‘But – Herr Olhouser!’ said Chu Yong. ‘This is not what we agreed!’

 But Mr Candle wasn’t listening. He climbed higher up the pile, his eyes glowing gold, his candle-hair flickering as he snatched up all the trinkets he could find. Coins slid down around his feet as he scaled the golden heap, his sack heaving with jewels and ingots of every shape and colour.

 ‘Herr Olhouser!’ cried Tu Gang. ‘You must control yourself! Come back here at once!’

 Mr Candle stopped. His gaze was fixed on a new prize, glittering high atop the pile: a jewel so large, so vibrant, that Anna was amazed she hadn’t noticed it before. The gem was glowing a fiery red, with streaks of yellow and black running brilliantly across its surface. Mr Candle licked his lips as he scrambled up the golden heap, his stubby fingers reaching for the treasure. 

 Except …

 Anna frowned. Coins were trickling down the pile from the places Mr Candle had stepped, but now they were cascading from other places too, as if Mr Candle had somehow disturbed the whole mountain. What’s more, now that she was really looking at it, the fiery red jewel didn’t actually look much like a stone. A strange, silvery tinge had spread across its surface, coalescing into a large white disk in the centre – like a cloud drifting across the red morning sky.

 It wasn’t a jewel. Anna opened her mouth to scream – to warn the villagers to flee, to run, to escape – but it was too late. 

 The dragon roared. It burst out from beneath the gold, its body writhing like a serpent, furiously blinking its blood-red eyes. Mr Candle went flying off the pile as the dragon turned its head, opening its great mouth wide, charging through the air like a cracking whip.

 It was coming straight for Anna.
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TOOTH AND NAIL

THE VILLAGERS SCARPERED AS THE DRAGON charged towards them, slipping over the ice as they ran around the edges of the treasure cave. Anna stumbled back against the wall, whimpering with terror as she stared into the mouth of gleaming teeth. For all the surprise of having five well-armed men inside its lair, it seemed the dragon had still not forgiven her. Anna fell to her knees, unable to run any further.

 To her astonishment, a new shape detached itself from the dragon’s back. For a second, Anna thought another of the dragon’s scales had fallen away – but as the shape came closer, Anna recognised a familiar face. The dragon changed direction as a tiny figure swept over to Anna’s side, the magic carpet rippling in the frosty air.

 ‘Climb on!’ yelled Max. ‘Hurry!’

 Anna was stunned. She belly-flopped onto the carpet, gripping the fabric with her chin as Max took off. He pulled the handkerchief from Anna’s mouth as they arced around the treasure cave, dodging beneath the dragon’s twisting tail.

 ‘Don’t worry!’ yelled Max. ‘Jie explained everything! The dragon knows you’re okay!’

 Anna didn’t feel okay. She rolled onto her back as the carpet slowed down, hovering close beside a pillar of ice.

 ‘What do you mean, Jie explained everything?’ she said. ‘What’s going on?’ And then: ‘What are you wearing?’ 

 She stared at Max in astonishment. The last time she had seen her brother, he’d been dressed in winter clothes; now Max was dressed from head to toe in a suit of shining armour. His chain mail shirt rippled as they circled the ice pillars, the distant firelight glinting off its delicate links. The silver helmet on his head shone as brightly as a mirror.

 ‘Got it on loan,’ said Max, grinning. ‘That dragon’s not too bad, so long as he knows you’re not a thief. You should have been clearer with him – watch out!’

 The carpet bucked as a spear flew through the air, striking the pillar beside them. Max gave a command in Persian, sending the carpet racing away – but Anna wasn’t prepared for the acceleration. She rolled off the carpet, screaming as she fell, her arms bound helplessly behind her. She crashed hard onto the top of a coin dune, tumbling down to the bottom of the pile. 

 The villagers had rallied. Tu Gang and Chu Yong had taken shelter behind the pillars, ducking out to throw their spears whenever the dragon’s belly was bared. Mr Candle was bunkered beside them, his round face pale, the gold-filled sack resting heavily on his legs.

 ‘This is it, my friends!’ he shouted. ‘Take down the beast!’

 He shrieked as the dragon lashed the pillar with its tail, the ice cracking under the tremendous force.

 Anna grunted as she climbed to her feet. Suddenly she caught sight of another figure, perched boldly between the dragon’s horns – Jie, her black hair streaming back, dressed richly in a gleaming breastplate and a golden crown. Sitting on her lap was the small black cat. Anna managed a grin as she watched the cat’s whiskers sizzle with blue light, its yellow eyes blazing as the dragon twisted through the air. At long last, the cat seemed to be wide awake. 

 Chu Yong jumped out from behind the ice pillar, throwing another spear. At once, Jie raised her flute to her lips, blowing a sharp note. A gust of wind caught the spear mid-flight, sending it clattering to the floor.

 ‘You have been misled, Chu Yong!’ cried Jie. ‘Lay down your weapons, so that we might talk!’

 ‘Do not listen!’ roared Mr Candle. ‘The beast is weak. Let your spear fly true!’

 The dragon hissed. The noise magnified in its throat, building to a thunderous rumble, bursting from its mouth in a rush of steam and sound. The blast caught Chu Yong in the chest, sending him crashing into the solid wall behind him. He groaned, rolling onto his side, his eyes blinking closed.

Bond-breakers! Truth-thieves! I will devour you all!

 Tu Gang covered his ears as the dragon’s voice scratched its way into all of their heads. He ran for cover as the great scaly tail lashed the pillar again, breaking all the way through the column. Debris rained from the roof as Mr Candle scrambled out of the way, dragging his dirty sack behind him.

 Anna could see Jie whispering urgently in the dragon’s ear. The beast growled, its tail wavering hesitantly, tossing its mane as it listened to what she had to say. The cat was meowing too, crying out in its own sharp language, explaining something Anna could never hope to understand. But the dragon didn’t seem to be convinced. Its tail struck out again, catching Tu Gang around the leg, sending him sprawling onto the ice. Tu Gang screamed as the dragon curled towards him, its mighty claws crushing the gold beneath its foot.

Spear-thrower. Blood-seeker!

 ‘No!’ yelled Jie. ‘Tā bèi piànle. Kāi’ēn!’

 The dragon coiled closer. With a deep breath, Anna began running across the room, hoping to put herself between the dragon and Tu Gang – but just at that moment, Wei and Lei reappeared, howling battle cries as they leapt through the air. Forgotten in the heat of the battle, the brothers had climbed up the side of an ice pillar, carrying their net all the way to the cavern roof. Now they vaulted into action, slinging the great net across the room, catching half of the dragon’s roiling body in their trap. The dragon roared in fury as the net tangled around its legs, knotting its feet to its body as it wriggled and writhed; Jie and the cat were thrown from its head as it flailed, landing heavily on the gold. Wei and Lei cried out in triumph, swinging around the dragon’s belly and onto the ground. They pulled daggers from their belts, bearing down on the squirming beast. Tu Gang jumped up as well, grabbing his last spear from the ice, circling cautiously around the thick, thrashing tail. 

 ‘Stop it, all of you!’ screamed Jie. ‘Wŏmen zài tóng yī zhànxiàn!’

 She blew again on her magic flute. A new squall of wind whipped up inside the cavern, catching the villagers by their robes and blowing them away. Anna grinned, running over to Jie as Max swooped down from the ceiling to join them. The children, the dragon and the cat stood side by side as the villagers groaned, rolling about on the ice.

 ‘Listen to us!’ said Jie. ‘Wŏmen bùshì nĭ de dírén. We are not your enemies!’

 ‘Mr Candle’s the one you need to fight,’ said Anna. ‘Herr Olhouser, I mean.’ She gave Jie a significant look. ‘He’s been deceiving all of us. The dragon didn’t cause the earthquakes, or the fireballs. All you have to do is go and look in –’

 Her words were cut short as someone kicked her hard in the back of the leg, knocking her off her feet. Jie whirled around, raising her flute to her lips, but a fat arm was already striking out, sending the flute flying from her hands. Max squealed as the carpet was ripped out from under him; he tumbled with Jie to the bottom of the treasure pile, shaking his head in a daze. 

 Mr Candle snarled, leering down at Anna. With a sweep of his arm, he held the white knife against the dragon’s neck, pointing the tip directly at a missing scale. The dragon stopped squirming as the knife prodded against its flesh.

 ‘Not another word,’ said Mr Candle quietly. ‘Or else your filthy pet gets it in the throat.’

 Anna froze. Jie’s mouth dropped open in horror; Max scrunched up his face, trying to come up with a new plan. But further across the cavern, the villagers were ecstatic. Tu Gang pumped his fist in the air, smiling in relief.

 ‘You have done it, Herr Olhouser!’ he cried. ‘The village has been saved!’

 Wei and Lei cheered, clapping their hands. Mr Candle grinned, pressing the knife closer to the dragon’s pink-white skin.

 ‘Do you see now how foolish you were to doubt me?’ he said. ‘Do you see how the monster trembles at my touch?’ He smiled wickedly, prodding the dragon with the knife. ‘And now we have the rarest opportunity of all. To butcher the beast’s body while it still draws breath – why, that will yield spells of unimaginable power. Wei – Lei – bring the daggers!’

 Anna’s face curled in revulsion. She sobbed bitterly as Wei and Lei began to climb up the treasure pile, her cries mixing in with Jie’s anguished howl. Wei and Lei didn’t look happy either. Under Mr Candle’s commanding stare, they nervously positioned themselves beside the dragon’s belly, slowly sliding their daggers beneath its golden scales. The dragon let out a low growl as they began to lift the scales away, prising them from its flesh. 

 ‘Stay still, worm,’ said Mr Candle. ‘Stay still, and we might even let you live.’

 Anna felt like she was going to throw up. She rolled onto her back, unable to watch as Wei and Lei sawed at the dragon’s stomach.

 But there was already something under her back. Anna rolled onto her side in surprise, twisting her head around. The little black cat was lying down beside her, its tiny body hidden perfectly by her shadow. As Anna watched, the cat extended a single claw, slicing strand by strand through the rope binding her hands. It purred as it worked, winking at Anna with its golden eyes.

 ‘Tu Gang!’ bellowed Mr Candle. ‘You must climb aboard the monster’s head. Its horns and whiskers will fetch a fine price!’

 The dragon quivered. Wei and Lei jumped back as its body convulsed, its tail slapping on the coins. Mr Candle leapt forward as the dragon swung away from him, struggling against the net once more.

 ‘So be it!’ he cried. ‘You have sealed your fate. We will harvest from your corpse!’

 He raised the white knife. The cat meowed loudly, pouncing away – and just at that moment, Anna’s hands burst free. She dived over the coins, scrambling towards Mr Candle as he swung the glimmering blade – and then, before she even knew what she was doing, her hand was shooting into her pocket, and the headache twig was between her fingers, and she was driving the stick into Mr Candle’s ankle as hard as she possibly could.

 Mr Candle screamed. He screamed as though his head had just been dropped onto the surface of the sun; screamed as if his candle-hair had flamed to life and burned a hole through his skull. His scream bounced from wall to wall as he dropped to his knees, the white knife falling from his hand, his arms and legs thrashing about as he tried to fight off the terrible pain. He screamed into the dragon’s open mouth as the monster loomed above him, its jaws stretching wide, its teeth shining sharp. 

 Then the dragon snapped forward, and the screaming stopped, and Mr Candle was gone.
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The screaming stopped.
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A GOOD DEED

ANNA DIDN’T KNOW WHAT TO SAY. SHE rose slowly to her feet, looking around in horror as Jie and Max climbed up the treasure mountain. She wondered if Max might cheer, or even say something funny, but her brother was white with shock. Jie looked the most sombre of all. She walked all the way to the dragon’s side, resting her hand on its scales.

 ‘That’s enough,’ she said. ‘Bù zài. No more.’

 Wei, Lei and Tu Gang were trembling like leaves. At the back of the cavern, Chu Yong stirred, holding his head as he sat up against the wall. His eyes bulged as he saw everyone standing around the dragon, its legs and tail still lashed in the net.

 ‘You have trapped it!’ he cried. ‘Be quick, and finish the job!’

 ‘No,’ said Jie simply. ‘The candle-man’s plan is finished. Take your daggers and cut this poor animal loose.’

 Standing there in her breastplate and crown, Jie’s request seemed like the command of an ancient queen. Wei and Lei rushed to obey her, slicing the net free from the dragon’s body wherever they could. The dragon stretched its legs, but for the most part, it remained still. It closed its eyes as Jie stroked its scales, bowing its mighty head.

I am dishonoured.

 Anna winced at the scratching words; the other villagers flinched, bringing their fingers to their ears. Jie stepped closer to the dragon’s head, running her fingers through its tawny mane.

 ‘You are not dishonoured,’ she said. ‘Nĭ yŏnggăn de zhàndòu.’

My sleep was long. My coat is torn. I owe my victory to a tooth-thief.

 Jie frowned, looking at Anna in confusion. Anna realised Jie still didn’t know about the white knife. She walked slowly across the coins, picking up the knife from where it had fallen. Mr Candle’s final scream echoed in her ears as she stared at the blade: the blade that had kept her safe through so many adventures. Now, after all those trials, Anna knew where the knife had come from. She imagined a thief sneaking into the dragon’s lair while it slept an unwaking sleep; imagined them grinning as they cut into the dragon’s mouth, butchering its gum as they claimed their prize. The thought made her angry. 

 Anna made a decision. She walked over to Wei and Lei, taking the metal dagger from Wei’s hand. With a short cut, she sliced through the leather that was coiled around the hilt of the white knife, allowing the bands to fall away.

 ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, turning back to the dragon. ‘I didn’t steal your tooth, but I am the one who ended up with it. But it’s not mine. The tooth belongs to you.’ She took a deep breath. ‘So you can have it back. It’s yours, and you can have it, and after that, you’ll know I’m not a thief, all right?’

 The dragon hissed. It opened its eyes, staring at Anna so intensely that she felt as if her body were being X-rayed. Anna stood her ground, ignoring the shocked expression on Max’s face.

 And then the dragon opened its mouth. Jie stumbled back in fright as a hundred teeth shone as one, their edges dripping with Mr Candle’s blood. The dragon paused, its jaws suspended in the air, eyeing Anna with a fearsome glare. 

 Anna stepped forward. She walked up to the dragon’s mouth, keeping her cool as a great long whisker tickled against her neck. Then, with trembling legs, she stepped onto the dragon’s tongue. The forest of teeth sparkled all around her as she gently knelt down, the monster’s warm breath steaming through her hair.

 Anna stopped to admire the white knife one last time. She smiled as she remembered the bear, and Billy, and all the other animal friends the knife had allowed her to make. She felt a final rush of magic adrenaline run up her arm, filling her body with vigour and strength. Then she pressed the bottom of the knife into the dragon’s gum, pushing it down as hard as she could. For a moment, the knife resisted, bouncing back against the flesh – but then the dragon spasmed, and the scarred gum flashed hot, and the tooth was sealed in place, locked in line with all the others. Anna walked slowly out of the dragon’s mouth, feeling happy and sad all at once. 

 When she looked back, she couldn’t even tell which tooth had been her own.

 The dragon’s voice rustled into Anna’s ear. The words were as hoarse as always – but this time, they didn’t scratch as much.

Thank you, little mouse.

 Anna patted the dragon on the nose.

 ‘You’re welcome,’ she said.

 The dragon made a funny noise at the back of its throat. It sounded a bit like a gurgle, but Anna was sure the dragon was trying to purr.

 ‘Speak to us, Ling Jie,’ said Tu Gang. ‘What have you discovered? Will the earthquakes cease?’

 ‘The dragon never had anything to do with the earthquakes,’ said Anna wearily. ‘Your friend Herr Olhouser was responsible for the entire thing. He framed the dragon using barrels of gunpowder, so you’d lead him to the treasure. All the evidence is in his cave.’ 

 Tu Gang blanched, bowing his head in shame. Max and Jie looked astonished by this news as well. A single tear rolled down Jie’s cheek as she turned to face her scaly friend.

 ‘There,’ she said softly. ‘Nĭ chóngxīn huòdéle róngyù. Your honour is truly restored.’

 The dragon stirred. With a flash of light, its four great feet rose off the treasure pile, its golden body hovering in the air like the trail of a gigantic sparkler. The villagers fell to their knees as the dragon’s eyes blazed, its scales shimmering with candlelight, its whispering voice swishing through the room.

Return your armour.

 Max flinched. He shot Jie a worried glance as he took off his silver helmet, wiggling out of his chain mail as quickly as he could. Jie took off her armour as well, but she did so far more slowly, staring at the floating dragon with concern. She placed the golden crown gently beneath its nose, holding her chin high as she stepped back. 

 ‘We will do as you wish,’ she said calmly. ‘Wŏmen bùshì xiăotōu.’

 The dragon didn’t say anything. The children jumped back in alarm as its tail snaked around the cavern, the coin piles clinking as it wound around their edges. With a great heave, the dragon pulled the treasure into the centre of the room, restoring the mighty golden tower that had stood tall before the battle. The children and the villagers struggled to stay on their feet as the treasure slid beneath them, waving their arms to keep their balance.

It is time for me to leave.

 Jie blinked. She looked up at the dragon, her forehead creased.

 ‘What do you mean?’ she said. ‘Nĭ dăsuàn qù nă?’

Home.

 Once again, the dragon’s voice did not scratch. Anna closed her eyes as the word brushed through her mind, sighing with delight as it stimulated her senses. Suddenly she could smell the scent of the books on her bedroom shelves; could hear the scratch of the Professor’s pen as he worked in his study; could feel the stairs creaking beneath her feet as she snuck down to the kitchen, searching for a midnight snack. Opening her eyes, she saw that Max’s face had gone completely calm, a dribble of saliva leaking from his lips; could see Jie taking a long, deep breath, no doubt inhaling the sweet scent of freshly grown peaches.

 But then, just as the word was drifting out through the back of her head, Anna caught a glimpse of a place she had never seen before. It was an image of a forest: a forest so tall, so wild, that it could only ever have existed in a fantasy. Anna spun around in wonderment as endless branches flashed before her eyes, sprouting new leaves, new twigs; fruits budded, swelled, and dropped to the earth, seeding more saplings wherever they fell. Colourful birds flew through the branches, impossibly large, impossibly small; rodents and reptiles trooped through the undergrowth, pursuing each other in a never-ending chase. Flowers bloomed everywhere. 

 But in the memory of the forest, Anna wasn’t alone. There was someone standing beside her – a figure in black and grey, hidden in the shadows beneath the twisting trees. Anna imagined herself stepping closer to the figure, and the whole scene moved as one: she smiled as she came upon the hidden person, reaching up to remove their hat …

 Pain jolted down Anna’s leg. The image of the forest vanished with a flash; she stumbled backwards as the ice cavern rushed to fill her vision, gasping for breath.

 The black cat hissed. It was standing on its hind legs, its claws digging deep into Anna’s thigh. It meowed loudly as Anna shook it away, her face dark with fury.

 ‘Why did you do that?’ she said. ‘That was it! I was there! That was the old wood!’

 The cat glared back at her. Before Anna could say anything else it turned away, swishing its tail from side to side, walking coolly across the gold. Then it flopped onto its stomach, facing away from all the children, cleaning its paws as if they weren’t even there.

 The dragon snorted.

 ‘What does that mean?’ said Jie. ‘Where are you going? What’s the old wood?’

 The cat paused mid-lick, its ears swivelling around. Anna scowled, wondering if she could trap the cat inside Max’s helmet before it interrupted again. But the dragon spoke first. It turned its head towards the cat, its breath steaming hot, its teeth glinting with power. 

She is ready.

 The cat meowed. It rolled onto its back, swiping at the dragon with its paws – but when the dragon spoke again, it did not object. Anna exhaled as more words rustled through her head, carrying with them the smell of that stranger, wilder place.

There is a world that is not your world. Its paths are not your paths. But things escape. It was my duty to find those things. I gathered them, and I guarded them, and I chased the witch-thieves away. Now I am too old to guard these treasures any longer. It is time for all of us to return to where we belong.

 The dragon’s tail convulsed, squeezing the treasure together even tighter. Jie let out a sob as the mountains of coins began to glow, clinking together like an enormous purse. Tu Gang and the other villagers tumbled down the pile in alarm, slipping and sliding across the ice until their backs were pressed against the cavern walls; but the children stood their ground, balancing atop the treasure mountain as it shuddered and quaked, linking arms as the dragon’s body began to shine even brighter than before. 

 ‘Goodbye,’ said Max. ‘It was nice to meet you.’

 ‘Yeah,’ said Anna. ‘Goodbye. Thanks for not eating me.’

 Jie stopped sobbing. She sniffed, smiling up at the dragon, tears sparkling on her cheeks. ‘Zàijiàn, lóng de péngyŏu,’ she said.

 Lightning crackled around the cavern. The dragon’s body blazed so brightly that Anna could no longer see its scales; she turned away as the light became blinding, shielding her face as electric tendrils snaked towards the ceiling. As she closed her eyes, a glowing image of the dragon was imprinted on her eyelids: a dragon with an unclipped mane, and two unbroken horns, and a full complement of coiling whiskers, luscious and long. The dragon on her eyelids smiled as a final string of words swished gently through her mind. 

Farewell, rug-rider. Farewell, mouse-thief. Farewell, my friend.

 Anna blinked.

 She was standing in the middle of an empty cavern. A faint flicker of firelight glinted off the icicles high above, lit by a long-forgotten torch. Max and Jie were standing beside her, looking around in astonishment, their feet planted firmly on the icy floor.

 The dragon had disappeared. The treasure was gone.

 At the back of the cavern, Tu Gang made a funny sound. Turning around, Anna saw that Wei and Lei had fainted on either side of him, their heads resting on his shoulders. Chu Yong rushed to help him, laying the brothers gently on the ground. 

 Jie reached into her pocket. From within, she pulled out the brown ceramic flute, running her fingers around the finger holes. The wind rustled through her hair as she blew a gentle note.

 ‘He forgot my flute,’ she said softly. ‘Do you think that was on purpose?’

 ‘Hey, Anna!’ cried Max. ‘Look! Look!’

 Max’s magic carpet was lying flat against the cavern wall. Max ran over to it and swung it around, crowing in delight.

 But something else had been lying beneath the carpet. Anna walked slowly across the ice as Max spun away, narrowing her eyes. A small object was glinting in the firelight – two small objects, sitting side by side. Anna’s insides curled as she recognised the coppery sheen of the headache twig, its pointed end stained with blood.

 Sitting beside the twig was a golden ring.
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INTERESTING TIMES

IT WAS A TIME FOR CELEBRATION.

 Word spread quickly about what had happened inside the mountain. Tu Gang, Chu Yong, Wei and Lei ran shouting through the village, hugging and dancing with those who were still awake, rousing all those who had already returned to bed. There were gasps of horror as the failed hunting party described the treachery of Herr Olhouser; then there were cries of admiration as the villagers heard about the brave actions of Ling Jie, who had fought so bravely alongside her two new friends. By the time Madame Fang arrived in the pagoda square, the three children were being carried around on the villagers’ shoulders, the crowd singing a song of boundless delight. 

 The children were exhausted. Anna’s back was pockmarked with holes from where Mr Candle had stabbed her, and Max and Jie were bruised and battered from their many tumbles in the dragon’s heavy armour. All of their eyes were lined with heavy bags, their eyelids drooping as the villagers sang to them beneath the stars.

 Madame Fang looked the children up and down. Without saying a word, she gathered them from the crowd and sneaked them away from the pagoda as the singing reached a new pitch. She ushered them all the way to their beds, tucking them neatly beneath the covers, and there the children slept, their minds completely blank, their tired bodies collapsing in relief. 

 But when morning came, the children found there was much to discuss.

 ‘Put it on a different finger,’ said Max excitedly. ‘Go on, try it!’

 They were sitting beneath a grove of peach trees, the small black cat napping peacefully beside a picnic basket. To Anna’s surprise, Madame Fang had bestowed them with the hamper as soon as they had awoken, raising a finger to her lips as she ushered them out the door. More than anyone else, their hostess seemed to understand that after all they had been through together, the children would need some time alone.

 Anna slid the golden ring off her pointer finger. She held it up towards the sky, frowning in puzzlement as sunlight flashed around the band. Then she slid it onto her ring finger, closing her eyes in anticipation. Jie and Max watched her with bated breath. 

 ‘Do you feel anything?’ said Jie. ‘Is it working?’

 Anna opened her eyes, staring down at the golden ring. She sighed. ‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘I don’t think this ring is magic at all.’

 Max groaned. Jie nodded sympathetically, making a note on a clean sheet of parchment. She was writing with an ink brush so old and ornamental that Anna was sure it must be worth a fortune. The brush had been a gift from Madame Fang as well, presented to Jie that morning with a reverent silence. All of the villagers were proud of Jie – but Madame Fang was the proudest of all.

 ‘It’s all right, I s’pose,’ said Max. ‘The ring must just be a ring.’ He took a piece of candied ginger from the picnic basket, popping it into his mouth. ‘The dragon left you that twig as well. How does that one work?’

 Anna’s insides curled. She snatched up the headache twig from where she’d placed it on the grass, pulling it away from Max’s outstretched hand. Her arm trembled as the wicked wood pressed against her skin.

 ‘This one’s not a treasure,’ she said. ‘This one’s a curse.’ She quickly put the twig down beside her, wrinkling her nose in distaste. ‘I don’t think we should take it with us. It’d be better to burn it – or to throw it off the mountain. I don’t ever want to use it again.’

 ‘But the dragon wanted you to have it,’ said Max. ‘Isn’t that right, Jie?’

 Jie didn’t say anything. She made another note with the beautiful brush, leaving Anna and Max to contemplate the headache twig in silence. Anna’s hand twitched towards her side, seeking the comforting warmth of the white knife, but of course the knife wasn’t there. Somewhere far away, in a hidden world filled with wild trees, a dragon had recovered its tooth. Here, in this world, Anna had been left with an empty scabbard and a weapon she didn’t want to wield. Even though she knew she’d done the right thing, the loss was beginning to hurt. 

 ‘Have some sweets,’ said Max. He was looking at Anna intently, his expression kind. ‘Go on. The ginger ones are a bit peppery, but there’s lots of others – hey!’

 He tumbled backwards with a squeal as a hairy figure dropped suddenly from a tree, landing in front of the children with its mighty arms raised. Anna scrambled back as a hand of furry fingers plunged into the basket, emerging with an ear of corn and a fistful of sweets. A pair of red-ringed eyes gave her a passing glance as the creature scrambled back into the treetops, screeching with delight.

 Jie laughed. ‘Monkey-thief!’ she called. ‘Picnic-breaker!’

 The monkey gazed down at them from the peach tree, happily licking the stolen candies. Max laughed too, and even Anna couldn’t resist a smile. She picked up the notebook she had retrieved from her backpack, spreading open the emerald cover.

 ‘They were looking after him,’ she said. ‘The monkeys, I mean. He asked them to feed him, so they were bringing him all the peaches they could find. That’s why the monkeys didn’t listen to me. All this time, I was talking to animals using a tiny piece of dragon magic – but the monkeys were following an actual dragon.’

 It was an incredible thought. Anna sat back, her head spinning as the morning sun cut through the trees. Max grumbled as the pineapple candies began slipping from the monkey’s paw, bouncing down upon his head.

 ‘There,’ said Jie, finishing a character with a flourish. ‘What do you think?’

 She held up her parchment. Curling black symbols covered the scroll from top to bottom, the ink as dark as night. Anna couldn’t read Mandarin, but even so she was able to pick out some familiar shapes: characters that were sharp like knives, or round like tunnels, or even as juicy as mulberries. Their entire adventure had been drawn out in incredible detail – and at the top of the scroll was the clearest symbol of all.
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 ‘The three peaks,’ said Anna, pointing. ‘You named the story after the mountain.’

 Jie smiled. ‘It is a long time since our village has welcomed visitors like you,’ she said. ‘And now my account will be the last of its kind. Now that the dragon is gone, there will be no more battling, and no more brokering. These stories will be the last treasures my village has left.’

 She sounded bittersweet. Anna looked down at her own journal, flipping through the pages of stories past. Now that she had given up the white knife, she didn’t really know if there would be any more adventures for her, either. Had she always been destined to meet a legion of fairy-monsters, or had they only ever been drawn to the dragon’s tooth on her waist? Anna didn’t know. All she could think was that the golden ring on her finger didn’t shine anywhere near as brightly as the knife had done. 

 But for now, there was at least one more story to tell. Anna turned to a blank page, picking up her pen. Now that she’d seen Jie’s scroll, the title came easier than ever.

THE DRAGON CROWN.

 ‘That’s pretty good,’ said Max, reading over her shoulder. He reached into the picnic basket again, glancing cautiously at the trees. ‘You really should have some of these sweets, though. Better us than the monkeys.’

 Anna sighed. She reached into the basket, pulling out a handful of candied seeds. She shot Max her most mollifying smile as she threw them into her mouth, biting down with a crunch.

‘Ow!’ she said.

 A bloody tooth fell from her lips. Anna caught it in her palm, staring down in surprise.

‘Finally,’ said Max. ‘That took long enough.’

 ‘Oh, dear,’ said Jie. She stood up quickly, rolling up her scroll. ‘I’ll go and fetch you some water.’

 ‘No,’ said Anna hurriedly. ‘Don’t worry. It’s fine.’

 But there was nothing she could do to stop Jie running back to the village, the story scroll tucked under her arm. A second later, Max ran off as well, whooping and waving his arms to scare away a troop of hungry monkeys slinking through the trees. Anna sat alone beside the basket, the tooth clutched in her hand, her heart beating very fast.

 Because something had changed. Blood – her blood – was smeared across her palm – across her fingers – across the ring. Anna’s finger twitched as the faintest of tingles ran along her skin, prickling all the way to the bone. She gasped, holding the ring up high – but as quickly as it had appeared, the feeling vanished. 

 The cat swished its tail lazily as Anna looked around in astonishment. ‘How about that, puss?’ she said quietly. ‘What does it mean?’

 The cat didn’t answer. Anna took a deep breath, looking with regret at the fresh bloodstain on her journal.

 The dragon had given her a gift. The ring was a mystery – one final puzzle for her and Max to solve. And that meant there was at least one more journey left.

 Anna had a feeling it would be their biggest adventure yet.
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BOOK THREE
THE GENIE RINGS

A vast citadel of sand and stone, built long ago by a
great sorceress, has been unearthed in the Iranian
desert. The Professor is searching the ruin for the
ending to an ancient fairy story — but for Anna and
Max, a dangerous new tale is beginning.

A sinister figure is trying to find the lost treasure
of the sorceress — which might be a fairy weapon.
Anna and Max must ensure it stays hidden, or else a

monster of epic proportions could be unleashed ...
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BOOK FOUR
THE MERMAID WRECK

Stuck in a ghost town by the Australian seaside, all
Anna wants is a holiday — but the town is hiding a
dark secret. A famous explorer has vanished from
within, leaving behind their notes about a long-lost
shipwreck.

Anna sets out to explore the town, determined
to solve the case. But with a strange voice calling
out from across the sea, Anna is about to learn this

ghost town isn’t as empty as it seems. ..

PEWAR? WHAT LIIES BENEATIT






OEBPS/images/himg-255-1.jpg






OEBPS/images/himg-264-1.jpg
COMING SOON

BOOK SIX
THE GIANT KEY

Trapped in a decaying mansion beside a graveyard,
Anna’s only wish is to survive the night —but in the
wild woodlands of the United States, evil forces are
gathering fast. Sinister women lurk in the shadows,
observing Anna and Max wherever they go, their
eyes bright enough to wake the dead.

There are also strange reports from their friends
overseas, revealing a new danger only the siblings
can see. With a gigantic monster about to rise from

the earth, it seems the witching hour has finally

arrived ...
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BOOK ONE
THE VAMPIRE KNIFE

Astormisragingaround the forests of Transylvania,
where siblings Anna and Max are visiting with the
Professor. Something evil is lurking in the trees —
and it seems to have a taste for human blood.
When Max goes missing, it’s up to Anna and her
new friend Isabella to find him. But even if they can

rescue him, Max will never be the same again ...
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BOOK TWO
THE TROLL HEART

When Anna, Max and the Professor arrive in
the foggy fields of England, they stumble into a
mystery: a boy has vanished near a strange river,
lost without a trace.

Armed with her magical white knife, Anna
is convinced that another monster is involved.
But when the sinister secret of the river is finally
revealed, will she and Max be able to save the

missing boy — and themselves?
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