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FROM THE DESK OF DR ARCHIBALD P. PUPPINSWORTH


If you’re reading this, I’m probably dead, and the reason I’m probably dead is that I wrote the thing you’re reading.

Ha! How’s that for an opening? But please, don’t worry about me, dear reader, whoever you are. I am very old. Or was old – can you still be called old after you’re dead? Anyway, I’ve lived a long, full life, done nearly everything I wanted to do. But I’ve spent too long keeping secrets. Big secrets. And I just can’t be bothered any more.

So, where to begin? As I’m sure you know, twenty-seven years ago I wrote the best-selling book Myth and Magic in the British Isles: A Guide to Fairies, Giants and Otherworldly Happenings. It was the work of a lifetime, my lifetime, and everything I’ve done since then has seemed pointless and stupid. But while the book is certainly a masterpiece, there are some things I’d change, had I written it now.

The title is too short, for one (you can blame my editor for that), and my writing style much too serious (not a single joke in over a thousand pages!). But, worst of all, there were too many things I did not – could not – include, for fear they would get me arrested, murdered, or worse, made fun of.

While writing the book, I travelled the length and breadth of Britain and Ireland, gathering stories. There are so many strange tales out there, dear reader, if you know how to find them. If you only look and listen. Some were scratched on gravestones, or scored on trees. One was carved on a human skull. Tales of monsters, of magic, of a hidden world inside our own. Myths. Legends. Make-believe.

Because that’s all they are, aren’t they?

What I didn’t mention in the book, however, was the fairy wing I found on a beach in Cornwall, or the glowing figure that followed me through the mountains of Skye. The forest I stumbled into near Donegal, which you won’t find on any maps, where the trees move after sunset, and wolves as big as horses watched me from the dark. What I didn’t mention was the trail of fire I saw in the clouds, on the night I almost died.

Because you see, dear reader, it’s all out there: the make-believe made real. If you look hard enough, you’ll find that the world is much, much bigger than you thought it was.

Yes, yes, laugh, go ahead. Ha, ha, ha. Got it out of your system? Good. Now shut up and listen. The reason I couldn’t put any of this in my book is because there are people out there working tirelessly to keep it all a secret. They’d have burned every copy, and made sure I never wrote another word, or drew another breath. They are afraid, you see. Afraid that we might intrude into the Otherworld. Make it angry.

And what, I hear you cry, could be so frightening about this Otherworld? Should we fear the giants, the goblins, the fairies and their magic? Well, yes, of course you should, you fool! But there is something you should fear more. Much, much more.

I have seen them on my travels. You never get used to them – your heart races at their sheer size, their power. The first time I saw one I was laid up in hospital for a week, and it never even touched me. I just couldn’t believe it, that such a creature could truly exist. The noise it made lingered in my eardrums for a year. The sight of it still haunts my nightmares. They are death given form, given flight. They are the fury of a thunderstorm, bottled inside a living thing. I hope, dear reader, that you never meet one.

Here are some facts about dragons.

Firstly, the basics. They breathe fire – of course they do! – and are covered snout to tail in scales as hard as diamond. They come in many colours, have four legs, and, yes, a pair of mighty wings. Their blood is acid; if their scales are somehow pierced, it will spurt forth, sizzling the flesh of whoever was stupid enough to pick a fight with a dragon. And their teeth – oh, such dreadful teeth! Inky black, sharper than any knife on this Earth. So sharp they can cut through solid rock.

Now, these facts are known to some – the so-called Dragon Scholars who hide across the world. They could tell you what I have, if they weren’t so afraid of the consequences (see above – death, ridicule, etc.). But there are two things I am certain they do not know about dragons. Two things I’ve learned at great cost. Two hidden truths. Two terrible secrets.

Well, are you ready? I’m going to tell you them now. Both of them.

The first is complicated. If I were to write it down in a single sentence you would laugh at me again, so perhaps it would be wiser for me to relate to you a story. The story of someone who came by this secret, and whose life became unexpectedly intertwined with mine. So make yourself comfortable, dear reader. It is a thrilling tale, and I shall tell it well.

It is the story of a girl.

Ah, but before we get started, I promised you a second secret about dragons, didn’t I? Well, here it is:

They are going to destroy humanity.
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It was a cold October morning, and Alex Evans was doing fine, really. Absolutely fine.

She got up and made her bed – perfectly, sheets as smooth as a frozen pond – then brushed the knots from her hair until it was perfectly straight. She went to her desk, triple-checking her homework from the night before and dividing it between two plastic trays – one labelled ‘school homework’, the other ‘home homework’. She noticed her bed sheets had come loose at one corner and went to fix them. A voice called from next door:

‘Did you make your bed, darling?’

‘Yes, Mum,’ she replied calmly.

Alex circled today’s date on the calendar that took up one wall of her room; months, weeks, days, hours, all filled in with her mum’s red handwriting. Today’s first instruction read: 6:30 a.m. – violin practice, 15 minutes. She glanced at her violin where it leaned haughtily against her bedside table. She noticed her sheets had slipped again and went to fix them.

‘All fine,’ she said, calmly, and then practised her smile in the mirror – perfectly, teeth showing, eyes slightly crinkled. She spotted a smudge of pen ink on her lip and kept rubbing at it until it went away. She put on her school uniform, adjusting her tie until it was perfectly tight.

‘Did you remember to do your tie properly this time?’ came her mum’s voice again.

Alex pulled her tie tighter, her collar digging into her neck.

‘Yes, Mum,’ she said, very calmly. She went to get her blazer but tripped on the leg of her desk, violin shuddering in outrage as she knocked into her bedside table. She winced, rubbing her toe.

‘Everything okay, my dove?’

‘Fine,’ she said, very, very calmly, and hopped towards the mirror. ‘Everything’s fine.’

She put on her blazer; button one, button two, button three. Button four flew off, pinging from the mirror and striking her on the nose. She stared at her reflection. Her eyelid twitched. In the mirror she noticed her bedsheets had come loose again.

Alex took a deep breath.

She turned, walking silently from her bedroom, down the stairs, out the front door, into the cold morning light. She walked up the empty street, towards the old forest at the edge of town. She walked through the trees – straight-backed, blank-faced, perfectly, perfectly calm. Finally she came to a stop in a little clearing. And for a moment she did nothing.

Then, Alex ripped off her tie, threw back her head, and screamed as loudly as she could.

It was like a bomb had detonated in her chest. The noise rang unstoppably from her lips, scratching her throat, sad and terrible and painful to hear. Yet with each second she felt lighter, cooler inside. As if poison was being drained right out of her.

Finally, when Alex had no more scream left to give, the sound collapsed to a tiny moan, and she fell against a tree, catching her breath in little gulps. She was extremely glad that nobody had been there to see her.

‘Well, that was an odd thing to watch on a Tuesday morning.’

Alex gasped, turning to find a man standing behind her, wearing a cloak the colour of autumn leaves. He was the largest person she had ever seen, with dark-brown skin and a tall crown of dreadlocks, and his eyes sparkled with curiosity, as if his day had just become much, much more interesting.

Alex took a step backwards. ‘Who are you? What are you doing in my forest?’

‘Ah, it’s your forest, is it?’ said the man, in a voice like gentle thunder. ‘Excellent, I was hoping to talk to the owner. What was all that about, then?’

‘What was what about?’ said Alex, much too quickly.

The man’s eyes crinkled in amusement. ‘I see. That’s the game we’re playing, is it?’

‘I was just, um … clearing my throat.’

‘Of course. When I clear my throat it also makes a noise like a hundred angry, dying cats.’

‘You sound Scottish,’ said Alex, hoping to change the subject.

‘Aye, we’ve been known to migrate south in the winter. Ever been? Beautiful countryside, lovely people. Did it make you feel better?’

‘Scotland?’

The man smiled. ‘Clearing your throat.’

‘Oh.’ Alex shuffled her feet. ‘Yes. A little.’ She considered the hard, painful knot in her stomach. ‘For a bit.’

‘Anything you’d like to talk about?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m fine. Everything’s fine.’

‘Aye, people who are fine always say, “I’m fine, everything’s fine,” while their left eye twitches. It’s not good to keep things bottled up, you know. You might do something weird, like march into a forest and scream at a stranger.’

Alex rubbed her nose. ‘It wasn’t weird,’ she muttered quietly.

The man’s face scrunched into an expression of great discomfort. ‘It was a little weird.’

‘Yeah, well … you’re weird. Who dresses like that?’

‘What do you mean?’ He looked down at himself in affront. ‘These are my best travelling clothes. At least I’m not trapped in some itchy grey prison of a uniform like you. You’re missing a button, by the way.’

‘I know,’ said Alex.

‘Ah, you still seem a wee bit angry. Do you need to scream again?’

‘What are you doing here, anyway?’

‘Hunting.’

‘Hunting? Hunting for what?’

‘Umm … bears.’

‘There’s no bears in Britain.’

He shrugged. ‘Depends where you look.’

Alex wrinkled her nose and checked her watch. Her day had taken a very strange turn and it wasn’t even seven o’clock. ‘I need to go home.’

The man gazed over Alex’s head, as if her scream was still hanging there. ‘Are you sure home is the best place for you?’

Alex turned away. ‘I’m fine. I just have to … stay focused. Everything will be fine if I just do as I’m told.’

‘Hmm …’ The man studied her. ‘Never seen a bird so eager to lock its own cage before.’

Alex glowered at him, wanting to argue but lacking the words and the bravery. The man’s face lit up in a smile. ‘Well, I best be going, important business to attend to.’

‘Yeah.’ Alex raised an eyebrow. ‘Those bears aren’t going to hunt themselves.’

‘No … no, indeed, they should be careful. There’re lots of strange things in this forest today.’ The man pulled his cloak about himself, watching her with a shrewd expression. ‘You have a nice day now … feeling fine.’

With that he turned and marched deeper into the forest, unnaturally quiet for someone so large. Alex shivered, shaken up by their conversation, angry at him, or at something, anyway. She kicked what she thought was a stick but was actually a tree root, then limped back towards town. ‘I am fine,’ she told herself grumpily. ‘Everything’s fine.’

She just had to keep looking forwards. Do her homework. Go to school. Not let herself get distracted. Because if she stopped to think too much that’s when her stomach started to hurt, when the anger began to burn. She had to keep things sensible, simple. Small. She had to stop hoping that her life would get bigger.

Something glinted darkly in the undergrowth, catching Alex’s eye. She frowned, stepping over cautiously, kneeling for a closer look. It was sticking out from a large rock somehow, crawled over by agitated woodlice. What was it doing in her forest?

Alex brushed away the insects and eased it out, careful not to slice herself on it. It was jagged and triangular, stretching from her wrist to her fingertips. Shiny. Inky black. Sharp enough to have cut through solid rock.

A tooth.
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‘ALEX!’

Alex spun about, shoving the tooth in her blazer pocket. Twigs snapped like machine-gun fire and a woman burst from the trees, wild-eyed and fierce and beautiful, falling to her knees at the sight of Alex.

‘Oh, oh, Alex,’ she gasped. ‘Oh, thank goodness!’

She was dressed for work in a charcoal suit, red hair wound tight, white blouse spotless, perfectly spotless. She took Alex in her hands, checking her face, her arms, the back of her neck, as if expecting to find her covered in a deadly rash. She hugged Alex tight then thrust her back out again. Her face sharpened into a storm. ‘What were you thinking?’

‘M-morning, Mum,’ Alex managed to say. Fear had emptied the thoughts from her head. ‘Did you sleep well?’

‘Alex, you just left. I couldn’t find you anywhere, I was so frightened!’

‘I was going to come right back, I promise! You wouldn’t have even known I was gone!’

Her mum gave a bitter laugh. ‘Oh, how considerate of you.’ She grabbed Alex’s wrist and wrenched her down the hill. ‘I can’t believe you, Alex. What do we always say? We never leave each other alone!’

‘I was only gone five minutes. I … I just wanted some fresh air.’

‘Then open your window. You’re either at school, or you’re somewhere I can see you. That has always been the rule.’

‘It’s only the forest, Mum.’

Her mum scanned the trees nervously, as if any one of them might be hiding a hooded assassin. ‘We go to the forest every Sunday morning for fifteen minutes, that was the deal.’ She frowned at some centipedes tumbling fretfully in the mud. ‘Though I really think you’re too old to be playing about in here.’

The gate clanged behind as Alex was dragged into town. She blinked; in the time she’d been gone the whole street had been covered in dozens of white posters, stuck to lamp posts and parked cars – the word MISSING hanging above a grainy close-up of a cheerful white terrier.

‘Mimsy’s missing?’ said Alex, with a pang of worry. She liked that little dog – she liked to throw him treats from her bedroom window in between algebra problems.

‘I once saw that creature barking at its own reflection,’ her mum scoffed. ‘It probably wandered into traffic. Now listen – you can’t be running off like that, do you understand?’

Alex nodded glumly. ‘Yes, Mum.’

‘You need to be focused. You need to be sensible. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘You realize I’m going to have to punish you for this? You haven’t left me with any choice.’

The street was surprisingly busy for seven in the morning: four old ladies chatting by the post office, an eager crowd gathered around Bernard, the local gossip. Alex caught snatches of conversation as her mum dragged her past, trying to stitch the snatches together:

‘He ran through town in the night, ranting like a madman!’

‘Three pigeons splatted right against my window.’

‘Mr Lowrie, the farmer! Scared out of his wits.’

‘Splat, splat, splat. Feathers everywhere!’

‘Says he saw something in the forest.’

Alex turned her head at this, glancing worriedly at one of the MISSING posters, feeling the weight of the tooth in her pocket. ‘Wait, what did they just say–’

‘Alex, will you listen to me!’ her mum snapped, spinning Alex round to face her; cold, pale, nostrils flaring with every angry breath. ‘You’re forbidden from entering the forest. Forever. That’s your punishment.’

Alex staggered backwards, feeling like she’d taken a cannonball to the stomach. Her mum marched off down the street.

‘Mum, no. No, no, no.’ She raced after her, taking her arm. ‘Please, you can’t. No, no, this is the first time I’ve done anything wrong in ages!’

‘So? Once is all it takes.’

‘But … but I need it.’

‘Nobody needs a forest, Alex.’

‘I’ll do anything else! I’ll … I’ll do the dishes every day. I’ll never complain about those boring documentaries we watch at dinner!’

‘No, Alex. I’m sorry, but this is the only way you’ll learn.’

‘But … but …’ She suddenly wanted to shout, and had to force her anger deep down just so she could squeeze the words out quietly. ‘But that’s where dad and I spent all our time.’

Her mum paused by the gate to their house, checking her suit in a car’s wing mirror. She reached out to tidy Alex’s hair but Alex stepped backwards. ‘Mum, please,’ she begged. ‘It’s all I have to remember him by. You can’t take it away.’

‘Well, you should have thought about that before you decided to wander off alone. Maybe you’ll finally understand how important this is.’

Alex stared helplessly at her feet, trying to fit her thoughts together. ‘But … but I don’t understand. Why is it so important? Why do I have to be so careful?’

Her mum said nothing, just watched Alex with her piercing, unblinking eyes. After a long moment she checked her watch. ‘Right, come on. You can still fit in some violin practice before you catch the bus.’

She swept through the gate and along the garden path, leaving Alex to rub at the tight pain in her stomach.

‘Oh, I nearly forgot.’ Her mum turned back again, composing her face perfectly into a smile. ‘Happy birthday, darling.’

FROM MYTH AND MAGIC IN THE BRITISH ISLES: A GUIDE TO FAIRIES, GIANTS AND OTHERWORLDLY HAPPENINGS BY DR ARCHIBALD P. PUPPINSWORTH

Dear reader. Should you in your travels ever venture to those wet, dark, wild parts of the country – those misty pockets most have forgotten about, where our world and the Otherworld are likely to meet, you will inevitably chance upon an old, rickety pub. And in that pub you will inevitably find an old, rickety man propped against the bar. And if you sit with him, many hours and many pints into the evening, he will inevitably tell you a story. It is always the same story, and always told with great gusto.

The story of the wandering folk. The Skarren-Har. The World Walkers.

But allow me to save you the journey, for I’ve spoken to that man myself. In fact he owes me money.

If you have seen one of the Skarren-Har, you would know it. They are imposing men and women, with coarse hands and chiselled faces, dressed humbly in worn cloaks. Their voices are rough and clever – they have clearly visited the sorts of libraries I dream of, and they know of the Otherworld and have spent as much time inside of it as out. They are often tall, and always strong, and they are said to be charming most of all – warm, reassuring, if a little mad. If a little quick to anger.

They do not carry weapons, and yet fighting is their trade. For when rumours of monsters abound you can be sure one of these travellers will appear suddenly to vanquish them, then disappear soon after. Sometimes, though, tales of their deeds get left behind, intact, and to men such as myself these tales are rare and precious, like a complete fossil is to a palaeontologist. Now and then their names survive too, like Glendranoch the Golden, who halted a dread tidal wave before it could drown all of Sicily. Or Kashti, the Unbreakable, who solved the riddles of the imposter fairy king, Beggalamon, and rescued the true king from imprisonment. And, of course, Oliphos, the Wise One, who stood alone against an army of demons – the largest the world has ever seen – for thirteen days and nights, saving the hidden city of Undwin and all the thousands of people who lived there.

And how, you may ask, do they combat such evil? They must have magics of a fearsome sort, wouldn’t you think? I’ve heard whispers that they are in fact descendants of the legendary knights of old, who wielded powers so great that they could even slay dragons. Sadly, the only ones who ever witness the might of the Skarren-Har are the very monsters that they’re fighting. And when the dust settles such creatures are in no condition to talk.

Of course, should you one day chance upon a Skarren-Har, dear reader, it is likely that terrible danger is not far behind. So my advice to you would be this:

Run.
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The moment she got home from school, Alex set off immediately for the forest.

Her mum would be back at eight – she always worked late on Tuesdays. You get dinner ready, and we can have a nice birthday celebration together as soon as I’m in the door, okay?

All through classes Alex had argued with herself. You can’t go in there, you can’t! If she finds out she’ll kill you! Then she felt the tooth in her pocket, thought of the MISSING posters, and that decided it. She’d go find Mimsy, say a proper goodbye to her forest, then be home and safe before her mum got back, sitting at the table with a halo above her head.

So once off the bus, Alex raced up to her bedroom, lifting the carpet at one corner and prising up a floorboard, pulling out the rucksack she’d hidden underneath. She left through the back door – she was convinced her mum had asked Mr Harrison across the road to spy on her – then sprinted up the street, slipping into the forest like a seal slips into water.

‘Mimsy!’ she yelled, hopping over mossy rocks and rabbit holes as familiar as the freckles on her arms. ‘Mimsy, are you in here?’

But she heard nothing. The forest was oddly silent, when normally it rang with cheerful birdsong. The air was sweet with the scent of rainstorms even though it hadn’t rained in days.

From her rucksack Alex removed a chipped plastic walkie-talkie, covered in faded flower stickers. She stared at it, her thumb hovering hesitantly over the button. Finally she pressed it.

‘No sign of him yet, Dad – over.’

He would have loved this. To be out here on a mission, doing something adventurous. Something heroic. Alex checked on the dried-up well, in case Mimsy had fallen in, then stuck her head down the abandoned badger hole. At last she came to her favourite spot, and managed a smile.

It was the largest tree in the forest, the Olden Oak. She and her dad sat here often – it had a view towards the sea, towards the sunset, and like so many things in the forest her dad had a story about it. The Olden Oak was magic, he said. It didn’t grow strong on water and nutrients like normal trees, but from the gold and gemstones that fairies placed around its roots.

Alex unfurled a blanket across the mud. Then she opened her rucksack, removing dozens of little objects from inside, one by one, with the care of a museum curator.

She called them her treasures. They were pieces of memory, made solid – one hundred and twenty-six of them. The chunk of driftwood her dad had chiselled into a fox. The toy soldier he’d won for her at the Christmas fair. The locket she’d given him on his fortieth birthday, which he’d worn on a chain round his neck, and promised he would never take off.

Soon the blanket was covered, and Alex gazed at the objects in satisfaction. Finally, she took out a white envelope from a plastic folder, weighing it down with the locket so it didn’t blow away. Words were written on it in blue ink.

For Alex, on her eighteenth birthday.


She touched the envelope as gently as she dared, afraid of smudging the paper. Her dad had written the letter the day she was born, and though she’d often been tempted, she had never come close to opening it, or even holding it to the light to peek at the words inside. She picked up her walkie-talkie. Whispered into the receiver.

‘Six more years, Dad … over.’

She lay on her back, gazing up at the darkening sky. How would she cope without the forest? It was her favourite place – their favourite place. It reminded her of when things had been better, before her mum had taken her life and carved it into half-hour slots. She cleared a space between her treasures and rested her head among them, losing herself in their memories.

Three thousand, six hundred and twenty-three days. That’s all the time they’d had together – she’d figured it out – and that number would always stay the same. Perfect autumn days spent smashing mushrooms in the forest, watching the clouds of glittering spores spray out. Winter nights rubbing sticks together to make a fire, coaxing flames with puffs of breath, then roasting marshmallows until they turned gloopy, or cooking the salmon they’d caught after cleaning them of slippery guts. Springtimes of roaming and climbing and yelling rude limericks where no one could hear them; summers of glossy worms and chewing on hay stalks and peeling sunburn, squeezing honeysuckle buds and drinking the nectar, pulling out bee stings with the tweezers from her dad’s penknife and pretending it didn’t hurt. Endless days of blisters and muddy hair and the jelly glimmer of tadpoles in the lake, papery wasps’ nests and delicious unripe blackberries that made her stomach hurt, the crescent eyes of a fox between the trees at dusk. Evenings where the sunset bathed the horizon in swirls of deep purple, and they would return home, frozen, rain-soaked, red-cheeked, and do it all over again the next day.

Alex smiled as the memories filled her up. She pictured a night in August, two years before, when they’d set up a tent right here, beside the Olden Oak. They’d lain with their heads sticking out the tent to watch a meteor shower, sipping hot apple juice as the sky filled with bright darting lights.

She hugged the walkie-talkie, and imagined a voice speaking out of it, crackly but warm. A voice that seemed always close to laughter.

Happy birthday, Alex.
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When Alex woke up she realized two things: she had fallen asleep by mistake, and something was watching her.

‘Mimsy?’ she mumbled, sleepily raising her head. But it was just a rabbit, rubbing its nose in its forepaws. Alex sat up, wincing as the tooth in her pocket dug into her side. She pulled it out, examining it in the dusky light. The rabbit was shivering, ears flat, staring right at it.

Alex moved the tooth left and right. The rabbit’s eyes followed.

‘What … what is it?’ she whispered. She searched the trees around her, convinced that the shadows were moving. The hairs on her neck stood on end.

Then the sky rumbled, and heavy droplets fell on Alex’s face, cooling her excitement. She sighed. The forest wasn’t moving, of course it wasn’t. It was the same as it always was these days – still, empty, just a memory of the forest it had been before her dad had died. Just another memory.

‘No more adventures,’ she said, and tossed the tooth into the mud. The rain fell harder, so Alex hurriedly gathered up her treasures, taking extra care with her dad’s letter. She checked her watch as she rushed back home – stupid, she scolded herself, it was almost seven already! Stupid, stupid. She needed to do better from now on, work harder, behave. Then maybe her mum would go easier on her.

She rushed inside, shaking the rain from her hair as she ran into the kitchen. She rummaged in the cupboard, pulling out a saucepan and a pack of spaghetti, then turning round. The stranger from the forest was standing by the oven.

‘Oh good, you’re here! Listen, could you tell me where you keep the cooking oil?’

Alex screamed, dropping the saucepan with a deafening clatter. ‘What … what are you doing here?’

‘Well, first I broke in, then I chopped these onions, and now I’m hoping to fry them, only I can’t find the oil.’

‘But … but …’ Alex struggled for breath. The stranger turned, revealing a very muddy dog perched happily on his shoulder. ‘You found Mimsy?’

‘Aye.’ He stroked Mimsy’s ear. ‘Poor wee thing was hiding in a bush. Are you hungry? I could eat a blue whale myself. Well, if I wasn’t vegetarian.’ He frowned thoughtfully. ‘And wasn’t very fond of blue whales. Do you mind getting that?’

Alex blinked. ‘Getting what?’

The doorbell rang. Alex stared blankly at the stranger, then went to the door. Outside was Ian, a spotty teenager who lived down by the beach, and who looked as confused to be standing on Alex’s doorstep as Alex was to find him there.

‘He … he said to come here for seven?’ Ian stammered.

‘You made it!’ called the stranger, emerging from the kitchen. ‘Come in out the rain, lad – we’ll be eating as soon as I find the oil!’

He took Ian so firmly by the arm that he was practically carrying him. Alex drifted after, feeling like she’d stumbled into a bad dream. ‘Aren’t you going to sit, Alex?’ said the stranger, dropping Ian into a chair by the table.

‘No,’ said Alex at last. ‘You can’t be here. My mum’s going to be back in an hour.’

‘Maybe she’ll be late?’

‘She’s never late. And she will one hundred per cent murder me if she finds a bunch of weirdos in the house eating dinner!’

‘A four-course dinner,’ the stranger corrected, dipping a ladle into a saucepan. ‘With pumpkin soup for starters.’

Alex took a step closer, swallowing down her fear. It came right up again. ‘You don’t get it. I’m not allowed to talk to people. You need to leave.’

‘Are you sure? Good food and good company are two of life’s greatest gifts, you know. Even the company of weirdos. Besides, I have something very important to tell you. You might want to be sitting down to hear it.’

Alex frowned – what could he possibly have to tell her? She glanced worriedly at the clock, then curiosity got the better of her. She sat down.

The stranger nodded contentedly. ‘Wonderful. Well, are you ready? Here it is –’

The doorbell rang again.

‘Could you get that?’

Alex felt a sudden urge to shout or cry or start tearing her hair out. Instead she went to open the front door, and found a very tired-looking man outside, shivering beneath his peaked cap.

‘I’m … I’m Mr Lowrie, the farmer?’ he said. ‘He told me to come here for seven?’

Alex just walked back to the kitchen, a headache growing between her eyes. Soon Mr Lowrie was sitting at the table (‘You’ve got to try this soup!’), while Alex stood in the corner chewing her fingernails, muttering under her breath.

‘You … you need to go … you can’t be here … my mum …’

The stranger busied himself by the countertop, so tall his dreadlocks touched the ceiling. ‘I got us some takeaway, too,’ he was saying, opening several foil containers to reveal egg-fried rice and tofu and hot steaming noodles. ‘I like to sample the local cuisine whenever I’m in a new place. Are you okay, Alex? That eyelid of yours is twitching again.’

‘NO!’ Alex yelled, and Mimsy fell right off the stranger’s shoulder, into his open hand. ‘I am not okay. You can’t just come in here without my permission, you all need to go away!’

‘Oh, look – here’s the oil! Now, why don’t you all start on the soup – everyone’s definitely, definitely here now.’

The doorbell rang.

‘AH!’ Alex cried.

This time it was old Mrs Wiggins, Mimsy’s owner, who broke down in tears at the sight of her dog, hugging the stranger so tightly his eyes bulged. Soon they were all seated, except for Alex, eating in pleasant silence while Mimsy scampered around leaving muddy paw prints on the floor. ‘No, no, no,’ said Alex, chasing him under the table with a tea towel, wiping up the evidence as he made it. She noticed Ian had got up to admire her mum’s collection of teapots: a strange assortment from gilded porcelain antiques to the teapot from Alex’s old Wendy house. Alex yelped as he dropped one, throwing herself flat on the ground, catching it on her fingertips.

‘Oh, uh, sorry,’ said Ian, smiling weakly as Alex got to her feet, putting the teapot down with great care. Printed on its side was a photo of Alex and her mum and dad all together, all of them smiling. Alex turned and marched towards the stranger, fists trembling at her sides, blood lava-hot. The stranger nodded approvingly and handed her a saucepan.

‘What … what’s this for?’

‘I was going to suggest you hit me with it.’

‘What? Why?’

‘Maybe then I’ll get the message. But if you’re not going to hit me then I really insist you sit down. When was the last time you spent an evening with friends?’

Alex looked at the table as the others settled in their seats. ‘You’re not my friends,’ she whispered, so only the stranger would hear.

‘Aye,’ he replied softly. ‘But wouldn’t it be nice to make some?’

Alex looked at the stranger, then at the clock above. Ian timidly nudged out a chair. Alex tried to remember when she’d last had dinner with someone who wasn’t her mum. She pictured the sad little Christmas dinner they’d had last year, the empty chair on the other side of the table.

‘Okay,’ she said at last. ‘But you all need to be gone before my mum gets back.’

‘Long gone,’ said the stranger. ‘Now, I think it’s time for a toast,’ he announced, casting an expectant silence over the kitchen. ‘Turning twelve is no easy feat, but I’m sure you can all agree, Alex has managed it with great poise and strength.’ He raised his glass of water. ‘Happy birthday, Alex.’

The others raised their glasses too. ‘Happy birthday, Alex!’

Alex felt her cheeks flush, looking from one beaming face to the next. ‘Th-thank you,’ she whispered. She ate her noodles, and Ian upturned a bao dumpling on her plate while Mrs Wiggins passed some rice, and Alex realized with some shock that she felt comfortable; a pleasant warmth in her heart. She glanced at the clock again, wishing its hands would stop turning. It was a wonderful thing, suddenly, to have company.

‘Now.’ The stranger finished his spring roll, dabbing his lips with his napkin. ‘We actually have a wee present for you, Alex – Mr Lowrie, if you’d be so kind?’

Mr Lowrie gave a tiny squeak, eyes bulging in horror. ‘Now, now,’ said the stranger. ‘Remember what I said – nothing can harm you. Especially not while I am here.’

The farmer nodded stiffly, then removed a very scratched phone from his pocket, placing it in front of Alex with a trembling hand.

Alex stared in confusion. ‘Oh, um, that’s very generous of you, but my mum won’t let me have a phone. Also, isn’t this your phone?’

‘Give it here,’ said the stranger, tapping the screen four times. ‘Hush, wee doggie,’ he told Mimsy, who was growling at Ian’s shoe. Mimsy fell quiet at once. They all did.

Sound crackled from the phone. The sound of wind, of rustling leaves. Loud, panicked breathing.

Silence.

And then:

A roar.

A wild, gurgling, angry roar that reached in through Alex’s ears and down into the pit of her stomach. A roar that made Mimsy whine and Mr Lowrie turn pale and Ian fall off his chair. ‘Shh,’ said the stranger soothingly, lifting Ian and placing him back again.

‘What … what was that?’ said Alex.

‘I don’t know, I’ve no idea, I’ve never heard anything like it!’ Ian cried, turning to the stranger in tears. ‘Please, I don’t want to talk about it! Could you pass the spring rolls?’

‘It’s all right, laddie,’ said the stranger, patting Ian’s hand.

‘Okay, I have heard something like it, but there were these … g-government types who told me to keep my mouth shut.’

‘And if they touch a hair on your head then they’ll have me to deal with. Now, please, Alex has a right to know.’

‘I saw something!’ Ian blurted out hysterically. ‘A while back. I was up late one night. Couldn’t sleep, so I took the cat out for a walk along the beach.’

‘You … you walk your cat?’ said Alex.

‘She likes the sea air. But it got so windy, like a storm! There was this burst of lightning that nearly blinded me. Then …’

Ian’s hand was shivering, rattling his fork against his plate. He looked at the stranger as if for permission to continue. The stranger nodded.

‘It … It was just there all of a sudden.’ Ian whispered. ‘Dropped right out of the sky and into the sea. I couldn’t believe it. It … it was so big. Tail as long as a bus. Wings that could have covered the football field.’ He pointed at Mr Lowrie’s phone. ‘It made a noise just like that one.’

A booming silence filled the kitchen, in which Ian put down his fork, picked it up, then put it down again.

Alex frowned, staring at them all in disbelief. She half wondered if they were about to break into laughter and admit that this was some strange birthday prank. ‘No. No, there’s no way. You … you must have just been imagining things.’

‘Ian,’ said the stranger. ‘Can you tell me the date of that night?’

The boy looked at Alex, then cleared his throat. ‘Two years ago. Ninth of October.’

Alex jerked back in her chair. Her head filled with crashing waves and howling wind. ‘No.’

‘Does that date mean something to you, Alex?’

‘It … it …’ She tried to speak, but her teeth and tongue felt suddenly too big for her mouth. She took a deep breath. No words would come.

‘It’s the night her father died,’ said Mrs Wiggins in a tiny voice. She shook her head. ‘Such a brave man.’

‘Died doing something noble, did he?’ said the stranger.

Mrs Wiggins nodded solemnly. ‘It was the storm. A boat was sinking, out there in the bay. He swam right out to it, saved three people from drowning. He must have been so strong! But he went back to find more survivors, and …’ She gathered up Mimsy and hugged him close.

‘Hmm,’ said the stranger.

Alex felt a stab of anger. ‘What? That’s what happened!’

The stranger looked at her. ‘You were there? Your mum too?’

‘No, we were asleep. Dad was always going for walks at night.’

‘And these people he saved, did you meet them? Did you learn their names?’

‘I … No, I didn’t.’

‘Hmm.’

His voice wound through Alex like barbed wire. ‘Stop saying hmm!’ she yelled, leaping to her feet. ‘That’s what happened!’

The others looked worriedly between her and the man, as if expecting a fight. Instead, the stranger leaned back in his chair. ‘Isn’t it a wee bit suspicious, though? That your dad died saving three people whose names nobody knows, the same night Ian saw –’

‘What? Are you saying a dragon killed my dad?’

The word cast a horrible spell upon the kitchen – the others looked suddenly ill. All except the stranger, who matched Alex’s stare with his own. ‘I’m saying a dragon was seen here two years ago, and now a dragon has returned.’

Alex blinked, and thought immediately of the tooth.

Ian dropped his fork again. ‘It’s back?’ he whimpered. ‘What d’you mean, it’s back?’

‘Mr Lowrie,’ said the stranger, though his eyes never left Alex. ‘When did you record that sound?’

Mr Lowrie had barely touched his plate. ‘Last night,’ he said hoarsely. ‘It came right up to my farm. Terrified my goats – I still can’t find one of them. I think it might have … might have …’

‘You saw it?’ said Mrs Wiggins, hugging Mimsy so tight his eyes began to bulge.

‘Came out with my torch to see what all the noise was.’ He shivered. ‘S-s-saw it slither into the forest.’

Alex sat down, digging her fingers into her lap. The horrible roar kept playing in her eardrums. ‘You … you didn’t see its teeth, did you?’

He nodded. ‘Sharp, nasty things.’

‘What … what colour were they?’

‘Black.’

Alex straightened in her chair, electrified. The stranger caught her expression. ‘Alex, is there something you’d like to share?’

She took a deep breath, then noticed the time on the clock. ‘No. No, this is all so … so stupid! My mum’s going to be back in ten minutes. You have to go!’

The stranger nodded thoughtfully, then sighed. ‘Very well, I suppose we’ve trespassed on Miss Evans’s kitchen long enough. If you could all help me clean up, we’ll be on our –’

He stopped, staring at the kitchen door. Alex followed his gaze, then put her hands to her mouth.

Though her kitchen was full of unexpected guests, Alex’s mum didn’t seem at all interested in Mr Lowrie, or Ian, or Mimsy licking pumpkin soup from the floor. She could only look at the stranger, as the colour drained from her face.

‘It’s you.’
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