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PART I








THE GREEN SEAGULL

A green dragon flew low across the sea. Like a giant, infinitely annoying seagull, the dragon was following a beautiful blue-and-gold ship named the Tristan. Despite all manner of missiles hurled at him from the ship—including a large quantity of Darke ThunderFlashes—the dragon had not once lost sight of his quarry.

After long weeks at sea, the Tristan arrived at a small port on the edge of a vast desert. The dragon—much to the dismay of the Harbor Master—swooped in and landed on the roof of the tallest house on the quayside. Despite yet more missiles thrown at him (this time by the Harbor Master), the dragon did not move. He perched on the roof of the Harbor Master’s house and continued to observe the Tristan with great interest.

“What’s it watching for?” the Harbor Master asked anyone who was brave enough to come near. No one knew. Later, when someone told him that if you called a dragon by its name it would do whatever you desired, the Harbor Master asked, “What d’you think its name is?” No one knew that, either.

The dragon’s name was Spit Fyre and he was watching for an Orm Egg. The final egg of the now extinct Great Orm, this was no ordinary egg. It was big enough to need carrying in both arms like a baby, it was heavy enough to make even the strongest arms ache and it was covered in a leathery skin infused with brilliant blue lapis lazuli. Inside was an Orm embryo, the last of its race, stolen from its resting place in the Eastern SnowPlains by the sorcerer Oraton-Marr. Spit Fyre knew the Orm Egg was on board the Tristan and he was determined that wherever the egg went, he would go too.

The Orm Egg now rested on a soft blue cushion in the best cabin of the Tristan. Under Spit Fyre’s relentless gaze, Oraton-Marr—a small man with short iron-gray hair—paced the deck above. He was accompanied by his sister, a large woman swathed in shining blue silk who was known to all as “the Lady.” The Lady was an imposing figure. Despite her bulk, she moved smoothly along the deck, as though on little wheels. Her hair was bound in a blue cloth wrapped many times around her head, and on her hand perched a small, terrified bird, its leg tied to a wisp of silver chain that the Lady wore around her wrist. Behind the Lady, like a gloomy shadow, a square, flat-footed woman with the gait of an overweight duck followed. Her name was Mitza Draddenmora Draa; she kept a respectful distance but her narrowed eyes did not miss a thing.

The Lady was, to her brother’s disgust, taller than he was. Usually the sorcerer wore spring blades upon his feet, which allowed him to tower over his sister, but after some undignified falls he had been forced to give them up on board the ship. The shorter version of Oraton-Marr and the Lady were discussing how to get the Orm Egg off the ship without Spit Fyre snatching it. The Lady had lapsed into bossy mode—which she always did when her brother was his natural height—but that afternoon the sorcerer was having none of it. He narrowed his dark green eyes and stared up at the dragon that had haunted them like a shadow through raging storms, blazing sun and starlit nights. “I shall set a trap,” he said. “That dragon won’t know what’s hit him.”

The next morning just before sunrise, Oraton-Marr dispatched half a dozen deckhands to hide on the quay in the shadows beneath the ship. All were brandishing nets and FireStix: long Darke spears with barbed ends of dull red metal—a weapon that the sorcerer had perfected during his time on board the Tristan. The barbs of FireStix were razor-sharp, designed to cut through dragon skin like a hot knife through butter, and then—Oraton-Marr was particularly proud of this—their sticky black tips were Primed to ignite on contact with dragon blood. The sorcerer looked up at Spit Fyre and smiled. The dragon would burst into flames, set alight from within. He was looking forward to that.

As the Tristan lay gleaming in the morning sun, from the top of the Harbor Master’s roof—which was now sagging alarmingly—Spit Fyre eyed a shining lapis blue egg shape resting proudly on a soft blue cushion being escorted up on deck by two sailors in dress uniform. Spit Fyre’s keen dragon eye also saw a movement in the shadows beneath the ship and the dull red glint of something sharp. He tilted his head to one side and considered the matter, watching as the cushion and its passenger were paraded down the gangplank. Spit Fyre gave a snort of contempt and turned his gaze back to the Tristan. He had no interest in an empty egg made from papier-mâché.

Despite the parading of the “egg” around the quay three times, Spit Fyre did not move. When Oraton-Marr realized his plan had not worked, he had a screaming fit and had to be calmed down by his sister. The “egg” and its cushion were abandoned in the middle of the quay and by evening had become a popular roost for gulls.

At the dark of the moon a few days later, Oraton-Marr tried another tactic. In the dead of the night, a rolled-up sail was taken down the gangplank by three deckhands. From his perch Spit Fyre watched with interest—he knew the Egg was nearby. The dragon gave a little jump of excitement and the Harbor Master’s roof finally caved in. The three deckhands were so shocked by the snapping of timbers and the rain of falling roof tiles that they dropped the sail. Out rolled exactly what Spit Fyre had suspected: the true Egg of the Orm.

To the great dismay of the Customs Officer, Spit Fyre took up a new perch on the Customs House roof.

Oraton-Marr decided against a second screaming fit. Dragon or no dragon, he was not going to be thwarted a moment longer. He sent for a camel. Just before sunrise the next morning, the sorcerer shoved the Orm Egg unceremoniously into a sack and slung it into a bag on one side of the camel. Into the bag on the other side of the camel he put Subhan-Subhan, the cabin boy. Then, accompanied by his servant, Drone, and three deckhands armed with FireStix, he waved good-bye to his sister and her duck-footed companion, and climbed onto the camel. 

To the relief of the Customs Officer, Spit Fyre took off from his roof. 

Oraton-Marr headed out of the port. He ignored the long, straight road that led to the distant Red City just visible on the horizon, and set off into the wilderness of the vast desert of the Singing Sands. His navigator set a course for a small oasis and a star-strewn tent where an Apothecary and her two young daughters lived. 

Spit Fyre followed, flying high enough to stay out of reach of the FireStix, but low enough to annoy.

When Oraton-Marr, bedraggled and sore, arrived at the star-strewn tent late that night, he never wanted to see a dragon or a camel again. Or a whingeing cabin boy or an egg. Or the three moaning deckhands. Or the craven Drone. But there was work to be done. Ruthlessly efficient, he took the Apothecary’s baby daughter hostage and instructed the Apothecary on what to do if she wished to see the child again. He left before sunrise without the Egg, the cabin boy, the deckhands, and, to his relief, the dragon. But he was stuck with Drone and a screaming toddler. And the camel.

Spit Fyre settled on a long sand dune above the star-strewn tent and the small encampment that had sprung up around it. As soon as Oraton-Marr was out of sight, the dragon attacked. He swooped down onto the tents and as the FireStix flew up toward him, he met fire with Fyre and destroyed them. But getting the Egg was not so easy. Subhan-Subhan was loyal to his Master and threw himself across the Egg as a shield so that Spit Fyre could not snatch his prize without injuring the boy.

Spit Fyre retired to the top of the dune to wait.

That evening as the sun set, the Apothecary climbed the dune and begged the dragon not to take the Egg. She told him that in twelve weeks the sorcerer would return, and if the Egg did not hatch—or there was no Egg to hatch—her baby daughter would die.

Spit Fyre bowed his head in defeat. But he did not leave his post. His time would come.

THE COUNTDOWN BEGINS

Oraton-Marr staggered up the gangplank of the Tristan with Drone trailing behind carrying an exhausted toddler. The sorcerer instructed Drone to hand the hostage to his sister and went below to his cabin. He settled into his captain’s chair, got up to fetch a cushion, sat down once more and took a mother-of-pearl box from a drawer in his desk. Inside the box was an assortment of origami shapes: birds, animals, ships and stars, all in pale blue. He picked out a paper flower, unfolded it, flattened it on his desk and smiled.

On one of his many walks around the quay trying to find a way to get rid of the dragon, Oraton-Marr had seen a flurry of pale blue papers blowing across the cobbles. He had picked them up because they were the perfect weight for his hobby of origami, and good paper was not easy to find. He had been very pleased with the quality of his beautiful blue paper, but was even more delighted when he had read the words upon it.

Once more, Oraton-Marr’s mouth moved slowly across the words, savoring each one:

THE MAGYKAL MANUSCRIPTORIUM 

AND SPELL CHECKERS INCORPORATED

NUMBER THIRTEEN WIZARD WAY, THE CASTLE.

AS PREMIER ADVISORS TO THE FABLED WIZARD TOWER,

WE ARE PROUD TO OFFER A NEW GLOBAL SERVICE.

WE HAVE MANY THOUSANDS OF YEARS’ EXPERIENCE.

WE CAN SOURCE MOST REQUIREMENTS.

WE HAVE AN EXTENSIVE STOCK OF 

CHARMS, RUNES AND SPELL BOOKS

OR WE CAN REFURBISH YOUR OWN.

CONVENIENTLY SITUATED ON THE ANCIENT WAY SYSTEM FOR EASY ACCESS FROM ANYWHERE IN THE WORLD.

A smile spread across Oraton-Marr’s thin lips as he thought about the “fabled Wizard Tower.” The sorcerer took down his almanac, turned to the map section at the back and traced his long, pointy finger along the Ways that led to the Wizard Tower. Oraton-Marr was a great believer in signs and was convinced this perfect blue paper was the sign he had been waiting for—the Wizard Tower was his destiny. But the sorcerer was not a patient man. Drumming his fingers on his desk, he decided to get things moving as soon as he could. What he needed, he thought, was an Apprentice from the Wizard Tower. A senior one who knew all its secrets and fiddly little passwords would be ideal. Oraton-Marr smiled. There were twelve long weeks until the Orm Egg hatched, but he would spend his time well. He’d take a little trip to the Castle and get hold of an Apprentice so that when he was ready to take over, everything would go smoothly. Oraton-Marr sighed. He had had quite enough trouble already. He wanted to walk into the Wizard Tower with as little aggravation as possible.

The sorcerer closed his eyes and a strange name came to him—ExtraOrdinary Wizard. He sat up, suddenly wide-awake. That was it. That was the name of the top wizard in the Castle. He smiled. It suited him, there was no doubt about that: Oraton-Marr, ExtraOrdinary Wizard. He liked that. His face relaxed into a sickly, satisfied smile.

If it hadn’t been for the Lady—annoyed by the crying of their tiny hostage—coming to tell him it was nearly midnight, Oraton-Marr would have missed the Magykal hour. Cursing, he rushed up on deck and sent a signal rocket burning brilliant green up into the sky.

Far away on his dune, Spit Fyre saw a green light on the horizon arc up over the sea. Also on the dune—at what he hoped was a safe distance from the dragon—was Subhan-Subhan, the cabin boy. Spit Fyre regarded the green sky-trail impassively, but the boy leaped to his feet and hurtled down to the encampment in a shower of sand. At the foot of the dune Subhan-Subhan threw the Egg of the Orm into a roaring fire to kick-start its incubation. As the Egg lay untouched within the flames, he took a small gold box from his pocket and from it he removed a tiny gold Egg Timer, of which one half was filled with minute grains of silver. Subhan-Subhan pressed his thumb onto the top of the timer and watched the first speck of silver fall through.

On board the Tristan, Oraton-Marr set his own identical Egg Timer running. The countdown had begun.
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PART II

NINETY-SIX HOURS TO HATCHING








DRAGON WATCH

It was just before dawn, and Spit Fyre was on edge. This was the time when, in the dragon’s experience, humans did secret things. From the top of his dune, Spit Fyre had a magnificent view. To the west, a gibbous moon was traveling through the star-dusted indigo sky, dropping slowly to Earth to meet the white ribbon of ocean that glimmered along the horizon. Silhouetted in the moonlight were the squat, square shapes of the port where, some twelve weeks ago, he had made landfall.

To the east, Spit Fyre saw the darkness of a vast, unpeopled desert. He knew that just over the horizon—for he had seen it as he had flown into the port—lay a sprawling city of red stone. A faint glow rose up from it, which at this time of night could easily be mistaken for the sunrise. 

But Spit Fyre was not on his dune to enjoy the view. He was there to guard the Egg of the Orm—the egg that he had watched his Imprintor, Septimus Heap, pursue only to be struck down by a Darke Dart for his trouble. Spit Fyre had no doubt that Septimus would return for the Egg, and when he did Spit Fyre was determined that Septimus would find his dragon waiting. Over the long weeks of watching, Spit Fyre had gradually entered a trancelike state. He had stopped moving, eating or drinking. His scales had become roughened by the sun and caked with sand, and it was now the opinion of those in the camp below that Oraton-Marr had turned him to stone. This suited Spit Fyre well. He would move when the time was right—and not before. It amused him to sit motionless while the occasional brave visitor wandered up to stare at him or even dared to pat his sandy scales. He had been less amused by one of the deckhands poking his belly with a stick, but Spit Fyre had restrained himself. Only his red-ringed, emerald-green eyes moved—and then only when he was sure no one was looking.

The dragon’s eyes now surveyed the encampment below, lying in the moon shadow of the dune. It was inhabited by the usual range of humans: some good, some bad and some who hadn’t yet made their minds up which to be. The humans lay sleeping in a motley collection of tents. In the center was a large, circular tent of faded blue covered in silver stars. Like planets orbiting the sun, a scattering of smaller tents was ranged around it, dark colors all bar one, which was white and round like the moon. A well-trodden path led from the tents to a dark pool of water that welled up from a spring in the rocks deep below. In it the dragon saw the reflection of the stars, glittering silver in deep black. Beside the pool were a small vegetable patch, two olive trees, soft succulents and a broad, flat slab of rock where clothes were laid to dry.

Spit Fyre turned his gaze to the moon tent in which he knew lay the Egg of the Orm, accompanied by Mysor, the Apothecary’s Apprentice, and Subhan-Subhan, who was known by all as the Egg Boy. The Egg now spent the day covered in hot sand, being turned every hour by the Egg Boy. At night the white tent was erected over the Egg, and Subhan-Subhan wrapped the Egg in furs and slept beside it, conserving its heat, guarding the Egg with his life and—with the help of Mysor—waking to turn it every third hour, until the day it hatched. Only the Egg Boy and Oraton-Marr with their synchronized Egg Timers knew when this day would be. Even the occupant of the Egg was not entirely sure, although it was beginning to feel a strange restlessness. 

That night, after its midnight turn, the Orm embryo had added another fold to its flat little brain and it now felt an itch on the end of its stumpy snout where the egg tooth was beginning to break through its skin. It would not be long now.

Outside, the desert air held its breath and Spit Fyre watched, still as stone.

KAZNIM NA-DRAA

Inside the star tent the stillness was broken by the gentle rise and fall of a large mound of furs, beneath which Karamander Draa, the Apothecary, was sleeping. The only other occupant, the Apothecary’s elder daughter, Kaznim Na-Draa, lay wide-awake. Her gaze wandered around the peaceful space she knew as home. A single candle burned in a dish of scented water set in the middle of the rug-strewn floor. Its soft light showed books piled along the sides of the tent, a scattering of cushions around a low table on which a bowl of dates and a jug were set ready for breakfast. The jewel-like glass of blue and green potion bottles in neatly stacked boxes near the door glinted in the light of the steady flame and looked just like the jelly sweets from the Red City that Kaznim loved so much. She watched her mother’s soft breathing for a while but avoided looking at the empty cot set at the foot of her mother’s bed. Whenever she thought about her half-sister, Bubba, Kaznim felt as though she had swallowed a small cactus. It hurt.

After some minutes gathering her courage, Kaznim sat up, and, with several covert glances at her mother to check that she was still sleeping, she dressed quietly.

As a sliver of orange sun tipped above the distant horizon, Spit Fyre saw a movement in the wall of the star-strewn tent. He saw a small, dark-haired girl in a long red coat wriggling out from underneath the canvas and hopping awkwardly as she pulled on a pair of leather sandals. She set off toward the Egg tent, stopped outside and stood with her head tilted in thought. She slipped off her sandals and then, to the dragon’s surprise, she simply faded away. Spit Fyre blinked, wondering if he had just woken from a dream. But the sandals outside the tent told him otherwise.

In her hand Kaznim clutched the UnSeen Charm that the sorcerer who had brought the Egg and stolen her little sister had given her. It was beautifully wrapped inside a pale blue origami bird so that the opal pebble Charm formed the fat little belly of the bird. Kaznim loved the bird almost more than the Charm, even though she knew the sorcerer had made the bird himself with his own long, thin fingers and sharp, pointed nails. Kaznim knew it was a bribe to get her to spy on her mother. There was no way she would ever do that, but even so, she had accepted it because she had loved the little blue bird so much. Kaznim remembered how the sorcerer had presented it to her with the words: “For you, my dear. You can hide from anyone with this—except from me.” She had taken the bird and stuffed it deep into her pocket where her mother would never find it.

Kaznim was looking for her tortoise. The Egg Boy had stolen it—she knew he had. She did not hold out much hope of finding the tortoise in the Egg tent, but she had to check. Kaznim stood UnSeen in the dim hush of the tent and listened to the Egg Boy’s snuffles and the slow breathing of the Apprentice. She had never been inside the Egg tent before. Subhan-Subhan had sneeringly said that girls were bad luck inside a hatching tent and besides, her terrified mother had forbidden her from going in. 

Now that she was inside, Kaznim did not see what all the fuss was about. The tent was hot and stuffy in order to keep the Egg warm through the cold desert night. All she could see of the Egg was a bump covered in a black fur with the Egg Boy curled around it like a fat white maggot. Her mother’s apprentice, Mysor—whose thankless task was to wake the Egg Boy every three hours and bring him anything he wanted whenever he wanted it—was hidden beneath a pile of thick blankets beside the door. Kaznim tiptoed past him and looked at the fur pelt that covered the Egg. She longed to lift it and see the beautiful gold-streaked blue of the Egg’s lapis skin, but she did not dare. She reminded herself that she had come for her tortoise, nothing else.

Kaznim dropped to her hands and knees and crawled across the rugs, patting them gently to see if there were any tortoise-shaped lumps. As she had expected, there were none. She got slowly to her feet and looked down at the Egg Boy, thinking that no one would ever guess how spiteful he was when he was awake. As if aware that he was being watched, the Egg Boy stirred and Kaznim stepped hurriedly back—onto something hard. She nearly screamed—she had trodden on her tortoise.

Kaznim dropped to her knees with a soft thump and Mysor opened his eyes. She froze, hoping that her UnSeen was still working. Mysor stared straight at her and did not react. Kaznim shivered; it was a strange feeling to have someone look through you. She waited until Mysor closed his eyes again and then, terrified of finding a crushed tortoise, she gingerly pushed her hand beneath the rug toward the lump, which was worryingly flat. Her fingers closed around something cold and sharp-edged, and she pulled out a beautiful gold box. Kaznim smiled with relief—it was not a squashed tortoise. The Egg Boy mumbled something in his sleep and Kaznim hurriedly shoved the box into the pocket of her tunic and slipped out of the tent. It served the Egg Boy right, she thought. She knew he had taken her tortoise, and so she would take his precious box.

Spit Fyre saw a square of gold float out of the tent and then one of the sandals rise into the air, quickly followed by the other. He watched the sandals walk away as if they had got tired of waiting for their owner, while a lone golden box hovered above them. The dragon closed his eyes for a few seconds and when he opened them the girl had appeared. The sandals were now covered by her feet and the gold box was hidden in a pocket in her long red coat. Spit Fyre watched the small, slight figure walk away from the encampment and head out into the emptiness of the desert and the sunrise beyond.

TORTOISE HUNT

Kaznim hurried on, looking carefully for any telltale mounds of sand, which the long, slanting shadows of the sunrise would show. “Ptolemy . . .” she whispered, pronouncing her tortoise’s name: Tollemy. “Ptolemy, where are you?” Kaznim knew she had to be very alert to have any chance of finding the tortoise. Ptolemy was not big—he fit comfortably in two cupped hands—and he moved fast. Once the sun had warmed the sand he would be awake and off for another day’s hike. By the end of the day he would be miles away and lost forever.

Kaznim had looked for the tortoise all the previous afternoon, but when at dusk she had returned tortoise-less to find the Egg Boy putting up the Egg tent for the night, his smirk told her that he had something to do with Ptolemy’s disappearance. When Kaznim accused him of stealing her tortoise he had told her that that he had seen Ptolemy out by “the singing pit.” Kaznim knew at once that the only reason Ptolemy would be so far away and in such a dangerous place was if Subhan-Subhan had actually taken him there. Or was the Egg Boy bluffing—was it a ruse to get her trapped in the sinking sands of the Pit of the Singing Sands? Either way there had been nothing she could do that evening. By now the tortoise would, in his own small way, be doing the same thing as the setting sun—digging himself into the sand for the night. She would never find him, and besides, it was far too dangerous with the sand lions waking for their nighttime hunting. All Kaznim could do was to retreat into the star tent and plan Ptolemy’s rescue and her revenge.

And now, she thought as her hand closed around the gold box, she had her revenge. Now the Egg Boy, too, would know how it felt to lose something precious. It served him right.

Kaznim walked quickly across the sand, leaving an unwavering line of footprints in her wake. On the far horizon she saw tall dunes rising like a swelling sea before a storm, dark against the strip of bright dawn sky. A little spooked by the vastness that lay before her, Kaznim turned to look back at her tent and saw the first rays of the rising sun catch its silver stars, sending them shimmering against the faded blue. She caught her breath. Her home looked beautiful. She thought of the hateful Egg Boy and she wished the Egg would hurry up and hatch so that her little sister would return and he would go away and leave her in peace with her mother, her tortoise, Bubba and Mysor.

Kaznim thought of her mother asleep in her bed of furs. She had left a note using the name she called her mother when no one was listening:

Dear Ammaa,

I have gone to find my tortoise. I will be home soon. 

Your daughter, 

Kaznim

Kaznim hoped that she would be back with her tortoise well before Ammaa read it. Ever since Bubba had been taken, her mother panicked if Kaznim went anywhere on her own.

The sun was rising fast now and Kaznim broke into a run. She knew she must reach the Pit of the Singing Sands before the warmth of the sun woke Ptolemy. The tortoise moved surprisingly fast, and soon he would look like just another distant rock shimmering in the heat haze. Ten minutes later, Kaznim had reached the pit. Once again, she looked back at the star tent; it seemed so far away that she felt a twinge of homesickness. She longed to be pulling back the door hangings, stepping into its cool shadows with her tortoise in her arms. But first, Kaznim, she told herself firmly, you have to find him.

THE PIT OF THE SINGING SANDS

The Pit of the Singing Sands was a large circle of unstable sand—a treacherous place where no one trod for fear of falling through to who knew where. But the early-morning sun made it relatively safe, for the slanting shadows showed where the solid ground beneath the sand abruptly stopped. That morning, the circle of the sand inside was quite a few inches lower than the solid rim and as Kaznim looked at it—hoping that Ptolemy had not decided to bed down there for the night—she saw the grains undulating as though some great beast was stirring below. It took all Kaznim’s courage not to turn and run for the safety of the star tent. Heart pounding, she stood back from the edge and scanned the sand, watching for the telltale upward push of sand that would herald a tortoise greeting a new day.

A sudden flurry no more than a few feet away caught Kaznim’s eye and her heart leaped—something in the Pit was moving. A waft of fine dust puffed up into the gentle morning breeze and landed softly. There was another, more purposeful movement and at last Kaznim saw what she had been waiting for. A scaly, flat brown head with a perfectly round, bright black eye poked up from the white sand.

“Ptolemy!” Kaznim called out with relief.

Slow and deliberate in the cool of the morning, the tortoise pushed his way up and sat blinking in the sunlight. Kaznim squatted down and held out a small sliver of coconut, which she knew Ptolemy could not resist. “Ptolemy,” she whispered encouragingly. “Ptolemy, come here. Come on, Ptolemy. Over here.”

The tortoise stuck his head out and regarded Kaznim with a quizzical air. Then, very deliberately, he turned and stomped away—farther into the circle.

Kaznim jumped up in frustration. “Ptolemy!” she called out. “This way. Ptolemy!” But the tortoise continued his onward trundle. 

Carefully keeping firm sand below her feet, Kaznim circled the pit, heading for the other side, toward which Ptolemy was advancing at some speed. Tortoise and girl were converging when the singing began. A high-pitched keen drifted out of the pit: “Aaaaaiiiiiiiiiiaaaaaaaeeeeeeee . . .” And like dancers whose tune had at last begun, the grains of sand on the top began to swirl.

Kaznim stopped dead. The hairs on the back of her neck rose. Late-night campfire stories of nightmare creatures emerging from the pit came back to her, and had it not been for Ptolemy, she would have turned and run. But the tortoise was still doggedly making its way to the edge of the pit. And so, going against all her instincts, Kaznim ran toward the Pit of the Singing Sands—away from her home, away from the place where she was safe, toward danger. She was not leaving without that stupid, pig-headed tortoise.

Dust rose in a fine mist, catching in her throat. Kaznim wound her long red cotton scarf around her mouth and nose, and crouching on the very edge of the firm sand, she willed Ptolemy to speed up and get near enough for her to reach.

The tortoise was almost there when he suddenly dropped, as if into a hole. It was no more than a few inches down, but it spooked him. He pulled in his head and feet and sat like a stubborn rock. Desperately, Kaznim threw the piece of coconut at him. Its only effect was to make the tortoise gather himself more tightly into his shell. A soft sussssisssisssssisssussssisss of sand began and to her horror Kaznim saw the sand within the pit begin to slowly swirl, like water going down a drain. Ptolemy began to sink.

Kaznim could bear it no longer. She threw herself forward as though she were diving for a ball. She sank deep into the soft sand but her outstretched hands caught hold of Ptolemy’s cool, hard shell and did not let go. Snakelike, Kaznim began to shuffle backward toward the safety of the edge of the pit, but as her feet touched the rim, the sand shifted beneath her and became as thin as water. Kaznim tumbled down, down, down through the sand, into the depths of the Pit of the Singing Sands.

THE APOTHECARY’S TENT

The Apothecary was woken by the Aaaaaiiiiiiiiiiaaaaaaaeeeeeeee . . . of the singing sands. She sat up fast, convinced that a mischievous Sand Spirit had slipped into the tent. But as the traces of sleep left her, Karamander Draa realized that this was no Spirit. She had heard the sands once before and knew what she must do—keep still and silent so that whatever emerged from the pit heard no sign of human life.

“Kaznim,” she whispered across to the mound of blankets piled onto her daughter’s bed. “Do not be afraid. Keep very quiet. Lie still. It will soon pass.” The blankets stayed obediently quiet and still. A soft smile touched the Apothecary’s face. Kaznim was so brave, so calm in the face of danger—no one would know she was there.

Some ten minutes later the wailing of the sands at last subsided. “Kaznim,” Karamander whispered in a low voice. “All is well. You can come out of your burrow now.”

But Kaznim’s burrow was unresponsive. A worm of worry twisted in Karamander’s stomach—the bedclothes looked wrong somehow. She got up and began to walk over to her daughter’s bed. By the time she was halfway across the rug-strewn floor, Karamander was running. She already knew the truth—Kaznim was not there.

“Kaznim! Kaznim!” Karamander pulled the blankets from the bed, threw them to the floor and raced to the door. With trembling hands she unlaced the door flap and stumbled outside into the early-morning sun. Karamander ran from tent to tent, throwing open the door flaps, shouting for her daughter. She left the Egg tent until last.

Two figures, bleary in the stuffy atmosphere, sat up. “Wharr?” asked Mysor, his husky voice breaking as he spoke. The smaller figure jumped up guiltily. Mistakenly thinking he had overslept and was late for the first turn of the day, Subhan-Subhan leaned against the Egg and expertly twisted it through a quarter-turn.

“Mysor!” Karamander barked. “Out! Now!”

In seconds the disheveled Apothecary Apprentice was blinking in the sunlight. Mysor was thin and tall with short, dark curly hair, clear blue eyes and a dislike for waking up.

“Kaznim’s gone,” Karamander said. “I need help.”

Mysor was suddenly wide-awake. “Gone?” he asked. “Where?”

“I don’t know where she’s gone,” Karamander said desperately. “But the pit was singing.”

“Oh.” Now Mysor was as worried as his Master.

Karamander began to run. Her long red nightgown flowed out as her bare feet sped across the sand, heading toward the distant dust cloud that hung over the Pit of the Singing Sands. Mysor’s long stride caught up with her easily. “Stop!” he said, in a commanding voice that surprised himself as much as Karamander. “I ask pardon, Apothecary. But we must be mindful. The desert gives signs to those who look. But they do not last long. Let us pause a moment and observe.”

Karamander regarded her Apprentice with something near respect. “Yes. Yes, of course. You are right. Tracks. There will be tracks.”

Mysor half closed his eyes and moved his head from side to side, scanning the sand. It was an old desert trick, designed to blur out the detail and show the structure below. Beneath the freshly blown sand he saw the ghost of a long, straight trail of footprints heading for the pit. He looked at the Apothecary. She had seen them too.

“So. She went to the pit,” Karamander said flatly. She shaded her eyes against the glare. Beyond the dust cloud she saw nothing but empty sands. Her daughter had vanished. “But why? Why would she go there, of all places?”

“I . . . I don’t know.” Mysor was not one to tell tales, but he knew that yesterday, Subhan-Subhan had walked to the pit. He had been up to something, Mysor was sure of that. Karamander followed his glance back to the Egg tent.

“If that brat has done anything to my daughter, I will . . .” She trailed off, knowing she was powerless. The safety of her other daughter depended on the Egg Boy doing his job properly, and Karamander dared do nothing to jeopardize the hatching of the tyrannical Egg. With heavy hearts, Karamander and Mysor followed Kaznim’s footprints as they headed toward the Pit of the Singing Sands. They both knew they were walking into emptiness.

Far behind them, a pale moon-face peered out from the Egg tent. The Egg Boy smiled. Stupid tortoise, he thought—so easy to take to the pit and toss in. And stupid girl, too—so easy to fool. The Egg Boy slipped back into the stifling heat of the tent and went over to the beautiful lapis-blue egg that only he, Subhan-Subhan, long-lost son of a tribe of Orm keepers, had the skills to incubate. At least, that was what the sorcerer had told him, and he believed it, even if no one else did. Subhan ran his hand over the Egg’s smooth, warm surface. He was glad that the annoying girl would never see it hatch. She did not deserve to be in the presence of a Great Orm. He wondered how the little Orm inside would be changing today and reached beneath the rug to find his precious box.

It was not there.

Five minutes later all the rugs were heaped outside the Egg tent and Subhan was scrabbling frantically in the sandy floor. Where was the Egg Box?

On the edge of the Pit of the Singing Sands, Karamander Draa stared at the abrupt end of her daughter’s faint, windblown tracks. She gazed at the mass of soft sand and the dust cloud hanging over it that they led into. There were no tracks leading away from the Pit, and the desert beyond was empty. There was no doubt about it. The Pit had taken her daughter.

Mysor waited silently while Karamander turned and gazed back at Kaznim’s footprints, which walked toward her from the tent. He saw her watching them grow ever fainter as the early-morning breeze blew away the last precious echoes of her child. When the footprints were gone, Karamander slumped to the ground and broke into cries so loud that even in the midst of his panic, Subhan-Subhan had to stuff his fingers into his ears.

PTOLEMY

Ptolemy was not as stupid as Subhan-Subhan thought. From the moment the Egg Boy had snatched him from his favorite patch of milk thistle and thrown him up into the air like a ball, the tortoise had understood that the boy wished him ill. And when the boy had shoved him into his pocket—during which Ptolemy had had the satisfaction of biting his finger—the tortoise knew that something bad was going to happen. He heard Subhan-Subhan check that Kaznim was still busy at her lessons and then felt him hurrying away from the encampment. Tortoises have been around long enough to understand that not all human beings are well intentioned, and Ptolemy also knew that human beings find tortoises very good to eat, especially when cooked slowly in a deep sand oven. He knew that Subhan-Subhan was always hungry, and the tortoise gloomily expected this was going to be his fate. When at last Subhan-Subhan took him out of his sticky pocket, Ptolemy sighed and the air whistled into his nostrils like a tiny desert squall. So when he had found himself flying through the air once more and heading downward toward the Pit of the Singing Sands, the tortoise felt a sense of relief. He landed hard and sank deep into the loose sand. By the time he had worked his way up to the surface, his tormentor was gone and the sun was sinking fast toward the horizon. Ptolemy decided to stay put for the night. He buried himself so that he was hidden from the night eagles (whose joy was to snatch up a tortoise, fly high into the air with it and drop it from a great height onto a rock) and settled down to sleep. He would set off back to the star tent as soon as the sun rose.

When Ptolemy awoke the next morning he saw Kaznim hovering beside the circle of treacherous sand. Ptolemy understood that the pit was dangerous for humans and he had tried to lead her away from the edge. He had very nearly succeeded, but humans do not have the patience of a tortoise. They are new and quick and the young ones in particular seem to act without any thought. And so, when the sands began to move and Kaznim jumped into them to rescue him, Ptolemy was not surprised. But he doubted it would do either of them any good.

Ptolemy felt Kaznim’s hands close around his shell; he sensed their warmth and their strength—so different from the Egg Boy’s spiteful grasp—and he felt safe. But it was short-lived. As tortoise and girl tumbled down through the sand, grit and the dust filled their ears, eyes and noses, and they began to choke.

Kaznim was too pleased to have her tortoise in her arms to realize her danger, and by the time she did, they had crashed to the ground. Kaznim pulled the tortoise close and rolled with the fall, just as she practiced in her dune-diving lessons. But the sand that had spiraled up and opened to let them fall was now coming back to earth, and the cloud was getting so thick that Kaznim knew that soon she would no longer be able to breathe. She staggered to her feet, tucked the tortoise under her arm and pushed her way through the falling sand. She thought she could see the shape of an archway ahead. If only she could reach that, she would be out of this falling thickness; she would be able to breathe again.

But her breath was full of dust, her nose plugged with sand. Her head felt light and sparkles began to dance before her eyes. Kaznim knew she was about to pass out. And when she did, the sand would bury her and Ptolemy and they would be dead—and what would Ammaa do then? Kaznim took one last sand-filled breath and staggered toward the arch. Suddenly she saw two shadows appear. Four arms reached out, took hold of her and swept Kaznim and her tortoise into the darkness.

MARWICK AND SAM

Kaznim had the strangest sensation of traveling at breakneck speed. For a moment she thought that she and Ptolemy had fallen into another pit, and she braced herself for the landing. But the strong arms still held her tight and Kaznim realized that she was not falling, but moving rapidly forward. She began to slow down, and moments later, she was in a tunnel walking toward dappled green light framed by the shape of an archway. The arms still held her tightly and Kaznim risked a glance at her captors. She saw two young men towering over her: one with dark matted hair and a wild look in his eyes; one—whose grip, Kaznim noticed, was much weaker—had fair, tangled curls and a deathly pallor to his skin.

Kaznim had heard many stories of desert children being taken for slaves, and her fear of falling was quickly replaced by the fear that she had been kidnapped. She readied herself to make a break for it as soon as she could. As they emerged into a circular garden with arches in its walls, the young men let go of her arms. Immediately Kaznim shot off, heading toward another arch.

“Hey!” yelled the young man with the matted hair. “Not that one! Jeez!” He raced after her and the next thing Kaznim knew, there was a hand snatching the back of her tunic and pulling her away. Kaznim kicked out. They weren’t going to get her that easily.

“Whoa!” said her captor. “Ouch! Steady on. I’m only trying to help.” There was something about the voice that made Kaznim stop struggling. It sounded genuine, like Mysor did when he was explaining something.

“Hey, that’s better. If you run into that one you’ll end up somewhere not nice at all. Here, sit down. You look rough, kiddo.”

Kaznim thought the young man looked pretty rough himself. His clothes were bloodstained, ragged and filthy, but his brown eyes seemed friendly and she allowed herself to be led to a patch of soft grass where the other young man was already slumped. He did not look good. His tangled, straw-colored curly hair was sticky with blood; his wispy beard was full of grit, but even so his bright green eyes had a faint smile in them. His companion hung back a little now, his dark brown eyes flicking to and fro restlessly, checking out the arches as if he were on guard. Both young men looked as though they had been in a fight and now Kaznim saw that the fair-haired one had a wide, heavily bloodstained bandage wrapped around his middle and a long gash on the outside of his right arm, which was bound with strips of twine, as if to keep the edges together. The dark-haired one seemed to have fared better. His face was bruised and there was blood on his tunic, but he had no dramatic bandages.

“You’re hurt,” Kaznim said shyly to the fair-haired young man.

He nodded and winced in pain at the movement.

“Would you like my tortoise?” she asked.

The young man managed a wan smile and slowly shook his head.

Kaznim did not feel brave enough to explain about Ptolemy. She put the tortoise down on the grass and all three fell silent as they watched him slowly uncurl and poke his head out into the sun.

Kaznim began to relax and take in her surroundings. The garden had obviously been neglected for many years, for it was very overgrown with creepers climbing up the walls and long, rough grass sprouting up from what was once thick paving. The walls rose high—about twenty feet—into the air and within them were many more arches like the one they had come out of, each with one or two letters inscribed into its keystone. Kaznim counted twelve altogether. It was a beautiful, peaceful place and had the air of somewhere that had once been much loved. The only slightly disconcerting thing was a regular rumble that came up through the ground every few seconds. It felt to Kaznim as though a great monster were breathing beneath them. But the breath was slow, so, she told herself, the monster must be sleeping. 

In the middle of the circular garden was a small spring. It bubbled up into an old copper bowl around which were paving stones worn smooth by centuries of footfall. Kaznim was watching the dark-haired young man kneel down at the spring and fill a battered metal bottle with cool water, when suddenly a husky voice spoke beside her.

“Nice tortoise.”

“He is called Ptolemy,” Kaznim said.

“Good name . . . for a . . . tortoise. I’m . . . Sam. Heap.”

“Hello, Sam Heap,” Kaznim said, slowly trying out the unfamiliar words.

“And I am called Marwick,” said the young man with the water bottle, joining them.

“I am Kaznim Na-Draa.” Kaznim smiled. She remembered how her mother would always tell her to make polite conversation after being introduced to people, but all she could think of to say was, “Where are we?”

“Good question,” Marwick said. “Right now, I have no idea.” He pulled a flimsy, much-folded piece of paper from his tunic and spread it out upon the blanket. On it was drawn a network of fine lines and tiny circles that made no sense at all to Kaznim. Marwick stabbed a long, dirty finger with a bloodied knuckle onto one of the circles. “We are here, I think,” he said.

Kaznim peered at the paper. “But where is that?” she asked. “Where in the world, I mean.”

“A small island far off the long coast of the Blue Mountains,” Marwick said. “With any luck.” He looked at Sam. “And if it is, there’s no way they can get us.”

Sam grimaced. “Let’s hope . . . not,” he murmured.

Kaznim was puzzled. “But how can we be on an island?” she asked. “We haven’t gone across the sea.”

Marwick smiled. “Ah,” he said. “But we have. We have traveled through an Ancient Way. You see, Kaznim, the Ancient Ways are—” The cry of a gull broke into Marwick’s explanation, and he grinned. “Looks like I’m right, Sammo,” he said. “And listen . . . I can hear . . . Yes, I can hear surf.”

“What is surf?” Kaznim asked.

“It is the waves of the ocean pounding on a beach,” Marwick told her.

Kaznim now understood what the sleeping monster really was. She took a deep breath in and realized she tasted salt. Suddenly she felt a long way from home. She thought of her mother waking up to find she was not in her bed
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