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To the memory of Emmeline Claire Pryor


chapter
ONE

Bruno Trask could only see out of one eye. He was hot, tired and sweaty, and the dragon costume smelled like an ogre’s armpit.

‘Hi!’ he said desperately. A young mother stared at him. She had a baby in a chest pack and a little girl hanging onto her leg. ‘Read all about new Dragon Crush,’ Bruno ploughed on, ‘the most nutritious snack drink you can buy.’ Bruno held out a pamphlet, but his dragon head sagged forward over his eyes. By the time he’d straightened it enough so he could see, the woman had gone.

Bruno was sick of being Roger the Smiley Dragon. The shopping centre was packed, but no one wanted to read about Dragon Crush. He sighed and leaned against a pillar outside Wands’R’Us.

He remembered seeing the ad for the job. At the time, it had seemed too good to be true. A couple of hours dressed up in a dragon suit, handing out pamphlets—how hard could that be? Plus it was good money for a twelve-year-old.

So Bruno had gone to the address on the ad. Just like lots of others.

The factory had looked like a heap of rubble with a roof on it. A ghoul was out the front, smiling and writing down names on a clipboard. He wore blue trousers, a bright purple shirt and a bow tie that was so green it looked like a squashed frog.

‘Sign here, kid,’ the ghoul had said. ‘You’ll be a perfect Roger. Trust me.’ Then the ghoul’s arm fell off.

The ghoul rolled his eyes. ‘Geez, I hate it when that happens,’ he mumbled as he picked up his arm and jammed it back on. He grinned and looked at Bruno. ‘I’ve just gotta pull myself together, right, kid?’

Bruno had only nodded. He hadn’t had much to do with ghouls, but he knew that they were always optimistic. Which was strange, considering how they kept losing bits of their bodies all over the place.

Once everyone was signed up, the ghoul had explained about Dragon Crush. It was going to be the biggest thing in refreshment beverages since water had been invented.

The trouble was, Dragon Crush was awful. The drink was supposed to be full of secret vitamins and energy boosters, but in reality it tasted like a combination of broccoli juice and liquorice. With bubbles.

Still, Bruno didn’t have to drink it; he just had to promote it. Hand out pamphlets, be Roger the Smiley Dragon. Piece of cake. And he’d been looking forward to seeing the Avalon Mists Shopping Centre, the new mall in the centre of town. It had been designed by Clearsong and Associates, one of the most famous elvish architectural firms in the country.

The shopping centre had a fourteen-level underground car park. It had interesting fountains, marble pillars and a food court that could feed a decent-sized country. There were more shops than you could poke a stick at. And if anyone did try a bit of stick poking, they’d be taken away by some very efficient security guards, mostly werewolves and ogres, with a few goblins apparently doing special undercover work.

When Bruno had first arrived at the shopping centre, the ghoul from the Dragon Crush factory had been leaning against a pillar, scratching his left leg— which he held under his right arm. When he saw Bruno, he shoved his leg back on and waved. As he gave Bruno the costume, he explained how easy the job would be and how they were all going to make a fortune. Right then, Bruno realised, he should’ve run away.

The dragon costume was ancient. The fabric was thin and nearly worn through in both knees. The head weighed about as much as a small bus. After he put it on, Bruno had tried looking at his feet, but the head overbalanced and he fell over. It took him a couple of minutes to stand up again, and when he did he was puffing like a bullfrog in a ‘Show Off Your Chest’ contest.

The ghoul had looked at him, smiled, slapped him on the back and nodded. After which his head fell off. Without blinking, the ghoul caught his own head in his hands and slapped it back on his neck. ‘Get out there, kid!’ he enthused. ‘Hold your head up high and bring Dragon Crush to the world!’

After ten minutes of holding his head up high, Bruno’s neck was one massive cramp. It felt like a barbed-wire octopus was lodged under the skin. He had to hold onto the dragon head with both hands to give his neck a rest.

But the head was a piece of cake compared to the tail. It was heavy, clumsy, and it tripped him up when he turned around. It poked passersby, got jammed in doorways, and it was constantly getting run over by prams. He’d tried trapping it under one arm, but it was made of springy stuff so it just whipped back and slapped him hard on the other shoulder.

It wasn’t an easy job being Roger the Smiley Dragon.

Bruno rested his head against the pillar and studied the Wands’R’Us shop. He could see a couple of elves in there, but they didn’t seem very interested. He sighed and counted his pamphlets. Only three hundred left. Shouldn’t take more than a couple of lifetimes.

‘Here!’ he barked and shoved a pamphlet at a passing fairy. ‘Dragon Crush! You’ll love it!’ Her arms were full of packages, but she reached out for the pamphlet, smiling shyly. As she took it, a package popped out of her arms and fell.

Automatically, Bruno bent at the knees, shot out a hand and caught the package before it hit the floor. He gave it back to the fairy and she smiled at him again before slipping through the crowd.

Bruno grinned. Well, maybe the job wasn’t all bad.


chapter
TWO

The Dark Lady stared out of the limousine window and counted to ten. A slight frown creased her brow. She studied the mobile phone again and tapped it with one immaculate fingernail. ‘It’s not working,’ she said in a steel-edged voice. ‘It must be broken.’

She tossed the phone to the only other passenger in the stretch limo—a passenger who got very edgy when his boss was angry. It didn’t help that he badly wanted to reach underneath his crisp black uniform and scratch. But itchy skin was one of the hazards of being a werewolf, and he’d learned to ignore it.

Darius Onefang had worked for the Dark Lady for ten years as Chief of Security. It was the perfect job for him. Well, it was either that or give ‘Tall, Dark and Mean-looking’ lessons to pirates, cut-throats and nightclub bouncers. He had the sort of broad-shouldered frame that helped him win arguments very quickly. His dark eyes, heavy beard and long, dark hair were also useful when it came to dealing with problems—no one mistook him for the Good Cop in a Good Cop/Bad Cop situation. And when he smiled—which wasn’t often—the fact that he’d lost one of his long canine teeth completed his sinister appearance.

Being big, tough and strong meant Chief Onefang was afraid of only two things: one of them was the vet, because he hated his annual injections; the other was his boss, the Dark Lady.

The Dark Lady was a celebrity. As one of the three richest people in the world, she had to expect it. An elf from one of the oldest elf families, she’d turned the family business into a global powerhouse. She was a gifted sorcerer and she’d invented a clever spell operating system, the framework that underpinned all complicated enchantments. With one brilliant idea, she’d revolutionised magic. As a result, almost all modern sorcery used and relied on her basic system—and she made money each time it was used. Money poured into the Dark Lady’s company like rain through a roof elephants have been dancing on.

Currently, she had her mind on the MagicNet. This worldwide sharing of spells and enchantments was very attractive to her. She saw a lot of money to be made, and she was used to getting her own way.

But when the Dark Lady was unhappy, she was very unhappy. And an unhappy Dark Lady was someone best left alone. Being in the same room as an unhappy Dark Lady was a terrible idea. And being in the same building as an unhappy Dark Lady was not much better. Even being on the same continent as an unhappy Dark Lady was something to be avoided.

And here was Chief Onefang, sitting in the back seat of a stretch limo with the Dark Lady when she was clearly furious. She frowned at the mobile phone. The werewolf wouldn’t have been surprised if it burst into flames. He’d seen it happen before.

He poked at the phone with one hairy finger. ‘Er…I’m not much good at this stuff, ma’am.’ He tugged at his collar. ‘This is human business.’

‘Well, get me a human then,’ the Dark Lady snapped. She sat back in her seat and glared out the window. ‘Why can’t humans use nice, simple magic instead of this stupid technology?’

‘It’s because humans can’t use magic, ma’am. Only we Old Races can. Elves, particularly.’

The Dark Lady stared at her Chief of Security with eyes like the midnight sky. Chief Onefang swallowed. ‘Don’t tell me something I already know,’ she said softly. ‘I was just wondering aloud.’ She slipped on a pair of expensive dark glasses and turned to the window again. ‘Is it far?’

Chief Onefang glanced out the window. He folded his hands together and ignored an itch behind his right knee. ‘Avalon Mists Shopping Centre is just around the corner, ma’am.’

‘I shouldn’t have agreed to do this. Good publicity or not, I hate this sort of thing. And in a shopping centre of all places!’

Chief Onefang had been surprised when the Dark Lady Jewellery Exhibition had been suggested by the Public Relations Department. And he’d been even more surprised when the Dark Lady had agreed.

The idea was to ‘improve the public image of the Dark Lady’. Chief Onefang remembered how he had moved away from the Public Relations sprite when she’d brightly suggested this to the Dark Lady. He had expected the sprite to be turned into a piece of furniture. The Dark Lady’s office had a number of chairs, hatstands and rugs that had once been employees or competitors who’d annoyed her. But for some reason, the sprite survived, chirpy smile and all. And so the idea of the Dark Lady allowing some of her legendary jewellery to go on a travelling exhibition was put into action. But now she appeared to be having second thoughts. Especially since she was required at the opening.

The Dark Lady turned to Chief Onefang. ‘Who do you have guarding the setting up of this exhibition?’

‘Some of my best people.’

‘Who?’

‘Ogres. Darren and Craig. No one will try anything with them around.’

‘Good. And get someone to fix that phone.’

Chief Onefang stared at the phone he held, forgotten, in his hand. ‘What’s this ON/OFF button for?’
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