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CHAPTER ONE

Unwelcome Welcome
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Jasper expected the journey to Dragon Tower to be as bad as the one across the black continent. He prepared himself for the dizziness and nausea sure to follow.

His second step caused him to blink and frown. He was no longer in the cave nor standing ankle deep in the pool of water. He was in the watch room at Dragon Tower.

The trip made no noise nor felt odd. It seemed impossible to be here with no sense of travel. He had arrived, as the image had shown, behind Greta as she watched the images on the parchment and sang to herself.

He was still deciding how to get her attention when she stopped singing and froze as if listening for something. She spun around and stared at Jasper.

‘How did you get in?’ she snapped and flicked her gaze past him to the trapdoor. ‘What are you doing back here?’

Jasper looked out at the landscape. There had been a fresh dump of snow and the view that greeted him was the opposite of the black continent.

‘That’s a long story,’ Jasper replied and put the heavy obsidian slab on the table. ‘I only want to tell the tale once so it can wait. I need to talk to the council.’

‘Why?’ 

‘I want to ask them something,’ Jasper said with a shrug. He regretted his decision to come back to Dragon Tower and knew he should have gone to see Leo instead. Jasper had assumed the council were the best people to mount a rescue but now he wasn’t so sure. How had he forgotten the hostility of those in Dragon Tower and Bellfort? The jeweller was the most likely person to help him in his quest to free Dekon.

‘You brought a rock?’ Greta demanded and looked at it with disinterest.

‘This,’ Jasper touched the edge where a chip showed the black glass, ‘is the answer to staying hidden from the black queen.’

Greta’s eyes narrowed. She stared at the rock and appeared to be trying to decide what to do.

‘Where is Dekon?’ she asked.

Jasper paced to the window. He didn’t know how Greta would react, and he wanted to be as far away as possible. ‘That’s a part of the long story.’

‘You came back without him.’ It wasn’t a question. 

‘Aren’t you supposed to be in Bellfort?’ Jasper tried to divert the conversation away from himself.

‘We are.’ Greta gave him a cold stare. ‘Do you remember the pig?’

Jasper nodded and knew it was his fault she had returned to the tower so soon.

‘The pig escaped and Rhet and Donn chased it. They both fell down the stairs...’ she paused for effect and Jasper gulped. ‘Neither of them will walk for a few weeks at least.’

‘And the pig?’ Jasper regretted the question the second he asked. His tactic of using humour to lighten the mood had the opposite effect.

‘Stay here, I’m getting Vance.’ She snatched up the parchment as she left the room and let the trap door slam shut. 

Jasper waited. He sat on the edge of the table and stared out at the tranquil scenery. How could Dragon Tower be so quiet when it was chaos at the black mountain? Where were Dekon and the old wizard? Djon was very sick. Had the queen helped him? It was unlikely as she hadn’t looked the sympathetic sort.

‘What do you mean you don’t know how he got here...’ 

Jasper heard Vance in the tunnel and guessed the scribe’s room must be empty if they were talking on the way.

The trap door opened and Vance looked as unimpressed as Greta. Yes, he had made the wrong decision to come here. He would tell them the bare minimum and leave as soon as possible.

‘Did someone drag you through a bush?’ Vance walked around the table as he glared at Jasper. The elf’s gaze flicked to the slab of rock on the table, dismissed it, and returned to Jasper.

‘Maybe not a bush.’ Jasper tried to remember any bushes. ‘But I recall a tree, a ravine, a river and a lot of mud.’

‘And why have you come back?’ Vance enquired as he stopped and folded his arms. ‘Is your magic fixed so it won’t cause problems?’

Jasper grimaced and shook his head. ‘But it goes away sometimes.’

Vance wasn’t pleased with that answer and Jasper knew it was the best news he had, apart from the obsidian.

‘What did you do to Dekon and where is he?’ Greta asked.

‘Nothing.’ Jasper defended himself.

‘So where is he?’ Vance repeated Greta’s question.

‘I don’t know his exact location. I guess he’s there.’ Jasper pointed out the window at the distant glittering building.

‘You let the guards take him?’ Vance’s expression was thunderous.

‘No, the black queen took him,’ Jasper corrected. ‘Well, I didn’t see her take him, but by the time I got back to the mountain cave they were gone and only the black queen’s ship could have taken them away so fast.’

‘A ship?’ Greta queried, looking more confused as Jasper explained. ‘On a mountain?’

‘Do you want me to start at the beginning?’ Jasper asked with a sigh.

Vance’s gaze went from him, to Ice City in the distance, then to the closer red-roofed town of Bellfort. ‘The black queen has him and nothing you say will change that. The council will not be happy.’

‘I have the obsidian,’ Jasper said, annoyed that they didn’t want to hear his tale. He was proud to have survived even though it hadn’t ended well. ‘I brought the obsidian to help.’

Vance didn’t even glance at the rock. ‘We’ll give you a room while I consult with the council.’

Jasper could tell from Vance’s tight jaw and expressionless face that the elf was not interested. He shrugged and picked up the obsidian. ‘Perhaps I should leave now?’

A muscle twitched in Vance’s cheek. ‘Neither of us will help you by wishing you away. I need to report to the council.’

‘And then you’ll rescue Dekon?’ Jasper asked, even though he knew the answer. ‘That’s what I plan to do.’

‘You’ll get yourself caught, and that’s what we have to avoid,’ Vance said. ‘Greta. I’ll take the watch. Take Jasper to one of the lower rooms to wait and send a runner to Bellfort.’

Greta looked as if she wanted to argue, but handed the parchment to Vance and led Jasper from the room. They walked through the tunnels in silence and down the steep steps.

It was obvious where Greta was taking him even though Jasper’s knowledge of Dragon Tower was limited. A short time later she opened the storeroom door and handed him a small lamp.

‘I don’t need that,’ Jasper remarked as he took two steps inside and put the lamp and obsidian on the table.

‘You don’t?’ Greta asked as she looked at him with anger and contempt. ‘How else do you plan to see? Even if you have control of your magic you’re not allowed to use it.’

‘I don’t need magic,’ Jasper told her. He took one of the warf’s glowstones from his pocket and held it up to show Greta.

‘It’s another rock,’ Greta said. ‘A smaller one.’

Jasper tapped the glowstone twice and Greta had to turn away from the sudden brilliant light. She put her hand in front of her face and peered at Jasper between her fingers. She looked more suspicious than impressed.

‘Whatever it is, turn it off,’ Greta snapped and looked around the room as if she might even see wafts of magic in the air.

‘It’s not...’ Jasper tried to assure her it wasn’t magical in that way but she interrupted him.

‘Turn. It. Off.’

Jasper tapped the stone, and the light vanished.

‘Don’t try to leave,’ Greta said then she slammed the door shut and slid a bolt home. Jasper heard her footsteps echoing along the corridor as she marched away. He relit the glowstone then blew out the smelly oil lamp. The glowstone lit the room brightly and showed every corner.

The storeroom was larger than the shadows had showed and as he paced across it he estimated that it was the same size as the dragon landing room he had seen the morning after he arrived. Were they hoping for a dragon?

Jasper settled in the corner and propped his head against the wall. The stresses and strains of the past week caught up with him and he let his eyes flutter shut. 

It seemed only a second later that the bolt on the door banged again and his eyes blinked open. His neck felt stiff and there was a tender spot on his temple where it rested on the wall.

‘Sorry we took so long, Vance.’

Jasper pushed himself to stand but was so tired and weak that he stayed leaning on the wall and tried to appear bored.

‘He came back without the dwarf?’

Greta glared at the glowstone as she followed Vance and two councillors in.

‘He did, Saran,’ Vance replied.

‘Is that...?’ Saran looked at the glowstone in astonishment and hurried over to it. ‘Mex, I’ve heard of them but never seen one.’

‘What is it?’ The taller councillor came closer but looked cautious.

‘A dwarfstone,’ Saran replied. ‘A magical light that never dims.’

‘Glowstone,’ Jasper corrected him. ‘But made by the warves.’

Both Mex and Saran looked at him as if they did not understand, nor had any interest, in what he was saying.

‘Where did you get it?’ Vance asked as he shut the door.

‘Another long story,’ Jasper replied. Did Dekon wishing the glowstone into existence make it magical? He could see the longing in Mex’s eyes as his gaze flicked to the stone again. ‘A more important question is when are we leaving to rescue Dekon?’

The councillors looked at each other and shook their heads. 

‘Out of the question,’ Saran replied and his ample chin wobbled. ‘We can only hope the dwarf does not say how he came to Elvale.’

‘We may have to move the entire token watch to a new location,’ Mex said and sighed. ‘But where?’

‘The top of Bellfort Tower?’ Saran suggested. 

‘It’s a good option,’ Mex agreed.

‘The testing room is suitable for any arrivals,’ Saran added.

‘Again, true, but I had other plans for that.’ Mex’s gaze flicked over to Jasper.

A sudden shiver ran through Jasper as the old councillor looked at him. He recalled the oppressive and dark circular room deep underground. He wasn’t going there ever again.

‘We’ll need time to prepare it for Jasper to live in,’ Mex continued.

Even Greta frowned as they all understood his meaning. 

‘You can’t make him live underground,’ Vance argued. ‘There must be another option.’

Mex shook his head. ‘Tell me one. We can’t have him where people will wish for things and we’ve tried sending him away. Now the black queen has the dwarf.’

Vance took a deep breath and looked thoughtful as he turned to Greta for suggestions. 

She shrugged. ‘Perhaps it’s for the best?’

‘There must be rooms in this tower far enough away to stop anyone using the curse. This room is one,’ Vance said. 

Jasper could have hugged Vance for standing up for him even though he did not plan to be locked up anywhere.

‘He will go to the testing room. We will not risk bringing the black queen’s attention on us,’ Mex replied. ‘But you can hold him here for a day or two while we prepare it.’

‘I’m no threat to anyone for at least two days,’ Jasper said. It annoyed him that they wanted to decide his future. He didn’t even bother to explain about the obsidian. They might want to keep the rock for themselves and he planned to deliver it to Leo.

‘That’s unlikely,’ Mex said.

‘Wish for something,’ Jasper suggested and shrugged. ‘Djon used all my magic to save an entire continent of warves.’

They stared at him in disbelief and it was Mex who responded.

‘You’re trying to confuse us. Wizard Djon died in the dragon wars.’

‘I wish for a piece of apple pie,’ Saran blurted and looked defensive when Mex glared at him. ‘What? It’s safe here, and I missed dessert to rush to the tower.’

Nothing happened and Jasper tilted his head and stared at the councillors in an ‘I told you so’ fashion. Now that Jasper knew it was after dinner time his stomach began to rumble.

‘Make sure he stays in the tower until the room is ready,’ Saran snapped at Vance. ‘Keep him where you want to but he’s your responsibility until we send for him.’

‘We should take the dwarfstone,’ Mex added.

‘But didn’t Saran say it’s a magical light?’ Jasper queried. He didn’t want them taking one of his glowstones. ‘Will you risk the drift?’

Mex paused with his hand over the stone and appeared to be considering it. He screwed his hand up, pulled it back, and looked at Jasper with a tight jaw and furious expression. ‘I guess you’ll need light in the testing room.’

The councillors left without a backwards glance.

Vance and Greta looked unsettled by the councillors’ decision but Greta covered it up with a scowl. 

‘We can’t leave him here for days,’ Vance said.

‘Why not?’ Greta asked.

‘There’s no bathroom,’ Jasper pointed out.  ‘And it’s further for you to bring food.’

Greta’s scowl deepened as Vance agreed with a nod. ‘We need this room for travellers. We have rooms with facilities upstairs that should be underground enough to cover any drift.’

‘How do we explain to the residents why his room is locked?’ Greta asked. ‘They’ve noticed odd things going on what with that pig, the fish and the water feeds that suddenly work again.’

Vance sighed. ‘We’ll decide in the morning but he can stay the night upstairs.’

Jasper hid a smile. It was easier to escape upstairs. ‘Any chance of dinner as well?’

Vance nodded and held the door open. 

Jasper picked up the obsidian and the glowstone. He tapped the glowstone off and the room plunged into shadows.

‘Don’t use that glowstone upstairs,’ Vance said as he led them from the room.

They went up several floors and Vance sent Greta to find food while he took Jasper to a room that locked.

‘The big rock isn’t magical is it?’ Vance asked as Jasper placed the obsidian under the bed.

‘It’s just a black rock,’ Jasper replied. He had no intention of telling them anything else.

Vance looked unsure of his earlier assessment now that Jasper wasn’t trying to convince anyone of its amazing properties.

‘Here.’ Greta stormed in with a bowl of food and plonked it on the table. ‘It’s cold.’

The door locked with a heavy thud and Jasper ate the stew then lay down to rest. He intended to go and see Leo tomorrow. The germ of a plan hatched and he let it grow as he drifted off to sleep.
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CHAPTER TWO

Unknown Destination
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Jasper woke well before dawn. His room was near the dining hall and he had indeed come up with a plan during the night. He listened at the door for half an hour before he heard what he was waiting for.

Heavy, slow footsteps came down the corridor.

‘Help! Help!’ he cried and banged on the door.

He knew he risked waking the residents of the tower and he hoped they were good sleepers.

The footsteps stopped. Something heavy thudded on the ground, and then the footsteps moved closer.

‘Hello?’ someone responded. ‘Are you okay?’

Jasper grinned. He recognised the voice. ‘Tomas, is that you?’

There was a slight pause. ‘Yes.’ Tomas sounded wary and confused.

‘It’s Jasper. Someone is playing a trick on me and locked my door. Can you let me out, please?’

The locked clunked, and the door swung open.

‘Why would anybody do that?’ Tomas asked as he stepped back to let Jasper out.

‘My fault,’ Jasper lied. ‘I played the same trick on them yesterday.’

‘Ah,’ Tomas said with a nod and a grin. ‘Your turn now.’

‘It is,’ Jasper replied and looked down the corridor at a large cauldron. ‘Do you want help to carry the porridge?’

Tomas looked surprised but nodded and a minute later they had the porridge set up next to the fire. 

‘Thanks, Jasper,’ Tomas said with a grin. He folded up the heavy cloths they had used to carry the hot porridge and took off back to whatever duties awaited him. 

Jasper remembered how hot the porridge was last time. Still, he wasn’t passing up food, and he ladled out a good portion and left the bowl on the table while he hurried back to his room. He put the obsidian in a pillowcase and grabbed just one blanket. He wouldn’t be outside long enough to get cold.

The porridge had cooled down a little by the time he returned to the dining hall and he headed down the corridor as he ate. By the time he reached the bottom of the tower steps he had finished the porridge. He pushed both the bowl and spoon into his pillowcase and put it on the ground while he removed the bar from the door.

It was the third time he’d been down here but today he felt no concerns about leaving. He also knew he would never return. A gust of snow greeted him and he saw the sun on the horizon. His plan should work perfectly.

He threw the blanket around his shoulders, picked up the pillowcase and hurried into the white landscape. It took a minute to work out where the administration building was in the early morning light. He could just make out the straight lines of the ruins, but they looked further away than he remembered.

He headed towards it as fast as the deep snow allowed, which wasn’t fast at all. The wall was easy to find now he knew it existed but he couldn’t see the transport station entrance. He walked back and forth along the edge of the building and panicked at how long it was taking. Then he spotted the entrance and hurried towards it. Snow had almost obscured the steps leading down to the station.

He kicked the snow away and pushed his way into the darkness. The glimmer of glowstones further down gave off just enough light for him to see. When he reached the bottom of the stairs he ran towards Platform B.  What time was it? Had he missed the transport? Was it even a daily service?

‘I wish I had the map,’ Jasper muttered to himself as he approached the platform and saw just a dead-end tunnel.

He watched the tunnel and paced back and forth. Nothing happened. There was no mist, no quick walk to Radquin. A little of his hope slipped away with each minute that passed.

The tunnel next to him hissed with the familiar sound that preceded the mist and Jasper felt his hope renew. Did more than one tunnel go to Radquin? It was a slim hope, but he held his breath as the mist rose and he waited to see where it went.

The mist settled and Jasper stared down the tunnel. Was it Radquin? He took a glowstone from his pocket, tapped it twice then hurled it down the tunnel.

The stone skittered and skipped along the tunnel floor and came to rest near the other platform. The station at the other end was visible and Jasper knew in a heartbeat it wasn’t Radquin. He could see tables and chairs in the distance. Radquin had been empty.

He watched the station for a minute and wondered if there was time to fetch his glowstone. There was a small pile of rubble in the middle of the tunnel floor and he watched as another piece of rock fell from the roof. The tunnel looked very unstable, and he decided against retrieving the stone. He sighed as he moved away from the tunnel.

‘Stop!’ 

Jasper spun around as the shout echoed around the station. It was Vance. Greta was two steps behind him and she looked shocked.

Jasper had no intention of letting them take him back to the tower. He glanced at Platform B but it remained empty and he made a split second decision. 

He jumped from the platform and raced as fast as he could towards the unknown station. How long had the transport been active? He felt his heart beating faster with every step. Could he reach the other end before the mist returned and what would happen to him if he didn’t?

Pieces of rock fell as his feet pounded the floor. More fell with every step as he ran faster and he held his hands up to protect his head.

The obsidian in the pillowcase banged against his back and he put on a final spurt as hissing announced the return of the mist.

He stumbled the last few steps then collapsed at the end of the tunnel and dragged himself away as it filled with mist. 

The station, lit by the one small glowstone, was circular with a low-set domed roof that made the room seem smaller. Fragments of glass showed in the bricked sections of the roof and Jasper thought it must have been windows long ago.

‘What is this place?’

Jasper, still lying on the floor, twisted to see both Greta and Vance standing at the mouth of the now collapsed tunnel. Greta stared at the blocked tunnel and she shot a furious glare at Jasper.

‘Where have you taken us?’

‘Me?’ Jasper queried as he stood up and dusted himself off then checked the obsidian had survived. ‘I didn’t take you anywhere. Nobody forced you to follow me.’

‘Where are we?’ Vance sounded calm and peered around the station.

‘It’s a transport station built by warves a long time ago,’ Jasper answered. 

‘You’ve used this before haven’t you?’ Greta asked and sounded angry. ‘Do you know where we are?’

‘Yes, and no,’ Jasper replied.

‘What’s a transport station?’ Vance asked, and he stared at the collapsed tunnel in confusion. 

‘It’s a shortcut across Elvale,’ Jasper replied, struggling to explain it with his own limited knowledge of how it worked.

‘So where are we?’ Greta asked. 

‘I don’t know. I wanted to go to Radquin,’ Jasper replied.

‘Where?’ Vance queried. ‘I’ve never heard of that village.’

‘It’s not a village. I wish I had the map,’ Jasper muttered again. He could have avoided all of this with the map’s knowledge.

‘What map?’ Greta asked bluntly. 

‘There’s a map at Dragon Tower,’ Vance suggested and glanced at the tunnel. ‘But I suppose we can’t go back that way.’

‘Well, there was one,’ Jasper agreed. ‘The black queen has it now.’

‘You took the map?’ Greta snapped and Jasper just shrugged. It wasn’t possible for her to like him any less and he doubted she was interested in the reasons why they took it.

‘And I suppose it was you who took the blue elf stone as well?’ Vance said with a grim expression. ‘Does she have that too?’

‘Unfortunately, yes.’ 

He supposed that he deserved this grilling, but it really didn’t help their current predicament. 

‘Does the council know of these tunnels, Vance?’ Greta began picking at the rubble in a vain attempt to clear the tunnel.

‘I doubt it,’ Vance replied and appeared uneasy. ‘So how do we get back?’

Jasper shrugged. ‘It was the only tunnel.’

‘Why were you going to Radquin?’ Vance asked.

‘I told you, I intend to rescue Dekon and Djon,’ Jasper replied calmly. ‘This is just a setback. There must be a way out.’

Vance frowned. ‘We have to return to Dragon Tower as soon as possible. We have the token pendants with us.’

He held up two eye pendants and Jasper could see the leather of one around Greta’s neck.

‘I thought there were three watchers.’ Jasper spotted the matching parchment tucked under Vance’s belt. There would be trouble if someone, especially a dragon, came through when they weren’t in the storeroom.

‘The other one from Rhet’s team got sick, so we sent him back to Bellfort yesterday,’ Vance replied but his attention was elsewhere. ‘We need to get back before the council find out we have gone.’ 

Jasper could imagine the council’s reaction.

‘Well, we’re not going anywhere at the moment.’ Jasper tapped another glowstone to light it and tossed it to Vance. ‘Here, you might as well help me look for a way out.’

He picked up the first glowstone and walked away. The centre of the large station was a dining area with dozens of tables and chairs made of a lightweight black metal he couldn’t identify. Dekon would know what it was. Thinking about the warf brought another wave of guilt. If Jasper had not come to Elvale, the warf would be living free in Bellfort.

‘What are we looking for?’ Vance asked as he and Greta walked away from Jasper.

‘Stairs that lead to the surface,’ Jasper replied as he noticed how musty the air was.

‘There are steps over here,’ Vance called, but Jasper could tell from the tone of the elf’s voice it wasn’t all good news.

Jasper hurried over and stood next to Vance and stared at the stairs. Yes, they were stairs but at the top was a brick wall.

‘Someone wanted this place sealed off,’ Greta said as she went up the steps and banged her fist on the wall. It sounded as solid as it looked.

Jasper thought as he stared at the wall and he considered their options.  

‘Okay, so we have three choices.’ Jasper let the obsidian rest on the ground and shook out his hand.

‘We do?’ Vance queried and glanced first at the blocked staircase then at the collapsed tunnel.

‘Yes, if my curse has returned one of you can wish us out of here,’ Jasper replied.

Vance looked around and nodded. ‘It should absorb the magic.’

‘And we have the drift stone,’ Jasper pointed out. Vance looked less convinced by that. ‘Can you wish us to the other side of the wall, please?’

‘Why not go straight to Dragon Tower?’ Greta asked. ‘We need to get back.’

‘No,’ Jasper said, quicker than he intended and shook his head. ‘Travelling a great distance is not wise and we don’t know how far Dragon Tower is. If it’s too far, we may not survive the journey.’

Greta offered no more suggestions and Vance looked at the wall one last time. ‘I wish we were outside this station.’

Jasper grabbed the pillowcase and waited. Nothing happened.

‘Right, so it’s Plan B.’

‘What’s Plan B?’ Greta queried.

Jasper looked at Vance. ‘Vance.’

‘Me?’ Vance looked surprised.

‘You must have magic. I’m sure that Greta’s storms are useful, but I doubt a big wind will blow this wall down. We need fireballs or something stronger.’

‘Is there a Plan C?’ Vance asked. ‘I have magic, yes, but not much control. I rarely get the chance to practice.’

‘Plan C is to wait for my curse to return but we don’t know if it will come back before the air runs out.’
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