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CHAPTER ONE

Street's Corner
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Jasper pulled his thin jacket tighter as if it would somehow keep both the cold and the crowds away from him. His heavy winter jacket had been stolen while he slept last night. He supposed he was lucky not to lose his shoes as well.

This was a new city block and he hadn’t worked out the rules yet. Who had claimed what streets and where he could sleep. He had no idea what city it even was. It did look familiar but it could be anywhere. It was just a city like all the rest he had been to in the last six months. He had stowed away on trains, boats and buses so it could be anywhere in the world.

Keep moving. Keep moving. That was his mantra now and he lived by it. He had to if he had any chance of keeping ahead of those who were tracking him. His stomach growled and he stumbled on a kerb as he crossed the street. It was beginning to rain and it was already night. He didn’t want to be out on the streets for a second night. 

A poster on a bus stop wall caught his attention.  His picture dominated the once full-colour poster with a crowd of clapping people in the background. The poster was old, torn and weather worn. He barely recognised the clean-shaven, well-dressed young man in the picture. He was only ten years older than the fresh-faced fourteen year old on the poster but it seemed a lifetime ago.

He laughed out loud and saw the furtive, scared looks of those pedestrians near him. It had sounded as grim and hopeless as he felt. He was living on the streets where he had started his career. If he wasn’t in such a dire situation he would have found it quite ironic.

Voices drifted out an open shop door and he turned to see a display of televisions in the window. All of them were on the same channel and a well-presented news anchor was delivering the news with an expressionless face. He paused in the doorway, not only for the heat that was seeping out into the street, but because the face in the top section of the screen was one very familiar to him.

‘... And Mr Park’s fortunes continue to tumble as his investors abandon him. His multi-billion empire has been in free fall since his connection with drug trafficking was revealed last year on the often controversial Hollywood sensation show, Jasper Street — A Private Audience.’

The image changed to a short clip of Jasper’s hit TV show and the moment Park went pale as his secrets were exposed.

‘Once the darling of Hollywood’s elite, Mr Street has not been seen in almost six months and there are fears for his safety. Allegations about his own unsavoury past have also surfaced...’

‘Off with you!’ the shopkeeper shouted. He swept a broom at Jasper’s feet and ushered him out of the doorway. ‘You’ll scare off my customers. The homeless shelter is down the next street!’

Jasper kept his head down and moved off into the dark streets. The last thing he needed was an attention seeking citizen phoning the media to say they had spotted Jasper Street. He hurried in the direction the shopkeeper had pointed and as he rounded the corner he stopped. The homeless shelter was down the road but there was a queue outside that reached almost to the main street. As he watched he saw a man come outside the shelter and shake his head. ‘All full, sorry,’ drifted to him and the crowds of homeless beggars began to slowly wander off.

He returned to the busy street and thought through his options. He was not going to sleep on the street again. Without his coat he would freeze to death, if some vagrant didn’t kill him first. Perhaps he could pick someone’s pocket for money for a room at a hostel. He looked around and saw the crowd was purposely walking around him, and watching him carefully. No, he wouldn’t be able to get close enough to lift a wallet, no matter how skilled he was at it.

The only option left was to go back to his street days and hustle for money. It had been a matter of survival back before he was a teenager and he had thought those days were behind him. 

‘It’s on the move again,’ a female voice announced with excitement.

‘I can see a street!’ a male voice added. ‘Where is it?’

‘I don’t know. It could be London or New York. It’s hard to tell in the dark.’

‘Quiet. Let’s just see where it goes,’ a deep voice snapped grumpily.

‘That’s a good idea, Dekon,’ the male agreed.

The voices seemed to rise above the general murmur of the passing crowds and Jasper looked to see who was speaking. Nobody appeared close enough for him to overhear their conversation and he shook it off as he searched for the props he would need.

He grabbed a large box from the alley next to the TV shop, then dipped into the rubbish bin by the bus stop and retrieved three battered paper coffee cups.

He quickly flipped the box over and placed the cups upside down on it and looked over at the small group of people waiting for the bus.

‘Double or nothing. Easy to win! All you have to do is watch your coin and tell me where it is.’

Most of the crowd turned away and stared into the dark street to avoid looking at him but several looked a little longer and Jasper smiled at them. Get them hooked and they’re easy targets.

‘Come on, what do you have to lose? The bus won’t be here for ages and it’s cold and wet. Fill in the time with a little game. Just for fun. What’s the harm?’ Jasper picked up a discarded cigarette butt and put it under the middle cup. ‘Watch and see if you pick the right cup.’

He mixed the cups around then paused and waited for a mark to take the bait.

‘It’s under the left one,’ a man said, pointing at the cup.

‘Are you sure?’ Jasper asked, and made no attempt to reveal the location of the butt.

‘I know what I saw,’ the man replied.

Jasper lifted the cup and sure enough there was the soggy, burnt end of a cigarette.

‘Well done, my friend. Would you like to make it more interesting? Double or nothing?’

The man hesitated and Jasper shrugged, then pretended to be packing up his cups.

‘Here,’ the man said, as he stepped forward and placed a shiny coin on the makeshift table then put a cup over it.

Jasper wondered what currency it was as he didn’t quite catch the image on the coin. He smiled, flicked away the cigarette butt and slowly began to shuffle the cups. Again and again he moved them and the mark watched with total concentration.

About now was when an accomplice would be picking the mark’s pockets but since he was alone he would settle for the coin.  

‘The bus is coming,’ another man called.

Jasper had intended to let the man win and suggest triple or nothing but he could see the man was about to bail on the whole game. Jasper spun the cups faster then let them sit and he looked at the mark.

‘Where is your coin?’

The man looked confused and his eyes darted back and forth as if replaying the dance of the cups in his mind. Then he pointed at the middle one. ‘There!’

‘Are you sure?’ Jasper asked. 

The bus screeched to a halt and people started to board.

‘Yes,’ the man said firmly.

Jasper lifted the cup. There was no coin. The man looked annoyed but Jasper just shrugged.

‘But that was my lucky coin. My father left it to me,’ the man objected. Jasper shrugged again and the man scowled as he was forced to run for the bus. It wouldn’t buy much but it was seed money to start a bigger game. Jasper dragged the cups closer.

‘I bet he pocketed it right at the beginning,’ a woman said in a disbelieving tone.

Jasper looked over at her. She might be the next mark. He smiled then lifted the left cup, showing the coin.

‘Do you want to try your luck?’ he asked. ‘Double or nothing.’

Before the woman could respond Jasper noticed a movement at his side. A shabbily dressed old man had emerged from the shadows and was staring at Jasper with hatred as he ran toward him .

‘This is MY corner!’ he shouted as he shoved Jasper hard.

Jasper went flying and so did the TV box, cups and coin. He landed hard on the rough surface of the street and felt the rain begin to soak into his clothes. It all seemed like slow motion as he watched the cups bounce and the coin roll into the gutter.

‘No, he isn’t the one.’ The female voice from before returned. ‘He’s a fraud, a cheater and a liar!’

‘You know him?’ the deep voice asked.

‘He may not activate it,’ the male voice added. ‘Be calm. Greta, a distraction would be good just in case.’

Jasper ignored the voices. They made no sense and the only thing he could focus on was the coin that was in danger of rolling down the drain just along the street. He lunged for the coin, totally aware of the depths he was sinking to. He was scrounging in the gutter for pennies and if it wasn’t raining he was sure there would be a tear on his cheek.

A lightning strike lit the sky and illuminated the entire street which made it easier to see the coin. The deep rumble of thunder made the air shake as he reached out and grabbed the coin. He closed his fingers around it then looked up as a bright light came screaming towards him. No doubt it was a car and it was going so fast he knew there was no way he would be able to move in time. 

Jasper instinctively covered his head with his arms and the absurdity of such an action brought forth a burst of laughter. The car was taking a very long time to reach him. He tensed as he waited and wondered what the headlines would read.

Jasper Street. The clairvoyant who didn’t see his own demise.
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CHAPTER TWO

Out of the Storm
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Darkness. Jasper blinked and still saw nothing and heard nothing. Had the car struck him? Was he dead? He could not feel the ground beneath him nor the rain on his skin.

Then all of a sudden he was falling and he landed with a thump, knocking all the breath from his lungs. He lay on his back, gasping for air, and blinked again. Was that what it felt like to be hit by a car? It hurt, but not as much as he expected. 

‘Well, that was a waste of a perfectly good token,’ a sarcastic female voice snapped.

‘Now then, Greta. The tokens always find their way to the right person,’ a calmer voice said soothingly.

Tokens? Jasper could see there was light around him now and that he was no longer laying on the street. The fact that he had not been hit by a car had become apparent as he patted down his torso in search of damage. He found none and as he stared at the brick ceiling above him he had a feeling it might have been better to be back on the street.

‘Where am I?’ he croaked as he struggled to sit up. Doing so revealed that he was on the floor of a dimly lit room that appeared to be made entirely from clay bricks. Several oil lamps sat on a small table and filled the room with more shadows than light. 

‘Study your surroundings and look for escape routes.’ Arthur’s voice echoed in his head. ‘Never let them see your fear.’

He supposed he could call Arthur a father figure as the older man had raised him from a small boy. Few boys would have had the education that Jasper received and it had set him upon the course that had led to this very day.

A sharp crack of lightning sounded nearby and the roll of thunder followed instantly. It sounded like the storm outside was getting worse.

He could see three people standing just out of the light and beyond them was a doorway. There were no obvious windows and he had the distinct impression they were underground. Several large barrels and wooden crates stood against one wall and it looked like he was in a storeroom. The logical part of his brain tried to make sense of it and he wondered if he had simply fallen down a manhole on the street. Had Mr Park’s hired men finally caught up with him and were they about to torture and kill him?

The trio began walking into the light towards him and Jasper tensed as he expected them to be holding guns. What emerged from the shadows though, was something so totally opposite that he burst into laughter!

Instead of hired thugs he was looking at three people in fancy dress costumes. One was dressed as a dwarf, and looked short enough for the character — probably a child. The other two were wearing brightly coloured leafy-shaped outfits and coloured wigs. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble with the outfits. They were very well-made and fitted perfectly. The girl had a wreath of flowers on her green wig, blue and green layered clothing and leafy-looking bindings on her wrists and hands. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, as did the taller male who was dressed similarly but in tones of brown and yellow and he sported a yellow wig.

‘Elves?’ he guessed, choking back another laugh but failing. ‘You’re a bit late for Halloween.’

All three just stared at him for a few seconds then the dwarf spoke.

‘Do you think he hit his head?’

Jasper’s laugh died instantly. It wasn’t the voice of a child. It was the deep voice he had heard back on the city street. He looked closer at the dwarf’s orange-red hair and beard. They looked too good to be the fake hair from a costume shop. The dwarf’s hair was tied back with varying sizes of silver bands and the beard was divided into three with similar bands then plaited together. The result was both humorous and scary at the same time!

‘Dekon?’ he asked with a cautious tone.

The dwarf’s bushy eyebrows rose and he looked sharply at the girl elf. ‘Is he reading my mind, Greta?’

‘He doesn’t do that,’ she replied with a harsh glare at Jasper. ‘He just makes stuff up and ruins people’s lives.’

‘The storm should be passing now,’ the taller male remarked casually.

Greta nodded, then made a swirling motion with her right hand. She snapped her fingers lightly and a roll of thunder seemed to fade into the distance at the same time. Jasper frowned and wondered at the strange coincidence.

‘There are no coincidences in life!’ Arthur’s teachings snapped at him in his head.

‘I heard you on the street before the car almost hit me,’ Jasper explained to the dwarf. He looked at the roof again, searching for the manhole that must have brought him here. ‘Where exactly are we?’

‘That’s not an easy question to answer,’ the male elf replied.

Jasper didn’t really care where he was and was in no hurry to leave. It was warm, dry and he doubted these strange young people were working for Mr Park. 

‘Well, Dekon, Greta... and...’ he looked at the young man with the shock of bright yellow hair, noting that the pointy ears were definitely not fake. 

‘Vance.’

‘... Vance, do you have any food?’

They all looked at him in relief as if they had been spared an explanation that they would rather not give.

‘Sure,’ Vance said, holding out a hand to help Jasper up. ‘Greta, can you go and see what’s left by the fireplace?’

‘Me?’ Greta queried with one raised eyebrow. It was a look that Jasper could read without dipping into his wealth of tricks. Vance didn’t seem to be worried by the dagger glare.

‘Our new friend is hungry,’ he replied with a smile. 

Greta picked up one of the lamps and swept out the door without another word. The dwarf looked at Jasper and shook his head then whispered. ‘She should have dyed her hair red, not green, with a temper like that.’

Jasper didn’t comment. The hair might be real, but it wasn’t naturally coloured. It didn’t explain Vance’s ears though. This really was a strange group of people. He decided he would take their food and ask to stay the night where it was warm, then leave as soon as possible in the morning.

He followed the dwarf and elf out of the large arch-roofed room and into a dark corridor. Vance carried the second oil lamp and it illuminated only a small area around them. The walls were made of yet more bricks but the roof was in the shadows and was obviously higher than the previous room.

They made several turns down more dark corridors. There were lamps on the walls but only a few were lit and the dim glow did little to chase away the darkness. The brick walls continued as they went up a set of stone steps. The slight dampness of the air increased Jasper’s suspicion that they were underground.

There were more lamps on the next level and the two guides began to walk slower and turned to look at Jasper.

‘Everyone is sleeping,’ Vance said, holding one finger to his lips then pointing at Jasper’s shoes. ‘Nice shoes but they do make a lot of noise.’

Jasper was still wearing the expensive white shoes that had been his trademark just a short time ago. Patterned to look like alligator skin, he wasn’t really sure if they were or not since they were white, they were pointed at the toe and the sole was hard enough to cause echoes as he walked. Jasper shrugged, slipped off the shoes and followed down the corridor in his less-than-clean socks. As they passed by door after door, several loud snores indicated that there were definitely people inside, he wondered who all these people were.

He decided that the city above must have been London or New York and he was now in the extensive tunnels that made up the subways. Why people were living here he hadn’t worked out. Perhaps it was where the homeless slept? They went up yet another set of stone steps and Vance led them into a room that had large double arch-shaped wooden doors.

‘This is where we eat,’ Vance said, pointing down the room to where six long, plain wooden tables stood in front of a massive open fire. The fire had all but gone out but the logs glowed dimly and silhouetted Greta as she stood in front of it.

Jasper looked around the room. Candles on one of the tables had been lit and he could see that although the walls were bare, and brick, it was an impressive room. A banging brought his attention back to the fireplace. Greta placed a metal bowl firmly on one of the wooden tables and some of the contents spilled. 

The smell of some sort of a stew wafted over to him and he didn’t wait for an invitation to go and help himself. He sat on the long wooden bench and began shovelling the stew into his mouth without even looking to see what it was. His back was to the fire and he felt the warmth drying out his damp clothes.

‘You’re very hungry,’ Vance commented and Jasper tried to slow down.

‘It’s been a few days since I ate,’ Jasper explained between mouthfuls. 

Greta frowned as if she doubted his claim. ‘I’m going to bed. Where are we putting Jasper for the night?’

‘I’ll find a room for him,’ Vance said. ‘You two can get some rest and I’ll go back to watching.’

‘There’s never been two in one day before,’ Dekon remarked.

‘There’s a first time for everything,’ Vance replied calmly.

‘Yes, and I doubt Jasper is the one we want,’ Greta added in an acid tone. 

Watching? Watching what? Jasper wanted to ask questions but his focus returned to the food and by the time the bowl was empty just Vance remained in the room with him. He was warm now, perhaps a bit too warm, and with a stomach full of food all he wanted to do was sleep.

‘There’s a room just across the hall you can rest in,’ Vance suggested, from where he sat leaning against the wall, looking at a large piece of thick yellowed paper. He rolled it up and tucked it under his oddly shaped belt then stood up. ‘I’ll show you.’

Jasper didn’t argue as he glanced at the pot sitting just to the side of the glowing logs in the fire. It was still partly full and he intended to visit here again before leaving in the morning!

The room was only three doors down the corridor and looked plain but comfortable. Just a narrow bed and small table next to it.

‘The toilet is across the hall and there’s a lamp and a box of tinder sticks if you don’t like the dark,’ Vance said and pointed to the table, then gave a short half-bow and backed out of the room. He left the door partly open and Jasper could hear the young man’s footsteps going quickly down the corridor.

‘A tinder stick?’ Jasper said out loud as he walked over and examined the small metal box that sat next to the lamp. He worked off the tight lid and saw it was full of yellow tipped matches. They were thicker than normal matches and much longer with a small white dot on the top of each one. Part of him wanted to have a try at lighting the lamp with them but the need for sleep and the soft-looking mattress was more inviting. He collapsed onto the bed and realised he had left the door open. He had barely finished thinking it before his eyes closed and he sank into a deep sleep.

Footsteps woke him. His dream clung to the edges of his memory as he struggled to remember where he was. In his dream he had been chasing a gold coin down the road but could never quite catch it.

The footsteps were echoing away from him and he blinked in the dim light from the corridor that cast a soft glow across the bed. Was this a homeless shelter? He sat up and saw the table with the unusual lamp, and memories of the night before came flooding back. He checked the walls for a window but was not surprised by the lack of one. It would be good to know how close to dawn it was. 

His stomach was still full from the late evening stew but he knew it could be some time before he ate again and he stood up and left the room. The corridor was long and whoever had gone past was no longer in sight. He recalled being told that the toilet was across the hall and he found a communal bathroom with a row of toilets. He splashed water on his face at the sink, which seemed to sense his presence and filled with water as he approached.

When he returned to the corridor he counted back three rooms and smiled to himself when he arrived at the dining hall. He wondered if he should grab a bowl and eat while he found his way out.

He couldn’t smell the stew though and a different smell reached his nose as he hurried forward to see what it was. The stew was gone and in its place was a very large cauldron of porridge. He hadn’t seen a cauldron since he was twelve and he knew from experience that they were a nightmare to clean!

He grabbed a tin bowl and spoon from the stack next to the cauldron and helped himself to a large ladle of porridge. He would have to eat fast and leave before the rest of whoever lived here rose for the day.

The porridge was hot. Too hot. As he blew on it he heard voices echoing along the corridor. Darn. He scooped up a spoonful and blew on it then popped it in his mouth as he stood up. It burned his tongue and he opened his mouth to let out some of the heat as he hurried across the room. Breakfast wasn’t worth staying here any longer. He had the feeling there was something very odd about this place and he was ready to leave.

He paused at the doorway and decided the voices were coming from the right so he headed to the left and climbed the steps at the far end of the corridor. Up was probably a better option than down at this point. The idea of this being underground tunnels near the subway was getting less likely as he hadn’t heard the rumble of a train passing since he arrived.

Another long corridor met him at the top of the stairs, running back the same way he had come on the floor below. He heard voices and footsteps up ahead and looked around for somewhere else to go. He tried the handle of the nearest door hoping it was an empty room in which he could hide until whoever it was had gone past.

The handle turned easily and the door swung open. Bright light greeted him and he raised one hand to shield his eyes as he stepped inside. The door swung shut with a dull click and Jasper peered into the room and waited for his eyes to adjust to the sudden brightness.

He could hear running water and birdsong so he decided that this room must have a window. That would explain the light but it also meant the day was well started already and his chances of leaving unnoticed were reduced. Then he remembered the window. If there was a window then he could leave through it! He could feel a cold breeze so the window was probably open.

His eyes were slowly adjusting as he walked across the room. It was empty as far as he could tell and rough cobbles made for an uneven floor. The breeze grew stronger and Jasper realised that the room was really quite cold. 

He adjusted his hand to block out more of the light then looked around again. He sucked in a breath of surprise as he sat down suddenly and scrabbled backwards like a crab. He had crossed most of the room already and only one step away the room ended. 

It wasn’t a wall he was looking at though. There was no wall. In front of him was a green countryside, covered with a dusting of snow.

If he had taken one more step he would have tumbled out. He sat, breathing hard for several seconds while he took in the sudden change in his surroundings. The rising sun was what had temporarily blinded him as it peeped over the horizon.

He leaned forward and looked down over the edge. He had come up several flights of stairs since last night but not enough for the height he looked down on. Far below was a lake of the most intense blue he had ever seen and from somewhere just beneath him water flowed out and cascaded into it. 

It was spectacular. It was crisp and beautiful. It definitely wasn’t his world.
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CHAPTER THREE

A World Away
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Jasper sat to one side of the room, leaning on the wall and looking out at the scenery. It was so calm and beautiful that it looked like an image on a postcard. The sun had risen a little and the small amount of warmth from it told him that it was late winter, just like at home.

Perhaps this was the afterlife so many believed in? It seemed possible but unlikely. Beyond the closed door he could hear sounds of the day beginning, with people talking and hurrying down the corridor.

He looked down at his socks and realised he had left his shoes in the room he slept in. It didn’t really matter now though. Where was he going to go? He doubted there was a doorway that led back to where he had come from last night. Even if there was, did he really want to go back there?

He took the coin out of his pocket and looked at it. Greta had called it a token and he could see why. It wasn’t a coin used for buying things as it looked more like one of the souvenir tokens available at tourist attractions. Put your coin in the machine and it spat out one with a stamp of the local area. A bright and shiny token, and useful for nothing. On this token there was the stamp of a tree and on the reverse was just a small dot in the centre. He shrugged as he didn’t understand the significance of either side and put it down on the rough cobbled floor.

His thoughts turned to what the room was intended for. It clearly wasn’t a bedroom, nor any room where safety was a concern. The outside wall didn’t look as if it had once existed and then been destroyed. The cut of the stone at the edge left a lip hanging over the rest of the building. Deep grooves showed here and there just near the edge but appeared to be randomly placed. Something heavy had scraped across it many times. 

Perhaps it had been some sort of cruel prison cell. He looked back towards the door and saw that it had a fancy door handle on this side. The door was bordered by a wooden arch that was heavily engraved, but the designs were too far away to see clearly. They had faded with time and most likely also by the weather that would have swept in over the years. The room was quite large, almost as large as the dining hall had been. No, this didn’t look like a cell.

His attention returned to the scenery and he heard the door open but he did not turn to see who it was.

‘I brought you some breakfast. You left yours to go cold,’ a deep voice said and Jasper knew it was the dwarf.

Dekon placed a bowl of porridge beside Jasper then sat down next to him. Jasper was still looking out at the view and he nodded his thanks but did not speak.

‘Beautiful isn’t it?’ Dekon said a moment later.

‘But it’s not home,’ Jasper replied. Despite the dangers that awaited him back home he wasn’t sure he was ready to just forget it.

‘No, it’s not,’ the dwarf agreed with a deep sigh.

Jasper turned to look at Dekon, who sat looking as miserable as Jasper felt. ‘This isn’t your world either?’

One of Dekon’s bushy eyebrows rose a fraction. ‘Do I look like an elf?’

Jasper grinned. ‘Not really. You’re a bit short. Where are you from?’

‘Not Elvale, that’s for sure. Until ten years ago I lived with my family in Warfdon, a world parallel to Elvale just like yours is. But thanks to those tokens I’m here and I can never go back,’ the dwarf replied and nodded at the porridge. ‘It’s getting cold.’

‘Elvale, Warfdon,’ Jasper repeated. ‘Elves - Elvale, Dwarves... wouldn’t that be Dwarfdon?’

‘The D is silent so we removed it to stop people mispronouncing it,’ Dekon snapped quickly as if he had repeated it many times in his life.

‘Sorry,’ Jasper said meekly and picked up the bowl of porridge. It was the right temperature now and he ate it quickly, grateful for the swirl of honey on top that sweetened it perfectly. ‘You’re a warf?’

Dekon nodded and looked as if he were daring Jasper to argue the point.

Jasper had questions multiplying in his head faster than he could deal with and he had no idea which one to start with. The one-way-trip token seemed the most logical place to start but another popped into his mind as he went to speak.

‘How did you find me just now?’

Dekon pointed at the token sitting next to Jasper. ‘That dot isn’t really just a dot.’

Jasper put the empty bowl down and picked up the token. He stared at the dot and could just make out fine lines on it that looked a bit like an eye.

‘The watcher can see whatever it sees,’ Dekon added.

‘Who is the watcher?’ Jasper asked.

‘Today it’s Vance, Greta and me,’ he replied with a shrug. ‘Tonight it changes.’

Jasper frowned and turned the token upside down and placed it on the cobbles again. He didn’t want people staring at him.

‘There’s a dot on both sides,’ Dekon pointed out. 

Jasper looked closer and saw a dot on the tree that looked like an apple. He put the bowl on top of the coin.

‘And they can hear too.’

Jasper sat staring out into the land that he now knew was Elvale. Life had become a lot more complicated and he hadn’t thought that was possible. ‘So that’s how I heard you talking when I was back in... umm...’

He wondered if Earth was the right word.

‘Terra,’ Dekon supplied. ‘Terrans are from Terra.’

Terra. Terrans. Jasper tested the words in his mind. Yes, for some strange reason they felt right.

‘Usually it’s one-way for both hearing and seeing,’ Dekon added. ‘I’ve not heard of others being able to hear us before they come through.’

‘Others?’ Jasper asked. ‘There’s more than just us?’

‘Greta is from Terra as well,’ Dekon replied. ‘And there are a few others.’

Greta was from Earth... Terra. Well, that explained why she might know of him, but not her obvious hatred of him. Jasper shivered as a gust of wind covered him with a spray of snow that had fallen from higher above.

‘We should find you some more appropriate clothes and get you ready for tomorrow,’ Dekon said, standing up and picking up both the bowl and the token. ‘We’ll show you more about this too.’

‘What’s happening tomorrow?’ Jasper asked as he stood slowly, feeling his joints a little stiffer for having sat on the cold cobbles for so long.

‘You’ll find out all in good time,’ Dekon replied and held the door open for Jasper.

‘What is this room used for?’ Jasper looked at the door frame as he got closer and saw images of huge birds all over it.

‘I’ve been told this is where the dragons used to land,’ Dekon replied with a shrug. 

Dragons? Jasper looked at the images again and sure enough they were dragons. Elves, dw... warves and dragons — what else did this land have in store! He looked back over his shoulder as if expecting to see a dragon swooping in to land.

The clothes Dekon gave him were old and well-worn and Jasper looked at them with a tinge of distaste.

‘You’d rather have brand new clothes that will make you stand out like a shiny gem amongst dull old pebbles?’ Dekon’s voice rumbled like a pile of those pebbles going downhill. ‘Your presence here in Elvale is not something we want anyone to know about. It wouldn’t be safe for you or us.’

Jasper took a deep breath and went to change. Here wasn’t much different to the city streets and he was still in hiding. He wondered what he was supposed to stay hidden from in Elvale but he knew the dwarf ... warf... probably wouldn’t tell him.

The room he changed in was much like the one he had slept in, basic and unadorned. He checked for a mirror but found none. The clothing consisted of a black t-shirt covered by a sleeveless light brown tunic, darker brown trousers and soft grey-brown boots with matching fingerless gloves that looked more like he was about to go and train an eagle!

He had no doubt that he looked ridiculous and his usual confident manner was absent when he opened the door to find Dekon waiting impatiently outside.

‘Will they expect me to dye my hair?’ Jasper asked.

Dekon looked at Jasper’s mop of straight blond hair with a serious expression then shook his head. ‘No, I’ve seen elves and terrans with hair that colour. Just keep your ears covered as terrans aren’t so common around here. Come on, I’m late already.’

Jasper ruffled his hair self-consciously and hurried after the short red-haired warf. Dekon stopped halfway down the corridor and looked around to see if they were alone.

‘Not everyone here knows about the watchers and not everyone is a friend to our cause,’ he muttered as he reached behind a statue built into an alcove. A sharp click sounded and the statue swung away into the wall. ‘Quickly now.’

Dekon pushed Jasper into the dark space in the wall then followed.

‘Keep going. I’ll light a tinder stick when the statue is back in place.’

A gentle grinding noise, and quickly diminishing light, accompanied the statue’s return and they were plunged into complete darkness.

A scraping sound and a spark of light showed that Dekon was right next to him. A small line along the rock wall indicated where the tinder stick had been struck. Dekon touched the flame to the wick of a lantern hanging just above their heads then lifted it down and began walking along the narrow tunnel.

‘Where does it lead?’ Jasper asked a short time later, looking at the obviously hand-hewn walls.

‘Shh...’ Dekon hissed quickly and whispered. ‘Someone may hear you!’

Dekon pointed to a small square hole in the wall and motioned him to go towards it. Jasper did so and saw what appeared to be a small grate like the back of an air duct. It looked out onto the dining hall and he saw a young lad cleaning the tables. Someone could have been watching him there this morning and he would never have known it.

They moved on a bit, keeping the lantern away from the grating, and a short distance on Dekon stopped at a fork in the tunnel. One tunnel led downwards and the other went up.

‘These tunnels were dug through the middle of the thick walls a long time ago, perhaps when Dragon Tower was built. Nobody knows who dug them or why but we use them to keep our activities hidden. That way goes down to the storeroom where you came through.’

Jasper had yet more questions rising with every bit of information he found out, but he held them back. He now knew he was in Dragon Tower which was a start. Even the name triggered questions. Why Dragon Tower? Did dragons live here? Perhaps he would get the biggest question answered soon. Why was he here in Elvale?

Dekon led him up rough-chiselled steps and they passed several more gratings and places where the tunnel opened up to the rest of the building. Jasper paused to peer through one of the gratings and saw a large room filled with rows and rows of shelves. Stacked on the shelves were what looked like rolls of paper. Some were covered with leather wraps but the paper stuck out the end. A man walked past, just a matter of inches from Jasper’s face, and Jasper drew back with fright. Had the man seen him? He dared a peek again and saw a mostly-bald man, wearing a long brown robe, walking away deeply engrossed in what he was reading. No, the man hadn’t seen him. What surprised Jasper the most was that the man’s ears showed he was a human... a terran.

‘Hurry up,’ Dekon whispered.

Jasper left the grate and followed Dekon up even more steps. Voices could be heard now and Dekon held his finger to his lips as he turned the lamp down to barely a flicker. It gave off just enough light to prevent them tripping but not enough to see beyond the next footstep. He focused on following the warf carefully. It would not do to fall over and make a noise just now.

‘I’ve finished, Master Veran,’ came a voice that was familiar to Jasper. It was Greta. ‘Do you want to check my work?’

Dekon did not allow Jasper time to stop and peer through the grating where Greta was and they ascended yet another very long set of steps. Jasper was struggling to make a picture of the tower in his mind. How many floors had he gone up since he arrived in the storeroom last night? And was that even the bottom level of the building? The view from the dragon landing room showed they were a long way above the lake already at that point. It must be an immensely tall building!

At the top of the stairs Jasper expected yet another corridor and was surprised to see a door in the ceiling. Dekon pushed it open and led Jasper into a small room. It was circular, with a steeply pitched roof that came to a point in the middle. Dekon gently lowered the trap door shut and closed off the tunnel completely.

Jasper hadn’t expected to see windows around the entire room. Well, they were covered with shutters, which were made of thin slats that were tilted so that he could see out at the surrounding countryside. They let in a cold breeze but he remained staring at the scenery without even noticing it for a few seconds. The lake below had looked like an enchanted land that he had imagined in books as a child. Out here was no different and the rich countryside stretched to the horizon. Trees and fields were broken only by a town in the mid-foreground. The roofs were all red and from this distance it looked as if they were all built on top of each other, with some rising higher and higher until the highest one peaked in the middle of the town. It could have been a scene out of any fairy tale.

‘You took a while. I’m about to fall asleep here.’

Jasper turned to see that Vance was in the room as well. He was sitting at a large wooden table in the middle of the room.

‘Did you get the token?’ Vance asked.

Dekon handed it over. ‘Any movement?’

‘None. I need food and sleep,’ Vance told him as he slid back part of the top of the table and revealed a row of small holes dug out of the wood. There were six holes and three of them had tokens, just like Jasper’s one, sitting in them. The other three were empty. Vance placed Jasper’s token in one of the holes. It lit up for a few seconds then the light faded again.

‘What are they for?’ Jasper asked as Vance slid the wooden cover back into place. The table looked just like any normal table now. ‘Apart from bringing people here.’

‘That would take a long time to explain,’ Vance said with a weary smile. He handed a rolled-up parchment to Dekon. ‘Perhaps you can tell him while I go and get some sleep. The watch is yours now.’

The yellow-haired elf rose stiffly from his chair and stretched. Dekon opened the trap door then closed it again when Vance had left.

‘Might as well make yourself comfortable. Our watch goes until dinner time tonight,’ Dekon said as he pulled out a chair, sat in it and put his short legs up on the table.

Jasper didn’t sit. He walked around and around the shuttered windows. They were open enough to let them see out but anyone at a distance would not be able to see in. The same landscape appeared to stretch in every direction.

‘What’s that glittering thing way over there?’ Jasper asked, pointing to the horizon.

Dekon didn’t even look up. ‘You don’t want to go there — ever.’

‘What is it?’ Jasper asked again.

‘The Ice Castle. The black queen lives there and she would strike you down in less than a heartbeat of seeing you.’ 

Jasper instinctively moved away from the window even though the castle was barely a smudge in the distance. He took a seat opposite the warf and tried to see what was on the parchment that Dekon seemed so interested in.

‘If you’re a watcher, then why don’t you look out of the windows? What are you watching for?’

Dekon spun the parchment around. Jasper expected it to be some sort of letter but instead it was a picture, well, a dozen pictures or maybe more.

‘They’re moving!’ Jasper exclaimed then clamped his hand over his mouth as he had spoken very loudly. He was standing but didn’t even remember getting up.

‘Don’t worry, there’s nobody close enough to hear unless you lean out the window and bellow,’ Dekon said calmly. 

Jasper’s attention returned to the parchment and he sat down again. He counted the images which were in four rows. The top row had only two, the next had five, the third had four and the final one had six images.

All of them were so lifelike that Jasper kept his hands well away from them. He turned the parchment over and looked at the other side. It looked normal, well, as normal as Jasper could tell since this was the first parchment he had ever held. The hide, was it made of hide he wondered, was soft but sturdy to the touch and looked like it could be rolled up and stuffed in a pocket without damaging it.

He knew he was distracting himself from the real aspect of the parchment and forced himself to turn it back to the images. The top two showed different scenes and in one of them people were walking past constantly. Humans... terrans, he corrected himself.

The other one showed a mostly white scene but after staring at it Jasper could make out a small pattern.

‘Touch it,’ Dekon suggested. ‘I’m used to looking at them like that but it’s easier to touch it.’

‘Touch it?’ Jasper parroted, feeling a little uneasy. What would it do? Send him to yet another world? Dekon just nodded.

Jasper swallowed his trepidation and took a deep breath as he reached out and gently let his index finger touch the white image. Immediately the image grew and took up the entire area of the parchment.

‘It’s a ceiling,’ Jasper said, staring at what was now obviously the ceiling of an office-type building. An older office at that, as it had the oblong tiles with holes in that were so popular many years ago.

‘Greta thinks it might be some sort of museum,’ Dekon said, leaning forward and looking as well. ‘That token hasn’t moved in years. Sometimes a terran comes and looks at it then goes away. Always the same man but Greta says she doesn’t know who he is.’

Jasper stared at the white ceiling as a small part of the puzzle started to fall into place. ‘This image is showing things in my world!’

Dekon nodded then tapped the image. ‘That’s why we’re up here in this draughty roof. It has the best signal in the land.’ 

The image shrank down and the other small ones reappeared. He tapped the first one and it grew large. 

‘Listen,’ Dekon said and pointed to the parchment.

Jasper stared as he listened. The people walking past were wearing winter coats and were all hurrying to or from somewhere. It looked to be early morning and steam rose from a grating in the sidewalk.

‘I tell you that winter is colder this year.’

‘You’re just old. Old people feel the cold more.’

‘I’m not old! I can fire you any time you know.’

‘I’m your son. You can’t fire me.’

Dekon tapped the image and it shrunk, taking the voices away with it.

‘The same two people are arguing every time I look at that one,’ Dekon said with a shrug. 

‘You watch each of these images and wait for... what?’ Jasper asked as he stared at the people and wondered where it was. It could be a city or just a medium-sized town anywhere in his world.

‘Someone like you to come along,’ Dekon said. ‘The tokens will only bring those who can help our cause and have the ability to do magic.’

‘Magic?’ Jasper queried. ‘I don’t do magic. My stage show was mostly a sham and a lot of good guesses.’

‘What’s a stage show?’ Dekon asked, seeming genuinely interested.

‘Entertainment. I was paid to tell people about their past and what their future held,’ Jasper said and realised how silly it sounded.

‘Oh, you’re a storyteller?’ Dekon guessed, looking a little confused.

‘Not really, but I suppose it’s close,’ Jasper agreed.

‘Well, whatever you were in your world you wouldn’t be here if you couldn’t do magic. The council will find out what it is tomorrow and decide if you’re the one...’ Dekon broke off and looked a little sheepish as if he had already said far too much.

Jasper looked at him suspiciously but the warf was giving nothing else away so he turned his attention back to the images. ‘How do you know when someone is coming?’

‘The image gets a glow around it and gets bigger on its own as soon as a suitable candidate is nearby. They don’t often come close enough to pick it up though. We’ve had quite a few near-misses lately, especially with the one you came through on. Harry carried it around everywhere and was often tossing it up in the air. That used to make me feel queasy watching it.’

Jasper frowned. For some strange reason it felt a little insulting that he wasn’t actually chosen by this token thing. Even though he didn’t really understand what it was all about he had at least felt a little special that it had chosen him.

‘Harry?’ he queried.

‘The terran who had it in his pocket all the time. He’s been carrying it ever since it came out of a dark box almost ten years ago. If you watch them long enough you get to know the names and faces that go along with each one. It takes some of the boredom out of the job.’

‘I guess the top two are... terran,’ Jasper remarked.

‘Yes, the other four tokens have been used now,’ Dekon slid open the panel again and showed Jasper the four tokens with trees on them and two empty spaces again. ‘Those two spaces are the images from the tokens you see there.’

Dekon slid it closed then opened a second panel next to it. Only one token sat in the six spaces. Instead of a tree it had an image of a hammer. Then he closed it and opened a third and fourth. 

‘What are the others?’ Jasper asked, looking at the next row of five images. ‘They are from the second set of tokens you just showed me, aren’t they?’

‘Yes. That’s Warfdon,’ Dekon said sadly. ‘I watch those the most.’

Five images and one blank space at the end. Jasper looked up at Dekon and realised that he was the only warf from his world to have activated a token so far. The images varied from what was obviously the inside a house, to a view out a window at a bustling harbour. Another one bounced around and it took a while for Jasper to realise it was being worn around someone’s neck on a leather strap. The end of the leather flicked into view every now and then and Jasper stopped watching as the motion was making him feel unwell.

‘He’s a travelling trader,’ Dekon muttered. ‘He sold me my token.’

Jasper could see that Dekon had slipped into a sad memory and he decided not to press him on the matter. If he really was stuck here for good then there was plenty of time to find out the rest of the story.

The next row of four confused him and he tapped on one to make it bigger. It looked like bugs flying around.

‘Fairies?’ Jasper gasped. ‘Real fairies?’

‘Well, they’re not butterflies,’ Dekon replied. ‘Two of them have come through but they refused to help and haven’t been seen since they flew off.’

Jasper shrunk the image back down and was about to look at the next fairy image when the bottom row grabbed his attention. It was a full row of six but that wasn’t what made him stare. Most of the six images showed dragons!

‘Ah yes, those were a complete waste,’ Dekon said with a snort. 

‘You want a dragon to come through into the storeroom?’ Jasper asked.

‘They’re not always in dragon form,’ Dekon pointed out as he enlarged one of the images. Next to the dragons were several people, human-terran looking people. ‘They can change back and forth at will. They would be the most likely to help our cause but none of them have ever even triggered a slight flicker in a hundred years.’

Jasper let that time frame slide. It would bring about far too many questions and he was dealing with enough surprises so far today.

‘Greta seems convinced I’m not the one either,’ Jasper repeated what he had heard before he touched the token in the gutter last night.

‘It’s not up to her,’ Dekon remarked with a shrug. ‘You might be. It’s a matter of waiting until someone comes and hoping.’

‘Have you tried shouting through any of the images to see if anyone hears you?’ Jasper suggested.

Dekon looked at him for a few seconds and his eyes narrowed as he thought it through.

‘No. We’ll talk to the others about it first though.’

‘What rubbish is he telling you?’ Greta asked as the trap door opened. ‘Don’t believe a word he says.’

Jasper didn’t try to defend himself. He had no idea what she was talking about but if she was one of the sceptics back in his world then he knew the type well. They saw through most of his readings and guesses. What they didn’t know was that some of the messages and visions he described just popped into his head. It didn’t happen often but it did happen and he had no control over what he said. That had been the cause of his most recent troubles.

‘What brings you up here?’ Dekon asked, ignoring her outburst completely.

‘Vance told me to take him to the scribes and start his training just in case someone sees him around and wonders who he is.’ 

Dekon nodded. ‘Good idea.’

Jasper wished he could stay and watch the token images and look out the windows. He doubted that spending time with Greta was going to be any fun at all.

‘Well, are you coming? I don’t have all day,’ Greta said with a scowl.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Farm Boy
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Greta strode ahead of him down the steps and barely paused for him to catch up before she peered through a grating to check the corridor then opened up an access.

Again, a statue slid out of the way to allow them into a corridor and she flicked something behind the statue to make it slide into place again.

‘At least you don’t look so ridiculous now,’ Greta commented as she looked up and down his new-old clothing.

Ridiculous? Jasper held back the comment that was bursting to be let out. What about her green hair? She really did push the wrong buttons for him. Normally he could ignore people with an attitude like hers but he was struggling with Greta.

‘Just keep quiet and let me do the talking,’ Greta instructed. ‘You’re here to learn how to be a scribe, nothing else.’

Jasper was intrigued. Was a scribe one of the men like the bald chap he had seen through the grating? Perhaps he would get a chance to see what was on all those shelves.

The room she led him to was not lined with shelves but it had a six high wooden desks near windows that looked out towards the town. Several of them had a man standing by the table, leaning over and focusing hard on whatever was in front of him.

‘Master Veran, I have brought Jasper as I mentioned,’ Greta said to an old man who sat in the corner in a rocking chair. He seemed to be asleep and his eyes blinked open as Greta spoke.

‘Jasper?’ he queried and attempted to look like he had just been resting by leaping out of the chair to greet them. Unfortunately, one of his feet had gone to sleep and he almost tumbled over. Greta grabbed his arm and steadied the old man.

‘Yes, my cousin Jasper. I told you he was visiting from Farmoth. He wants to learn to be a scribe,’ Greta reminded him.

‘Ah, good lad. We need more scribes. Too many elves forgetting how to write things down these days,’ Master Veran said. He looked Jasper up and down and clearly wasn’t impressed by what he saw. He leaned towards Greta and attempted to whisper, but it wasn’t much quieter. ‘Farmoth, eh. Really? I do detest farming-brown. Can he even read?’

Greta nodded and Master Veran reached out a hand towards Jasper.

Greta looked horrified and Jasper realised there was some sort of handshake or ritual that she hadn’t shown him. She intentionally let go of the old man and Jasper reached out to hold him up. Jasper was too late and the old man tumbled sideways. He landed on the stone floor in a heap of multi-coloured robes and took Jasper with him.

Jasper got up quickly and both he and Greta helped the old man up. Master Veran brushed down his robes as he peered at Jasper with an expression that said he thought Jasper had tripped him. He scowled slightly and made no attempt to offer his hand again.

‘These are the scrolls our scribes are working on today,’ he explained as he walked slowly over to the nearest desk. The scribe, a middle-aged elf dressed in clothes that weren’t quite as multi-coloured as Master Veran’s, held up a parchment. It was beautifully decorated and the writing was almost as much a work of art as the images painted at the top. He hoped they wouldn’t expect anything like that from him. 

‘But as a new scribe...’ Master Veran turned away from the window and pointed to the far side of the room where several deep basins were attached to the wall. ‘The first thing you learn is how to clean up the tools. When you earn your colours you will be able to assist the scribes.’

Jasper looked at the large pile of wooden writing tools stacked up next to the sinks. It didn’t look as if anyone had done the task in years. They were all coated in ink of different colours and it had dried hard and stuck many of them together.

‘You’ll need water,’ Master Veran said, turning away already and heading back to his chair.

Greta didn’t look apologetic in the slightest as she took a leather apron down from a hook next to the basins and threw it to Jasper. Then she pointed at a bucket by the door. ‘It might take a few trips to the lake.’

Jasper just blinked, hardly believing that he had to fetch water in a bucket. The bathroom had running water so why not in here too? Was she playing some sort of joke on him? She just smiled at him and he could see that she was enjoying seeing him reduced to a servant and cleaner.

He could see a handle above one of the basins and went closer to inspect it. It was a simple wooden lever with a hole in the wall below it. It didn’t really look like a tap but he couldn’t see what other function it could have above a sink. He lifted it not really expecting water to shoot out of the hole. No, no water.

‘It hasn’t worked in years and then the tap fell off.’ Greta pointed to a metal tap laying on the floor. ‘Follow the stairs at the end of the hall and you can’t miss the lake.’ 

She turned her back on him and went to one of the tables to resume her work. Jasper stared after her for a few seconds but she made no attempt to continue the conversation. Everyone in the room was ignoring him completely and the old man was fast asleep, snoring loudly. 

He picked up the bucket, tossed the apron on the ground next to the basins, and headed for the door. Fine, if they wanted him to fetch water then he would. They hadn’t said how long he should take doing it and it gave him a chance to look around. He wondered how many flights of stairs it was to the lake he had seen from the dragon room earlier. Perhaps he had misjudged how far up he had come but it looked a long way.

His new-old boots were surprisingly comfortable as he made his way down the stairs. He had already lost count of how many levels he had gone down. Surely there would be some sign to show where the water came from?

A young elven boy came dashing down past him and nodded a greeting as they made eye contact. Jasper recognised him as the boy who had been cleaning the tables this morning when he looked through the dining hall grating. He looked to be no more than seven or eight years old yet he carried a bucket twice the size of the one Jasper held. His dark-beige clothing was worn and very stained and the boy’s expression said that he was in a big hurry. Jasper realised that his own old clothes weren’t so bad after all.

‘Kitchen water has stopped again!’ the boy yelled as if it explained everything.

Jasper picked up his pace and kept the boy in sight. If the boy was going for water then Jasper was following him. Only one floor down the boy turned off and ran along the corridor. A quick look told Jasper that there was no sign to indicate that this was the place to get water. The steps continued down but looked to be getting narrower and darker.

There were no rooms off this corridor and it was much wider. The boy was already well ahead and vanishing into the gloom of the distantly spaced lamps on the walls. There were puddles here and there on the slightly uneven cobbled floor and the cold air smelled damp. 

A rumbling sound echoed up the corridor, or was it a tunnel? The roof was much higher than the upper floors. As he walked, the corridor definitely became a tunnel and the rumbling sound became a rushing one. Yes, there was water up ahead.

As he turned a corner the tunnel opened up into a massive cavern. A cavern inside a tower? Jasper took a few seconds to accept that a huge cavern could actually exist inside a building, but there it was right in front of him. It was at least several floors high and a long way across to the far side. Not more than two dozen steps ahead was the source of the rushing sound. Water. A huge lake filled most of the cavern and spilled out a large opening in the wall. Jasper assumed the rushing sound was echoing up from where the water tumbled down the side of the cliff on its way to the larger lake below. The floor had changed from cobbles to smoothed rock. It looked as if the tower had been built around an underground river.

‘Which water feed are you looking for?’ The young boy dipped his bucket in the lake and began staggering across the cavern.

‘Let me carry that for you,’ Jasper offered and hurried over to take the bucket. Even he struggled to carry it and he looked at the boy with respect.

‘Thanks!’ he exclaimed as if it were the first kindness he had ever been shown.

‘Where are you going with it?’ Jasper asked, hoping the boy wasn’t going to say too many flights up.

‘Just over to the kitchen feed. Something must be blocking the flow and the basin has run dry,’ the boy replied and pointed over to where a large hole had been hollowed in the rock. There were a dozen similar holes spread across this part of the rock floor and Jasper thought they would be dangerous if you weren’t looking where you were going. ‘I need to fill the basin first then look for the blockage.’

Jasper wondered how a hole in the rock could be called a kitchen feed but he knew he was supposed to be trying to blend in so he said nothing. He poured the water into the hole and then fetched another bucketful. The boy followed with Jasper’s smaller bucket and soon the large hole was half-full.

‘That’ll get it going for now,’ the boy said with a relieved grin. ‘I’m Tomas.’

Jasper looked at the outstretched hand. It wasn’t offered in the way of a normal handshake. Tomas’ flat palm was facing up and he looked quizzically at Jasper. Did he do a low-five type slap or just put his on top?

‘I’m Jasper... from Farmoth,’ Jasper said a little lamely.

‘Farmoth,’ the boy grinned. ‘Ah that explains it. I thought those were farming colours you’re wearing. I guess you don’t greet strangers too often. We do this...’

Tomas took hold of Jasper’s hand and held it out in the same manner, but not touching his own. Jasper wondered how this was a greeting and his confusion must have shown on his face.

‘It’s to show that we’re not about to hurl fire balls or any other sort of magic at each other. Well, that’s what it used to mean but there’s so little magic about now that it’s just become another habit that most people forgot the meaning of.’

Jasper just nodded. 

‘Stand back,’ Tomas said, pulling Jasper away from the basin they had just half-filled with water. ‘I guess you’re not used to water charms either.’

Both of Jasper’s eyebrows rose and he decided the dumb farm boy character was perfect for him and he would use it to his full advantage.

‘Umm... no. We carry our water,’ he lied smoothly.

‘Watch, it’s quite fascinating the first time you see it,’ Tomas said and pointed to the water where it was beginning to bubble and swirl. Then a thin, twisted stream of it shot upwards, making Jasper step back in surprise. He watched it head up to the roof of the cavern and vanish into another hole.

‘That’s the kitchen feed,’ Tomas explained. ‘Each one of these basins feeds a different part of the tower. Now I need to find the blockage. Cook was furious when the water stopped.’

Tomas headed past the kitchen feed and Jasper followed. He noticed that there was a small channel leading into the base of the next basin, which was empty, and again for the one after that. The water was obviously intended to be diverted from the lake somehow to fill the basins.

‘It looks like they’re all affected. No doubt others will be down here soon when theirs run out too.’ Tomas was poking at the small feed-holes in the basins as if putting his finger in there was somehow going to suddenly make everything work again.

Jasper stepped back and looked at the basins from a distance. They appeared to be in a slight semi-circle that arched around to the edge of the lake. He drew a line with his finger and noted where it touched the lake then walked over and lay down on the ground with his head over the edge of the water.

‘What are you doing?’ Tomas asked. ‘There’s no fish in there. There used to be but they don’t come any more.’

‘I’m not looking for fish,’ Jasper replied.

‘I wish there were fish. It used to be a nice change for dinner,’ Tomas said with a sigh.

Jasper looked through the swirling waters. ‘Aha, here’s your problem.’

He put his hand in the water and gasped as it was freezing. He reached down and grabbed hold of a mass of weeds and sticks, that had lodged against the side of the lake, and pulled them out. He threw them on the rock floor then looked again into the lake. Sure enough there was a large grated hole where water was diverted to the basins.

‘It’s working! Come look,’ Tomas cried out but Jasper stayed staring into the water. Just below the surface he could see a fish. Then he saw another one and another. In a few seconds the lake seemed to be almost filled with fish, glinting silver and blue, then one leapt out of the water and splashed back in.

Tomas came over as Jasper sat up to watch the now dozens of jumping fish.

‘Fish?’ Tomas said in a tone that would suit Jasper’s new farm boy character. A huge grin spread across his face. ‘I have to tell Cook. Which was your feed?’

‘The scribe’s sink,’ Jasper said, still staring at the fish.

‘That’s fourth from the lake but it hasn’t worked in years,’ Tomas pointed to the now-full basins. ‘The charms wear off over time and apparently that was one of the first ones created. There are others that don’t work too.’ 

‘Can it be fixed?’ Jasper asked but he figured it would have been by now if it could.

‘All it needs is someone to boost the magic charm,’ Tomas said, then laughed at his own joke. ‘That’s if we had anyone around here that could do it these days. I wish they were all working as it’s usually me who has to lug water around from one place to another. Well, thanks for helping. I need to get upstairs and tell Cook about the fish. I guess I’ll see you around some time.’

And with that Tomas picked up his large bucket and ran out of the cavern. Jasper walked over to the scribe’s sink feed. It still sounded an odd thing to even think. He stared at the water then up where it should be going on the roof. Four other feeds were shooting water up now and it looked like a waterfall going the wrong way.

He sighed and looked around for the small bucket. He might as well get some water and head back soon. Before he could move though he heard a noise at his feet. He looked down and saw the water in the basin beginning to bubble and swirl. His eyebrows rose and he looked around to see if anyone was nearby. He was alone, and he stepped back a pace just as the water began to stream upwards.

It appeared that everyone had been wrong. Was that one where Tomas had poked his finger in the feed hole? Perhaps that had cleared whatever problem it had. He shrugged as he really didn’t care how or why it was working. It meant he didn’t have to carry water up so many flights of stairs and he wasn’t interested in anything else.

He picked up the bucket and went to stand near the edge of the cavern where the sun streamed in. His hand was still cold so he took off his wet glove and breathed on it to warm it. The view was just as spectacular and if it wasn’t so far down, and so cold, he would love to just dive over the edge — then just swim away and keep going.

The wind had picked up and was driving fiercely into the cavern entrance. It may be tedious to be cleaning tools upstairs but it was certainly warmer than here. He turned away and headed for the stairs at a leisurely pace and whistling off-key. 

By the time he found the floor he was supposed to be on it was almost an hour later as every corridor had looked the same. He poked his head around the door of the scribe’s room and nodded with relief. He was tired and wanted to sit down for a while.

‘There he is!’ Master Veran shouted. ‘It’s all his fault!’
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CHAPTER FIVE

Whistle up a storm
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Jasper froze halfway through the door. What had he done? How could he have done something without being there? He searched the room for Greta and saw her studiously copying onto a parchment and she didn’t even look up at the shouting.

‘Pardon?’ Jasper said as Master Veran stared at him so hard that the old man’s eyes seemed to bulge past the natural point of staying in place.

‘Pardon, Master!’ the old man shouted.

Jasper frowned. Perhaps he should just leave? A quick glance from Greta told him she was furious.

‘Pardon, Master?’ Jasper said meekly. ‘I wasn’t even here.’

‘You went down to fetch water,’ the old man said. His voice had dropped to a quiet tone that Jasper knew well. It was worse than shouting for it meant the old man knew something that he didn’t and he was about to find out what.

‘I did,’ Jasper replied. He held out the empty bucket. ‘But I didn’t bring any back.’

‘And why was that?’ Master Veran prompted with a slight tilt of his head and raised eyebrows. Yes, it was definitely trouble.

‘A boy down there fixed the water feed?’ Jasper offered. It may not be strictly true but he didn’t know how any of this worked and it was as likely an explanation as any.

‘A boy? What boy? How did he fix it?’ the master demanded, looking flustered that his imminent accusation appeared to be threatened with new facts.

‘I’ve never seen him before,’ Jasper said honestly, but twisting the facts to suit himself. ‘There was some sort of blockage down there.’

Master Veran took a deep, deep breath then glared at Jasper again for several seconds.

‘But before you went down there — what did you do?’

Jasper stared. ‘Umm... I looked at the sink and put the apron down...’

‘And...’

‘I tried the wooden lever but it didn’t work.’

‘Did you turn it off?’

Jasper could see where this was going. Visions of water shooting up to the roof of the cavern came rushing back to him. He shook his head.

‘And this was the result.’

The old man stepped to one side and Jasper could see that half the room was wet. Scrolls were laid out to dry and the floor was covered with puddles. There were even watermarks splattered all across the whitewashed walls. No wonder Greta was trying to distance herself from him.

Several of the scribes were still shaking water off scrolls and they glared at him silently.

‘I don’t think you’re suitable for training as a scribe,’ Master Veran snapped out bluntly. A small tick at the side of his left eye was marking time with his words and Jasper had to stop himself staring at it. He was about to shrug and leave when Greta caught his eye again. He sometimes wished he couldn’t read body language so well.

‘I’m really sorry, Master Veran. I’m very disappointed in myself and I wish I had been able to clean all the tools for you before you dismissed me. It would have been the least I could do.’

Jasper did his best to portray the character of a poor farm boy who had lost a chance at bettering himself but he was failing quickly. He dropped his gaze to the floor and started to back out of the room as he assumed that laughing at this point would give him away.

Master Veran had already turned away to bark orders at the closest scribe. ‘Journeyman Aster, now that the water is working you can go and clean the brushes and pens. Just remember that only a small lift of the lever is required until the tap is fixed or the water will shoot out into the room again!’ 

Jasper escaped to the corridor and ran before his mirth exploded from him. When he slowed down he wondered what he should do. Aimlessly wandering the corridors didn’t appeal so he decided there was only one place left to go.

It took three statues, and a lot of loitering in the corridors while people hurried past, before he found one that opened the secret passage. He slipped inside and fumbled around desperately looking for the switch to close it again and finally found it as he heard footsteps approaching. He stood there in the dark for a full minute while he waited for his heart to stop hammering so loudly. The footsteps had continued past without faltering and Jasper was sure that they hadn’t noticed the moving statue. 

After another minute he felt carefully around and discovered there was no lantern, nor any of the tinder sticks. He chastised himself for not taking the opportunity to steal a few from the room he slept in. Arthur would have beaten him for such a lapse in attention that years of soft living had brought about. 

His eyes were beginning to adjust a little and there was a glimmer of light ahead in the tunnel. Slowly, testing every footstep, he worked his way along the tunnel, passing grate after grate and finally finding the steps going up to the wooden trap door.

He felt a surge of relief when he pushed open the door and daylight nearly blinded him. It took another few seconds before his eyesight adjusted for the second time and it was only then that he noticed that the room was empty.

Jasper sank into a chair. He was tired, hungry and more than a little confused as to what to do next. He had no idea where to find anyone that he knew — except Greta —  and he couldn’t go back there.

A few minutes later he heard footsteps and the unmistakable scraping of the trap door starting to open. He tensed slightly and then relaxed as Dekon came up into the room.

‘What are you doing here?’ the warf asked. ‘I thought you were starting your apprenticeship as a scribe.’

‘That didn’t really go to plan,’ Jasper said with a wry smile and sat down. He couldn’t help licking his lips as he saw Dekon had a large plate piled high with sandwiches. ‘I had some problems with Master Veran.’

Dekon looked concerned as he put the plate down then took the top sandwich.

‘Vance isn’t going to like that,’ he said and shook his head. ‘I’d stay out of his way when he hears about it.’

Jasper wanted to argue the point that it wasn’t his fault at all but considering the rate at which the warf was eating the sandwiches he had a more pressing issue.

‘Any chance of getting one of those?’

Dekon looked a little reluctant to share but pushed the plate into the middle of the table and sat down. 

‘Aren’t you supposed to be watching the token images?’ Jasper asked between mouthfuls of the most delicious sandwich he had ever had. He didn’t know what was in it and he had no intention of asking in case it was something weird that might put him off.

‘I am,’ Dekon said and pulled the folded-up parchment from his pocket. He unfolded it on the table top and as Jasper had suspected, it could be shoved in a pocket without damaging it. The images were just as clear and amazing as before. ‘I only watch the images in case the person is just passing by so that I can see what they look like. I have this which tells me when a token has come close to someone who can help us. ‘

Dekon pulled at a leather cord around his neck and withdrew a small green stone shaped like an eye. Jasper looked at the stone and wondered how a necklace would tell the warf anything but things here seemed to be far more complicated than a simple explanation. Perhaps it talked.

‘What am I supposed to be helping with now that I’m in Elvale?’ Jasper asked. 

‘That’s for Vance to tell you and the council to decide if you’re the one,’ Dekon said with a shrug and he looked away as if he wanted to end that line of conversation. 

Jasper took another sandwich and noted that there was only one left. The warf certainly could eat fast.

‘Our shift is over later this evening. We spend a week here every month pretending to be training as scribes,’ Dekon said as he leaned back in his chair and stretched as he put his feet on the chair next to him. ‘It’s been a long week and an exciting one with your arrival. The next few days will be very busy.’

Dekon put his hands behind his head then closed his eyes and within a few seconds the warf was snoring gently.

Jasper scooped up the crumbs and a lone crust on the plate then pulled the parchment closer. He touched the top image that showed a white ceiling and stared at it for a while then changed to the first one. There were still people walking past but more casually as if out shopping instead of hurrying to or from work. He could hear the arguing voices in the background but they were so muted that they appeared to be quite far away.

A young boy stopped and looked in what Jasper had decided was a shop window. The boy’s gaze was not on the token but Jasper could see the desire in the boy’s eyes. Whatever he was looking at was something he really wanted. The way the boy had looked directly at one spot and nowhere else told Jasper that the boy had been there before. He knew what else was on offer and had no interest in anything but the one item.

Just as the boy sighed and looked about to leave, Jasper decided to test his theory. He looked up and saw the warf was still fast asleep. He wanted to shout into the image but figured that would wake the warf. Instead he began to whistle softly. A glance at the warf showed it had not disturbed him and Jasper whistled louder. It was the call of a bird, and one he had used frequently over the years as a warning to Arthur if someone was about to catch them stealing.

The boy took no notice and wandered off with his hand shoved in his pockets and his shoulders slouched. Jasper whistled a few more times but the people walking past did not stop.

He was about to move onto the next row, in Warfdon, but on a whim he decided to change back to the other terran one. The ceiling popped into view and Jasper whistled five times then stopped. Then he waited a minute and whistled five more times. He was about to close the image when it began to glow slightly around the edges. 

Jasper gulped. What had he done? He closed the image, and hoped that would stop it glowing, then pushed the parchment back to where the warf had left it. Even from across the table Jasper could see that it was still glowing around the smaller image.

Dekon’s eyes snapped open and he glared straight ahead as if woken from a disturbing dream. He flicked his gaze around the room then appeared to remember where he was and touched the pendant that was still sitting on the outside of his top. Jasper could see that the eye was vibrating. The warf’s attention flicked to the parchment and Jasper’s gaze followed his as he tried to look innocent.

‘What’s wrong?’ Jasper asked.

‘Wrong? Nothing,’ Dekon answered without looking up. ‘Come look. Someone has activated one of the last two terran tokens.’

Jasper walked around the table and looked over the warf’s shoulder. The image popped up to full view without Dekon touching it and began to glow brighter around the edges.

‘It’s just the ceiling still,’ Jasper commented, hoping the glow would fade. He spoke very softly. If there was someone who heard his whistling then they would hear them talking too!

‘Wait. They’re close.’ 

Jasper was pleased that Dekon had spoken just as softly.

A face popped into view on the parchment and Jasper almost leapt out of his new-old boots. It was an old man. A very, very old man and it was obvious that he was staring straight at the token. His watery blue eyes were looking at it as if discovering a lost treasure. He smiled broadly and his mostly toothless grin lit up his entire face.

‘There you are!’ the old muttered to himself.

‘Quick. We need to get to the storeroom!’ Dekon said and rolled up the scroll as he leapt from the chair.

‘Why?’ Jasper asked. He didn’t try to be quiet as the warf had yelled already and if the human ... terran had heard, then there was no point whispering.

‘In case he touches it. We can’t have him come through in here. There’s not enough room and everyone for miles around would hear it.’ Dekon was already half-way out the trap door and attempting to light a lantern as he ran down the steps. ‘We all wear these talismans and the traveller could arrive via any one of them. If we’re all together we can be sure where they will come through.’

They followed the tunnel and turned down the steps that led to the storeroom level.

‘It certainly is a busy week,’ Dekon was muttering to himself as he hurried down the steps so fast that Jasper wondered how he didn’t trip. 

Other footsteps could be heard behind them but Dekon did not appear worried as they emerged out into a dimly lit corridor. Dekon held the statue open as both Greta and Vance came tumbling out.

‘Where from?’ Vance asked. His clothes were crumpled and he looked as if he had just woken up.

‘Terra again,’ Dekon replied.

‘And there’s not a cloud in the sky,’ Greta muttered angrily. ‘How am I supposed to create a storm that fast?’

‘Get working on it then,’ Vance suggested with a frown. He took the parchment from Dekon and unrolled it as the four of them walked quickly to a room that Jasper recognised. It was the storeroom from last night.

The three lanterns lit the storeroom much better than the previous night and Vance spread the parchment out on the small table.

‘It’s an old man,’ he said, not looking very impressed. 

‘What good would he be?’ Greta added.

Jasper tried not to cringe when the old man’s face pulled back a little in surprise. ‘Who are you calling old?’

The room fell silent as the elf, terran and warf looked at each other.

‘He can hear us,’ Vance whispered.

‘Just like Jasper,’ Greta added quietly as her hands kept up a complicated dancing pattern in the air.

All three turned to stare at him and he gulped.

‘Get that storm ready,’ Vance told Greta without taking his eyes off Jasper. 

Thunder could be heard in the distance and Greta looked annoyed as she hissed back softly. ‘I can’t make it arrive too fast or people will suspect magic.’

Jasper looked at Greta with a curious expression. She was human... terran, just like him, yet she could do magic. Had she been able to before she came here? Her expression and concentration put him off asking but it did open the possibility that he might also have some magical skill. The idea excited him more than a little and he tried to hide the grin that it brought.

A loud tap-tapping sound brought all of their attention back to the parchment. The old man had backed up a little and Jasper could see him tapping on something a little way above the token. Glass. The token was in a display case.

‘I heard you talk before. Do it again! Nobody will believe me if you don’t,’ the old man demanded querulously. ‘They already think I’m mad.’

‘He can’t touch it,’ Jasper whispered to Vance. ‘It’s in a glass display cabinet.’

Vance looked and nodded in agreement. ‘Keep the storm ready just in case, Greta.’

‘Mr Jones! What are you doing out of bed?’

A woman’s voice came through the parchment image and the old man looked annoyed as he turned his head towards someone else who was out of sight of the token.

‘It’s my house. I can go where I want!’ the old man shouted angrily and his fist banged the glass surrounding the token. ‘I want this!’

Now Mr Jones’ finger was jabbing towards the token.

A tall woman, dressed in a nurse’s uniform, came into view. She looked stern but worried. ‘Let’s just get you back into bed, shall we? I don’t know how you made it down those stairs!’

‘I heard whistling,’ the old man insisted. 

‘Perhaps there was a bird in here,’ the woman said, looking around cautiously and ready to duck if one flew at her.

‘It wasn’t a bird. I used to whistle like that to my son.’

Jasper frowned. This definitely wasn’t Arthur. Besides he would only be in his late fifties by now and this old man looked to be at least ninety. How many fathers whistled that birdsong to their children?

‘I’ll show you.’ The old man puckered up his wizened old lips but nothing came out. He tried again and this time a weak and breathy tune emerged. It was the same one Jasper had whistled.

‘That’s more than enough,’ the nurse said as the old man seemed overcome by the effort of whistling. 

‘I want that token,’ the old man insisted. ‘I thought I had lost it a long time ago.’

Jasper wasn’t the only one to notice that the old man had called it a token. Confused looks were exchanged and Greta was glaring at Jasper as if this entire thing was his fault.

‘You know this collection has been sold. It will be removed in the next couple of months when the new owner has their facility finished.’

‘But... But...’ the old man looked confused. ‘I know it’s important but I can’t remember why.’

‘Now, now, there’s no need to upset yourself, Mr Jones. Let’s go and have a nice cup of tea.’ The nurse had taken hold of his shoulders and was steering him out of view. A few seconds later the image stopped glowing and shrank back to just one of many images on the parchment.

The storm outside was beginning to subside as Jasper watched Dekon pick up the parchment and roll it up.

‘This is going to be a very long report to write this week,’ Vance said as he walked across the storeroom with his hands held behind his back. He paced back again then a third time. Nobody spoke as they waited for him to finish his pacing. After several minutes of complete silence he stopped right next to Jasper.

‘Greta said you would be trouble.’

Jasper had no idea how to respond to that. He had been trouble everywhere he went in his life so far, so why would it be any different here. Defending himself would just making him look even more guilty so he just stood staring back at Vance.
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