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CHAPTER ONE

‘WANTED!’
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It was dark when Jaxon reached the village. He didn’t want to spend another night out on the road, sleeping in a bush, but he had to be careful. He looked longingly at the large boarding house on the main street as he kept to the shadows and crept through the village. There was something he had to check before he could go and ask for a room.

Jaxon made his way to the village square and headed for the large wooden board which stood in front of the local constable’s house. It was a long time since he had been to this village but the house was easy to spot by the wooden stocks, and the billboard, out front of it. 

The moon was just rising as he approached the billboard and began to search the notices posted there. A few seconds later his heart sank and all hopes of a comfortable bed were gone. He reached up and ripped down the notice that carried an exact likeness of his face. He stuffed it into his knapsack along with the other dozen he already had and sighed. It had been the same in every village for months. Just who was looking for him and why? He knew the words on the notice off by heart and it made him shiver just thinking about it.

“Wanted! 100 gold coins reward is offered for returning this boy to Pinehill.”

Hearing a door slam along the street, Jaxon melted back into the shadows and quickly headed for the outskirts of the village. He spent an uncomfortable night in a clump of bushes and continued north towards the village he had once called home.

By the middle of the next afternoon he was dripping with sweat as he squinted ahead into the distance. This road seemed endless and there wasn’t a single tree to escape the harsh sun. He had forgotten how hot the north was. He was itchy and uncomfortable in his damp dark-brown woollen shirt.

A soft croaking noise made him stop and look back with a sigh of irritation. A small green and yellow dragon lay on the hard-baked mud that formed the main north road. His small wings were spread out and huge green eyes looked hopefully at Jaxon.

‘For the last time, I am not carrying you, Smokey!’ Jaxon snapped and slicked back his damp short black hair with his hand. ‘It’s probably your fault that we’re out here in the first place. What did you steal to make someone angry enough to put up wanted posters of me?’

Smokey looked up with a mute apology but Jaxon wasn’t fooled. Before he could suggest that Smokey fly ahead to see how far the next town was he heard a welcome sound.

‘A wagon!’ Jaxon exclaimed with a sigh of relief as the creaking wagon came closer. Then he looked sternly at the little dragon who had not moved even a wingtip so far. ‘And you’ll keep out of sight this time. You know how people feel about dragons around here. I should have left you back down South.’

Smokey’s face drooped into a sad expression as he got up and dragged himself over to the young boy. Jaxon took the knapsack off his back and lay it on the ground then loosened the leather strips that held it closed. The dragon crept inside without even a croak of complaint and lay motionless.

‘Oh alright, I’m sorry I said that,’ Jaxon said grumpily as he lifted the knapsack again and tied the strips loosely to allow the dragon some air. ‘I’d have been lonely without you.’

A satisfied croak, which sounded very much like a laugh, made Jaxon shake his head in disbelief. Why did he always fall for the little dragon’s acts? The approaching wagon made him forget the dragon for as he stepped to the side of the road and waved at the driver. It was a hay wagon and Jaxon was glad he put Smokey in the knapsack. A dragon would definitely not get a lift on a hay wagon!

The wagon slowed to a stop as the long-haired farmer eyed Jaxon critically from under his broad-brimmed hat. ‘Where you going boy?’

‘Pinehill, Sir. Is it far?’ Jaxon asked politely.

‘It is on foot,’ the farmer remarked bluntly and chewed noisily on a piece of straw as he shook his head. ‘It’s about half a day’s walk from here.’

‘Could I ride on your wagon?’ Jaxon asked as he felt a trickle of sweat run down his face.

‘You’re a bit young to be on your own.’ The farmer was looking around as if to see if he was being tricked into an ambush then he looked at Jaxon and lowered his eyebrows into a deep frown. ‘You look familiar.’

‘I’m almost twelve, sir,’ Jaxon replied. He avoided looking directly at the farmer. Maybe he had seen the notice back in the last village?

‘Guess I can’t leave you out here in the sun. Must be my day for picking up strays.’ The farmer shrugged and pointed to the back of the wagon with his piece of straw. ‘I’m going to Pinehill so you might as well come with me.’

Jaxon nodded gratefully and hurried to the back of the wagon. He jumped in amongst the hay bales and saw the reason for the farmer’s comment about strays. Another boy lay asleep in the corner of the wagon where a bale of hay had broken open. He had spiky blond hair and a dozen freckles across his nose. He was dressed far better for the heat with a loose white cotton shirt, that was none too clean, and thin brown baggy trousers. The boy’s eyes opened as the wagon started off with a jerk and he stared curiously at Jaxon.

Jaxon placed the knapsack behind a bale of hay to keep it out of the boy’s sight and returned the stare. The boy sat up suddenly and grinned.

‘I’m Sef,’ he announced loudly. ‘I’m going to Pinehill. I’ve never even been out of my village before. You should wear a hat you know. I’ve heard that too much sun makes you sick. Did you know that a wizard lives in Pinehill? I had a pet frog last year.’

Jaxon stared, surprised by the sudden burst of unrelated information. Sef was grinning back at him and looked to be about to launch into another speech.

‘I’m Jaxon,’ he said. 

‘I saw the notice when I went into the village to get some soap for my sister. I wasn’t supposed to go on my own but ...’ 

Jaxon interrupted to prevent another flood of information ‘What sort of notice?’ He felt his heart skip a beat. Was this boy was talking about the one offering a hundred gold pieces for turning him in? He glanced at the back of the wagon to make sure there was an easy escape.

Sef pulled a crumpled up piece of parchment from his pocket and flattened it against his thigh. Then he turned it so that Jaxon could see.

‘Oh, it’s for an apprentice,’ Jaxon said with a grunt that was almost a laugh. He relaxed back into the straw and smiled. He was safe for now. 

‘Yeah and I’m going to be a wizard,’ Sef said with a huge grin. ‘It’s going to be fun!’

‘Fun? Being a wizard?’ Jaxon couldn’t help the outburst as he recalled all the ‘fun’ he’d had since he began training to be a wizard. ‘It’s fun if you like doing all those menial tasks that people don’t want to do by hand. Sure, they pay you, but mucking out a pigpen with magic is just as smelly and disgusting as it is by hand.’

Lately he hadn’t done much magic though. Ever since the notices started appearing he hadn’t dared to. Magic made a noise, a sort of vibration that other wizards were trained to hear. Every time he used it lately black-robed men turned up and started snooping around. He assumed they were the ones putting up the notices and he was too scared to even light a candle any more.

‘You’re a wizard?’ Sef’s jaw dropped open as he stared at Jaxon as if he’d just grown horns.

‘Sort of,’ Jaxon said with a sigh. ‘I didn’t quite finish my studies.’

‘Maybe you could come with me and earn your cloak?’ Sef seemed highly excited and he shoved the parchment into Jaxon’s hand. 

Jaxon read it, even though he had no intention of even considering it.

WANTED :  Apprentice wizard required... Apply at the Wizard’s Tower in person.

Wizard Argus

Pinehill

Jaxon screwed up his nose as memories of being apprenticed to Wizard Argus came flooding back. It had been a dream come true for him as a ten-year-old when Wizard Argus had asked to train him. But a year later it had all fallen apart and he had been banished from his own village. 

‘I don’t think he’d be interested in taking me on,’ Jaxon said politely.

‘Are you sure?’ Sef asked in surprise.

‘I’m sure!’ Jaxon stated bluntly and threw the notice onto the hay-strewn wagon. 

‘I don’t think he would turn you away. There are so few fully-trained wizards these days and everybody wants one in their village,’ Sef persisted. ‘Without training, everyone’s natural magic just isn’t enough to do the things a wizard can do. Lately even the smallest thing doesn’t even work for most people I know.’

Jaxon didn’t answer. He just stared at the spiky haired boy with a pained expression as he remembered being sent away by his master. It had been almost a year ago but it seemed like yesterday. 

Sef finally realised that Jaxon didn’t want to talk about it and looked a little confused. He picked up the notice and shoved it in his pocket then pulled a leather knapsack from the hay next to him. He took out a huge slice of bacon and egg pie and a handful of biscuits. ‘You hungry?’

‘Sort of,’ Jaxon replied vaguely. He’d eaten yesterday but had nothing so far today. The sight and smell of the food was making him even hungrier but he wasn’t sure if he was being offered it or not.

‘Help yourself then,’ Sef said and threw the knapsack to Jaxon. 

He caught it with one hand and stared at what was still in it. Another two pieces of pie, fruit and even some toffees, sticky and lumped together from the heat.

‘Food!’ A soft groan from Smokey reminded Jaxon that his dragon hadn’t eaten today either.

‘Can I give some to my dragon?’ Jaxon asked softly so that the farmer wouldn’t hear him.

‘You’ve got a dragon?’ Sef literally leapt to his feet and spoke far too loudly for Jaxon’s liking. 

‘Oiy, sit down back there or you’ll tip the wagon!’ The farmer, who couldn’t be seen over the hay bales, shouted back to them.

‘Can I see your dragon?’ Sef sat down but the excited look on his face said he wouldn’t be sitting still for long unless he saw the dragon.

‘If you keep quiet,’ Jaxon said, knowing it wasn’t really a good idea to let Smokey out. The dragon was so excited by the smell of the food that his head was already sticking out the top of the knapsack and he was sniffing deeply.

‘Ohhh, a green. That means it’s a boy doesn’t it? Does he eat pie? Can I hold him? Will he bite? Dragons come from the South don’t they? Where did you get him from?’ Sef’s stream of questions didn’t stop as he held out a piece of the pie to the dragon. ‘I wanted a dragon but father said they were just pests and good for nothing.’

‘Yes, Smokey’s a boy, but girls can be green as well, and no he won’t bite,’ Jaxon answered and then took a big bite of pie himself. His throat was so dry though that he had trouble swallowing and gratefully took the flask that Sef offered. ‘Most dragons are from the south. I bought a dragon egg from some travelling gypsies when I was nine. It was money I had been saving for years but I just couldn’t resist the green and gold egg. A little while later Smokey hatched.’

‘Why do you call him Smokey?’ Sef asked as he fed an entire piece of pie to the dragon and then tipped some water into his cupped hand for Smokey to drink.

‘He can’t make flames, just smoke,’ Jaxon muttered through a full mouth. ‘Don’t let him drink too fast, or he’ll get...’ He broke off with a huge sigh as the little dragon started to hiccup loudly.

‘He’s got the hiccups!’ Sef exclaimed, seeming delighted by anything the dragon did.

Jaxon took one last bite of pie and then handed the knapsack back to Sef.

‘It was nice to meet you but I think I’ll be getting off very soon,’ Jaxon said as he grabbed hold of Smokey’s tail and pulled him across the hay strewn wagon. ‘I hope you enjoy being an apprentice wizard.’

‘Why are you getting off the wagon?’ Sef looked upset and confused as he stared at Jaxon.

Before Jaxon could explain, Smokey’s hiccups got even louder and then he began to belch smoke with each hiccup.

‘It happens every time he gets the hiccups and I don’t think the farmer will believe that he doesn’t produce flames.’

Two more hiccups later, just as Jaxon was trying to push Smokey back into his knapsack, the farmer saw the smoke and pulled the wagon to a shuddering halt.

‘What’s going on back there?’ the farmer bellowed as he hurried to the back of his wagon. ‘Who’s burning my hay?’

‘It’s just my dragon,’ Jaxon called back as he tried to explain. Smokey had refused to go in the knapsack and the farmer would see him in a few seconds anyway. He held Smokey’s mouth shut, hoping it would stop the hiccups. ‘He just has the hiccups. He won’t burn the hay.’

‘You brought a dragon onto my wagon!’ The farmer glared at Jaxon as he spotted Smokey, who hiccuped again and a fresh plume of smoke rose from the dragon’s nostrils when it couldn’t escape his closed mouth.

‘He won’t cause any damage,’ Jaxon said but he knew his chances of convincing the farmer were slim.

‘Get off!’ the farmer shouted.

Jaxon sighed, picked up Smokey and jumped down from the wagon. 

‘You too!’ The farmer glared at Sef. ‘You’ve probably got one hidden as well.’

‘But he had nothing to do with it,’ Jaxon argued. He wasn’t sure he wanted the talkative boy to get off the hay wagon as he was sure to become irritating very quickly. But the farmer wasn’t listening so Sef picked up his small leather knapsack and jumped off the wagon as well.

‘That’s the last time I pick up travellers.’ The farmer glared at them both one more time and strode back to the driving seat.

The wagon started off at its slow pace again, pulling away as they stood and stared after it. Smokey hiccuped again and looked apologetic. 

‘Smokey bad?’ the dragon whimpered.

‘It’s not your fault. Go fly for a while, that usually gets rid of your hiccups,’ Jaxon suggested with a sigh. There was no point in getting angry with the little dragon. ‘And see how far away Pinehill is.’

Smokey took off effortlessly and soared high into the sky. Occasional puffs of smoke told that his hiccups had not gone yet and the two boys started walking.

‘Sorry about losing you that lift,’ Jaxon said as he watched the dragon fly out of sight.

‘That’s okay, I don’t think it will matter if I take an extra day to get there. I’m going to be twelve next summer. I didn’t know dragons could talk. I want to be an archer, but I guess I’d need to learn how to shoot an arrow first. Will Smokey come back soon?’ Sef’s questions just kept coming and Jaxon didn’t even attempt to answer any of them. Sef seemed happy just to be talking and didn’t seem to need an answer.

Finally Sef ran out of questions and he fell blissfully silent. They walked for ten minutes before Smokey came back into sight high above them. He landed just in front of them and collapsed dramatically on the ground. Jaxon ignored the act but Sef rushed forward and scooped up the little dragon.

‘The poor thing looks exhausted. Can I carry him?’ Sef asked in concern.

‘That’s exactly what he wants,’ Jaxon said with a slow drawl and shot a look of disgust at the dragon. Smokey looked ashamed for a second but returned to his exhausted expression as soon as Sef looked down at him. 

‘What’s he carrying?’ Sef asked and pointed to a sparkling object clasped tightly between his front claws.

Jaxon leaned closer and saw a blue gem-studded jewel box, about the size of his own palm, then glared angrily at the little dragon. ‘You’ve been stealing again!’

Smokey looked away and pretended not to hear as he desperately tried to cover the jewel box with his small clawed feet.

‘Give it here,’ Jaxon demanded. Smokey ignored Jaxon for a few more seconds and then released the treasure with a huge sigh. Jaxon took it and stared at it in shock as he recognised the jewel box. ‘It’s Argus’s Charm Box!’
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CHAPTER TWO

‘RETURNING HOME’
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Jaxon dared a sideways glance at Sef to see if the blond haired boy had heard his slipup but Sef didn’t seem to have noticed. The little dragon looked sadly at the jewel box and then at Sef as if expecting the boy to get it back for him.

‘Well, is it far to the village?’ Jaxon asked, wondering how he was going to return his old master’s box without being seen.

‘Sunset.’

The single word was said with a huge sigh and Smokey’s head flopped back onto Sef’s arm where he promptly fell asleep.

‘What’s in it?’ Sef asked as he looked at the jewel box, which Jaxon was still holding.

‘I’m not looking. It doesn’t belong to us,’ Jaxon commented dryly. He knew exactly what was in the wizard’s box but he wasn’t going to open it a second time. He put the bright jewel box in his knapsack and shook his head at the sight of Sef carrying Smokey.

Several hours later Sef was looking less than enthusiastic about carrying the sleeping dragon and Jaxon figured Sef had learnt his lesson.

‘Give him here,’ Jaxon said, holding out his hands to take the dragon. ‘One thing you need to learn about dragons is that they are crafty and devious. They’ll do anything to save themselves any effort.’

Sef handed Smokey over and shook his arms to bring feeling back into them.

‘He’s heavier than he looks,’ Sef said with a shake of his head. ‘He can sure sleep for a long time.’

‘He’s not asleep,’ Jaxon snorted and dropped the dragon without warning. Smokey’s eyes snapped open, clear and bright, and his wings opened to slow his fall.

‘He’s been faking all this time!’ Sef said in surprise.

‘Dragons aren’t to be trusted,’ Jaxon said with a laugh at the hurt expression on the boy’s face. ‘I guess that’s why so many people don’t like them.’

‘I still like him,’ Sef said with a grin. ‘He’s pretty clever to trick me like that.’

‘He’s clever alright,’ Jaxon agreed. ‘Sometimes too clever.’

Jaxon glanced nervously at a stone tower rising beyond the trees in the distance. Smokey flew off towards it.

They fell into a comfortable silence again as the trees drew nearer. Smokey hadn’t come back but Jaxon knew the little dragon was capable of looking after himself.

The sun was about to set as they reached the trees and several buildings. A gust of air made Jaxon duck then he realised it was just Smokey. The little dragon landed a few paces in front of them and his green eyes glowed in the dusk.

‘I suppose you’ve come back because you’re hungry?’ Jaxon asked with a raised eyebrow. Smokey tried to look innocent but his nose was following the knapsack that Sef still carried.

Sef seemed to be learning fast as he made no offer of food to the little dragon and kept walking towards the buildings up ahead. He stopped when he reached the first one and shook his head.

‘How am I going to find Pinehill Tower in the dark?’ 

‘Wait till daytime and I’ll show you the way,’ Jaxon suggested.

‘You know where it is?’ Sef asked in surprise.

‘I used to live in this town,’ Jaxon replied as he looked up the all too familiar street. It looked the same as when he left a year ago. Even in this lower class area of town the streets were swept and clean. Jaxon paused as he breathed in the familiar smells of his past.

‘So why can’t you take me there now?’ Sef asked, looking around the street nervously as if expecting to be set upon any minute.

‘It’s best not to arrive at night,’ Jaxon advised him. ‘Morning would be better.’

‘But I can’t afford a room for the night.’ Sef sounded nervous. 

‘Don’t worry, there are lots of places to sleep safely around here,’ Jaxon assured Sef as he grabbed Smokey and pulled Sef back into an alley. Several youths were walking down the street towards them and one of them was one of his older brothers, Denny. Until he knew who was putting up the Wanted posters Jaxon wanted to keep out of sight. It couldn’t be his parents. They didn’t have 100 gold coins. Besides they were embarrassed when he failed as a wizard and probably pleased to see him go. 

Daylight faded completely as Jaxon led Sef through dozens of back alleys. The shadows made Sef nervous but Jaxon welcomed them. The darkness hid his identity. Jaxon wasn’t surprised to find that he had automatically gone straight to his parents’ house in the middle-class part of town. He paused across the street and looked at the welcoming candlelit front window.
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