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CHAPTER ONE

Attacked
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‘I don’t think anyone followed us.’ Dekon stared into the pitch black of the night as the dragon ship hung in the sky. ‘I guess we can call that a successful escape from the black queen.’

They may have escaped but Jasper wasn’t sure if the rescue itself was a success or not. 

‘I suppose so,’ he mumbled in return. 

Yes, they freed Vance, Dekon and Djon, but what about the other prisoners of the black queen? He had not even tried to rescue them or to defeat the queen while they were so close.

All he had done so far was attempt to undo the damage he had caused since he arrived. Nothing more. And on top of that there were now three immense dragons loose in Elvale.

‘Do you think the dragons would bother to follow us?’ Dekon mused as if hearing Jasper’s thoughts. ‘They seemed quite keen to leave when they saw the white dragon.’

‘Let’s hope they don’t come looking for us.’ Jasper’s mind turned to Shadow and the form of the white dragon he had taken. Was his magic still split off by Leo’s spell? If not, that might mean his genie-curse was back. In some ways that might be useful but so far it hadn’t been. 

He flicked another look around the ship in the darkness and hoped to see a small black rat or scruffy dog. He’d even be happy for a bird or a butterfly! But it was very dark and he could only just make out his exhausted companions as they slumbered where they could. He had a feeling that Shadow was gone as he hadn’t seen the magical creature in any form at all since they arrived at the Blue Isles. If that’s where they were. 

‘It’s very warm here,’ Jasper commented. ‘I thought it was winter.’

‘We must be a long way south for it to be so warm,’ Dekon suggested. ‘I haven’t heard of these Blue Isles Djon was on about though.’

Djon had seemed convinced that he was home and had shouted about returning to the Blue Isles. Jasper considered unrolling the map and asking it where they were but that might wake everyone up as it spoke loudly.

‘I wish I had something to eat,’ Dekon said with a wistful sigh. Jasper did not need to turn to know that nothing happened as the warf sighed deeper.

The ship had hung in the air, drifting only slightly in the wind, since they appeared here in the middle of the night. It was far too dark to see what lay below and they had no choice but to wait for morning. Jasper and Dekon had offered to take the first watch and nobody argued. 

Far below, Jasper could hear waves lapping against rocks or the shore but they weren’t very loud so either the waves were small or the balloon ship was quite high up. Nobody woke to relieve their watch so Jasper walked back and forth along the ship to keep himself awake. Dekon’s leg was too sore for much walking so he sat and chatted occasionally. 

Every few passes Jasper checked on Djon. He appeared to be sleeping but Jasper knew it was something more serious than a nap. The old wizard had collapsed and they could not wake him. He was still breathing, just, and since none of them had any medical knowledge the best they could do was make him comfortable and hope he slept off whatever ailed him.

The sun was just starting to colour the horizon when a thud and a rip high above Jasper made him jump. Something had hit the balloon that kept the ship airborne.

‘What was that?’ Dekon asked.

‘I don’t know.’ Jasper peered up at the balloon that hung above the ship. ‘A bird?’

Jasper looked over the rail and saw the ship hung well above a cluster of islands just offshore from a large mainland. He did not know much about Elvale yet but what he knew matched nothing he could see. There was a much larger land mass on the other side of the ship but it was still too dark to make out much of it.

Another thud and rip at the other end of the balloon made him jump again and his suspicion rose sharply. Two misguided birds was unlikely. A slight whistling noise drew his attention and in the early dawn light he saw something spinning fast towards him. He ducked, and it just missed him. 

‘What’s going on?’ Greta woke as he stumbled back and almost landed on her.

‘Something is attacking the ship,’ he replied and searched around for the object that had almost hit him. It took a few seconds to find it and he held it on his open palm. The sun had risen higher and he could see clearly even though there was little colour yet.

‘A starfish?’ Greta queried and she bit back a laugh. ‘A starfish attacked you?’

Jasper looked at the long-dead starfish and although he could see the humour he did not feel like laughing. ‘Yes, but who threw it?’

Greta’s mirth died instantly as another starfish whistled through the air and the sharp edges ripped through the balloon. The ship lurched down as air escaped the balloon and that woke everyone except Djon. Vance ran to the side of the ship and dodged sideways as a starfish grazed past his head. 

‘They’re coming from the other side too,’ Dekon yelled.

Jasper was on his feet but keeping low beneath the relative safety of the sides of the ship. A face appeared above the rail and for less than a second it stared at Jasper. Then it vanished. 

He blinked. Had he imagined it? Was it Shadow in yet another form? The eyes had been green so it was possible, but he had a feeling that it was not Shadow. It had been a girl and at first she had looked angry, then confused.

‘I think it’s stopped,’ Vance said as he held the rail to keep steady as the ship continued to sink.

Jasper was hesitant to mention the face as they were still a fair way above the ground. If there was someone looking over, then they would still be on the side of the ship. He leaned over the side cautiously but there was no sign of anyone clinging to the ship. Then he noticed the water below was getting closer at an alarming rate.

‘Hold on, we’re about to hit the water!’ he yelled.

A jarring thump announced that they had landed and the force of it threw Jasper backwards. 

‘That wasn’t as bad as the last crash,’ Greta said as she steadied herself and peered over the side.

‘Really?’ Vance queried. He joined her as the ship bobbed back and forth on the waves from the impact.

‘This was water, not land.’ Jasper stood up, dusted himself off and looked up. The balloon was still deflating, and it sagged to one side of the ship. ‘I don’t think we’ll be able to repair that.’

He walked over to where Dekon was kneeling by Djon and it didn’t appear that the impact had harmed the old man.

‘I wish the balloon was fixed,’ Greta said firmly and looked at Jasper with an expectant look. Nothing happened. Jasper shrugged as his magic was unreliable at best and Greta did not look surprised. ‘So is your pet rat still around?’

Jasper shook his head. ‘No, I haven’t seen him since we were at the castle.’

‘Maybe your magic will come back later,’ Vance said hopefully. ‘Perhaps the old wizard wished us here?’

‘Unlikely.’ Jasper looked at the old man. ‘He wouldn’t have survived the journey, and we’d all be starving. It was some other magic that transported us here.’

Vance looked confused but Dekon nodded in agreement. ‘Although I am a bit hungry.’

‘You’re always hungry,’ Jasper remarked.

‘At least the boat floats.’ Dekon was peering over the rail at the islands. ‘So what was up with all the flying starfish?’

Jasper knew he had to mention the face even if it made him sound slightly mad. ‘I saw a face peering over the rail. It was a young girl.’

‘So a girl was throwing them from way down here then jumped up to look at us?’ Greta didn’t look convinced but then she shrugged. ‘Why not, it’s not the maddest thing I’ve heard since I came here.’

‘First thing we need to do is work out where we are. Who has the map?’ Vance held out his hand and Jasper gave it to him. Vance unravelled it and he stared at the blank parchment. ‘So how does it work?’

‘Tell it what you want to see,’ Dekon replied and came to look. ‘Map. Show the Blue Isles.’

Nothing happened. Vance and Dekon looked at each other and then at Jasper.

‘Map. Please show the Blue Isles,’ Jasper requested.

‘Blue Isles. Equatorial lands of Elvale.’ The map’s scratchy voice surprised Vance, and he almost dropped it. Even from across the ship Jasper could see a cluster of islands appear on the map and small x marked their position. 

‘Directions to Dragon Tower please.’ Jasper guessed it might be the quickest way to work out where they were. An extremely long line appeared on the map and even the landmasses were small. Towns or cities were just dots with no names.

‘Head north. Three days by boat, then...’ the map paused. ‘Walking or Wagon?’

‘Wagon.’ Jasper said with a shrug. They had no way to get there, anyway. He recognised one landmass. It was the black continent. They were well south of it and with the water gone from the surrounding sea there was no way to sail back.

‘Three days by wagon.’

Just to prove his point he tried another destination.

‘Map. Directions to Fool’s Landing, please.’

The image on the map changed, but it was still quite a distance. ‘Head north-east. One day by boat.’

‘Fool’s Landing?’ Dekon looked at him in shock then stared at the map. ‘That’s where we were before...’

‘Yes, and I reckon that big black landmass over there is where the warves are,’ Jasper added. The sun had risen fully above the horizon now and there was a large mountain visible on the distant continent.

‘I have to work out how to get to them.’ Dekon stared at the mountain with a sad expression.

‘We have other priorities just now.’ Vance gave the map to Greta then unfolded the token parchment. ‘We need to find the dragons and ask them to help us.’

‘I don’t think they will.’ Greta did not look convinced by Vance’s suggestion. ‘They seemed very aggressive.’ 

‘Shouldn’t three of the dragon images have gone?’ Jasper looked closer at the parchment. The first three of the dragon images were slightly hazy.

Greta shook her head. ‘Not until we return the tokens to their case back at the tower. Until then we can see what the token sees.’

Jasper nodded, remembering how Dekon had known where to find him the day he arrived at Dragon Tower. There was nothing much to see in the images apart from what looked like rocks and shadows. He squinted harder and saw the silver dragon in one image. The terran girl was asleep on the ground a good distance from the large dragon.

‘We also have to get this and the pendants back to Dragon Tower.’ Vance looked worried as he folded the token parchment up and shoved it in his pocket. 

‘Well, we won’t be sailing there,’ Jasper replied.

‘We do have a boat,’ Greta pointed out.

‘Yes, but you need water for a boat to sail in; and sails.’ Dekon pointed to the sea. ‘The water is only about a foot deep and it gets shallower out towards the black continent.’

‘Then there’s just mud, mud and more mud.’ Jasper turned his nose up at the memory of skimming over the mud. ‘Maybe we can make a skimmer but you’re all forgetting something. Djon.’

They all turned to look at the old wizard who looked to be sleeping peacefully. 

‘He said this was his home,’ Greta commented. ‘We should find someone to help him before we go racing off again.’

Jasper looked at the islands and dismissed them instantly. There were no plumes of smoke to show anyone inhabited them. The only sign of life was coming from the mainland beyond the islands. Small wafts of smoke and a very faint smell of cooking drifted from it. Although that could just be his imagination!

‘Maybe we should take him to Wizdom.’ Jasper thought it and said it at the same time. He exchanged a look with Dekon. ‘I’m sure Arlo can help him.’

Dekon did not look as keen on the idea. ‘There’s a problem with that. To keep the black queen from using Arlo’s stone, I had to turn it into gold so she wouldn’t know what it was. It might not work.’

‘Why do you need the elf stone to get there?’ Vance asked.

‘I’ll show you,’ Jasper offered and took the map from Greta. ‘Map. Please show directions to Wizdom.’

‘That destination is classified. Please choose another destination.’

‘Without Arlo to confirm our request the map won’t show us the way.’ Jasper placed the golden stone on the map and they waited for a dozen tense seconds. Nothing happened. No blue elf appeared. Dekon picked it up and pocketed it with a sigh and Jasper rolled up the map.

‘Can you make it blue again?’ Greta asked.

Dekon sighed. ‘I can change most things to silver or gold but not the other way.’

‘I wish the stone was blue,’ Greta said firmly and looked hopefully at Jasper. Dekon took it out again but it was still golden.

‘Can you take the ship closer to the mainland?’ Vance asked.

Greta looked over the railing and nodded. ‘As long as there is enough water to float the ship.’

She went to the rear of the ship and with a wriggle of her fingers a breeze sprung up. The sagging balloon envelope wafted ineffectually, and the ship did not move. Greta held up one hand to stop any comments.

‘Just give me a minute.’

There was more hand waving and a moment later the ship creaked as it lurched forward. It sloshed from side to side as it went and Jasper felt like he was inside a washing machine. He looked at Greta and she shrugged.

‘It’s meant to fly, not float and I don’t know how long it will even do that.’

Progress was slow, but the ship moved towards the mainland.

‘Even I could walk faster than this,’ Dekon muttered and pointed to his injured leg.

The ship jarred to a halt a second later and Jasper looked over the side. ‘The water is too shallow. We’ve run aground.’

Vance looked at Dekon. ‘I guess you get to walk the rest of the way after all.’

Jasper studied the land and shallow water ahead. There was still one more small island between them and the mainland. They didn’t have a clear view of what awaited them but he breathed in deeply and was now certain he could smell fresh bread. There was definitely someone living nearby.

‘Perhaps it’s best that we don’t arrive in the black queen’s ship anyway,’ Greta commented. ‘If they know about her we don’t want to get off on the wrong foot.’

‘You’re right. We don’t want them seeing the ship,’ Dekon agreed and looked at her strangely as if he hadn’t grasped her meaning entirely. ‘And speaking of feet. I can limp along but what do we do with Djon? Do we throw him off the side then carry him?’

‘Maybe it’s best if you stay here with Djon,’ Vance said, but it was more of a statement than a suggestion. ‘The rest of us will fetch help.’

‘Who put you in charge? Why should I stay?’ Dekon grumbled.

Vance stared at the warf for a second then looked down at the injured leg. Dekon muttered to himself as he limped back towards Djon. 

Jasper was happy for Vance to take the lead of their small party. He wanted no responsibility from now on as he had proven without a doubt that he would just cause more trouble. He looked around hoping to see Shadow but there was no sign of him.

Vance, Greta and Jasper climbed over the rail and let themselves down the side of the ship with ropes. They splashed into the water and Jasper felt it seep into his boots instantly. His eyebrows rose as it was surprisingly warm.

‘We could walk most of the way around the edge of the island,’ Greta suggested. She looked up at the steep cliffs that surrounded the island. Jasper had seen similar ones before when they went in search of Djon. 

‘The water used to be a lot higher,’ Jasper commented, then looked up at the ship. ‘Dekon, throw the ropes down please.’

‘Are we expecting the tide to come in again?’ Vance asked with a slightly nervous glance out to the flat, very shallow sea beyond. ‘We might get caught with nowhere to go.’

‘I don’t think that’s likely,’ Jasper replied. He pointed to the cliffs where small bushes and grasses had taken hold over the years since the water had receded. Small colonies of birds roosted in the uneven cliff face and did not appear concerned by the appearance of the ship or people.

Vance looked up at Dekon’s head that was only just visible over the rail. ‘We’ll be back before dark.’

‘Bring food,’ Dekon replied before vanishing from sight.

The water lapped gently at the rocky cliffs and Jasper left his boots on. There were sharp rocks poking up here and there and he didn’t fancy getting cut.

They squelched around the island until the black queen’s ship was completely out of sight. Jasper kept an eye out for the face he had seen at the rail. Whoever the girl was he doubted she had just given up her attack because she had run out of ammunition. Perhaps she was watching and waiting to attack again or had she gone back to her people on the mainland to warn them?

‘Stop here,’ Vance said, holding out a hand. ‘I can hear something.’

Jasper let his feet sink into the mud and listened. Yes, there were sounds on the wind. Was it a flock of birds? It was hard to separate out the noises but a second later a single, high-pitched scream pierced the air.

It was definitely a girl. Was it their earlier attacker?  Another scream, desperate and terrified, rent the air and Jasper dashed past the others.

Whoever it was, they needed help.
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CHAPTER TWO

Fairy Eggs

[image: ]




Birds. They flew in every direction and dove at Jasper as he ran. To his right was a large expanse of low water between the island and the mainland. Ahead of him was a very familiar looking craft. A skimmer. A quick glance told him it was made of different material but the purpose appeared to be the same. 

‘I don’t see anyone,’ Vance said from behind him.

‘Up there!’ Greta shouted and pointed to the island cliff.

Birds screeched and dove as Jasper looked up. A girl clung to the rocks by one hand and swung perilously. She was a long way up and a fall from that height would not end well even with the soft mud to land on.

The girl appeared to be alone, and a broken egg at the bottom of the cliff gave a clue why she was up so high. Jasper saw a make-shift camp in a small alcove near the skimmer, and the pitiful remains of an attempted fire lay at the entrance.

‘Greta, can you send some wind to make the birds go away?’ Jasper yelled as he tugged off his boots and began to climb. ‘Vance, catch her if she falls.’

His mind focused on the next handhold then he glanced up to check where the girl was. Not that he was likely to miss her as she was crying out frequently. The birds had finally stopped swooping at him as Greta’s magic sent them soaring on unexpected updrafts. The wind helped Jasper as well and seemed to give him a shove as he worked his way up.

‘Stay still,’ Jasper called out to the girl as he came up beside her and steadied himself on a narrow ledge. 

The girl turned to stare at him and she was shocked into silence. No, this wasn’t the small, green-eyed girl that had thrown starfish at them. Jasper reached out and grabbed her around the waist and pulled her to the small ledge.

The girl collapsed to the ledge and immediately began to sob. ‘I wanted to show them... Branson said I was too young, too weak.’

‘Perhaps we can talk when we get back down?’ Jasper suggested. ‘Can you get down from here?’

She nodded, and he noticed her hands were cut and bruised. The girl wore stiff-looking shoes that were no doubt the reason she had lost her footing. He pointed at them. ‘You might want to take them off if you don’t want to slip again.’

She did as she was told and dropped her shoes to the mud below. The climb down was a lot slower, and it surprised Jasper how high they had been. By the time he reached the soft mud he was tired and several cuts on his feet stung as the watery mud seeped into them.

‘Thank you,’ the girl said as she picked up her shoes and sat on her skimmer. She looked miserable and sad. ‘I guess this means I’ve failed. Did Mother send you to find me?’

The three companions looked at each other and shook their heads. ‘No, we don’t know your mother.’

The girl looked suspiciously at them. ‘You’re not from Avonside?’

‘No,’ Jasper confirmed.

She drew in a sharp breath and looked at them keenly with a sparkle of hope in her eyes. ‘You’re not fairies are you?’ 

‘Fairies?’ Greta asked and both her eyebrows rose in surprise.

‘No, I guess you would have flown up to save me if you were, and I don’t see any wings,’ she said and appeared disappointed. ‘So if you’re not fairies and you didn’t come from Avonside, why are you here?’

‘Perhaps we should start over,’ Vance suggested. ‘I’m Vance, this is Greta and Jasper.’

‘I’m Isanjelle,’ the girl sighed deeply. ‘Daughter of the High Councillor. Call me Isa.’

‘We have a friend who needs help, Isa,’ Jasper told her. ‘Could we borrow your skimmer to take him to... Avonside?’

Isa frowned. ‘But I can’t go back until I’ve found a fairy egg.’

‘A fairy egg?’ Greta looked like she was holding back a laugh.

‘My brothers told me they would take me on their next adventure if I found a fairy egg. I can’t go back without one,’ Isa replied with a tense expression.

‘And you expected to find one here?’ Vance asked and glared at Greta who was losing the fight against her mirth.

‘The fairies live on one of the islands but I thought they might hide their eggs among the birds to keep them safe.’

‘Fairies actually live here?’ Vance’s expression became more serious.

Greta’s laugh died on her lips as Vance looked at her. ‘We’ve found them!’

‘My brothers might take you with them if you have gold. They only take gold if anyone wants to find the fairies.’ Isa nodded and seemed pleased that she could help with advice.  ‘You can rent traps if you don’t have them.’

‘Traps?’ Vance echoed back at her.

‘And what exactly do your brothers do when they visit the fairies?’ Greta asked a little coldly. 

‘Nobody has ever caught one.’ Isa had picked up on the group’s disapproval but looked confused by it. ‘One day someone will.’

Jasper thought back to the face over the ship’s rail. If that had been a fairy then no wonder she was throwing starfish at them! 

‘We don’t want to catch one,’ Vance said with a shake of his head. ‘Enough talk of fairies for now. May we borrow this...’

He waved at the skimmer and looked at Jasper for help with the name.

‘Skimmer,’ Jasper supplied.

‘I doubt you’d be able to use it. It’s one of the bigger ones we have. I can steer it for you. It’s the least I can do for saving me.’

Jasper squelched towards it. ‘I know how to steer it.’

‘Really?’ Isa looked amused. 

‘Can we focus?’ Vance almost snapped and Isa looked surprised at his tone. ‘We have to get our friend help. He is unwell.’

‘Hop aboard,’ Isa said with a nod and motioned them to get on board while she untied the rope. ‘There’s room for a dozen or more people on this one.’

A quick flick of a lever snapped open a sail much larger than those used by the people at Land’s End. This craft was clearly not intended for just skimming around in a bay for fun. A dozen holes in the wood told him that something else could be fixed to the large flatbed but there was no clue to what it might be.

‘Hold on,’ Isa said, and with barely any warning the sail caught the wind and the skimmer shot off across the muddy water.

Soon the black queen’s ship came into sight and Isa stared at them as the skimmer came closer. Dekon waved at them and threw another rope down for them.

Vance and Greta climbed up and a moment later they carefully lowered Djon down to the skimmer. Dekon was lowered too, and he looked most annoyed at being unable to get himself down.

Isa looked at them one by one and frowned. ‘You’re a very unusual group of travellers and where did you get a ship such as that?’
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