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Awoken by a ray of soft light that stole into his bedroom, Joe made a yawn under the blanket. He stretched out a hand and pressed a button beside the bed to summon his servant as he cast a lazy look out of the half open window: in the grey sky of Magic Moon, two graceful birds with rainbow tails were wheeling through the air, escorting Dragon Eye to rise above the horizon. 

Doodle, a man with a cat’s face in a black livery, entered the door with a silver tray of neatly folded clothes on one of his hands—or paws. 

“Good morning, Master.” The cat bowed his head, put down the tray on the bedside table, and opened the window wider to brighten up the somber room.

“Morning, Doodle.” Joe made another yawn, pushed the blanket to the side, and sat up. When he caught sight of the clothes on the tray, a deep frown crept into his face. “No, no, no, those won’t do! Today is an important day! I need to go to see the Goddess for a consultation. Fetch me something better so that I can present myself decently.”

Without delay, Doodle went out. Two minutes later, he came back in, holding a white robe with golden embroidery and puffed sleeves—the one that Joe always wore for special events.

Joe got off the bed, put on the robe, and shuffled to the full-length mirror beside a basin stand. He rubbed away the lingering fatigue from his light brown eyes, combed his auburn hair with a soft brush, and cleaned his face with a warm wet towel served by Doodle. A good five minutes later, he moved out to the sitting room for breakfast.

Joe seated himself in a tall chair at the dining table, on which laid some fresh fruits, poached eggs, and a basket of bread. Doodle poured some tea for Joe before sitting down on a small chair at a far corner of the table.

As usual, Joe took a small sip from his cup before darting a glance at Doodle, waiting for him to start their conversation of the day, only with more impatience this morning. 

Doodle swallowed his first bite of food in a hurry. “Ahem, Master Joe, may I know what this consultation is about that you are seeking from the Goddess?” 

“Of course, not that it’s anything of a servant’s concern.” Joe put on airs in his habitual way that he knew had lost effect. “Well, the thing is, I dreamt of Jasmine again last night. She just can’t stop bugging me with her dreams and troubles. And this time ...” He paused for suspense.

“Really!” Doodle widened his eyes. “What did Princess Jasmine tell you this time, Master Joe?”

“You can’t believe it if I tell you! She asked me to go down to Earth to take care of her daughters for a whole Moon day!”

“Really?” Doodle seemed genuinely curious now. “But why? How come? What happened?”

Joe was satisfied with the cat’s reaction. It was not fair for him to bear the anxiety alone. If he had to do what was asked of him by Jasmine, Doodle would have to join him anyway. “As you know, it will be my father’s birthday in two days. The whole family are invited to the party, even the guards. All of them but me!” Joe thumped the table with a fist before he took a deep breath to regain his composure. “If Jasmine and Bruce don’t show up, the King will investigate their whereabouts and uncover their secret in no time, so they have no choice but to attend the party. In the meantime, their daughters need to be looked after by someone, who, according to Jasmine, would be me.”

“It sounds like a reasonable request from a trusting sister, Master. But it’s my duty to remind you that every day up here on Magic Moon is equivalent to one whole year down there on Earth.” 

“Yeah, I know! That’s why it troubles me so. I don’t want to spend that long—an entire year on Earth—to take care of two little human beings whom I barely know!”

“But you know them, Master Joe. I mean, we both know the two little girls well. It was only last week that we were invited there and spent a whole month together with Princess Jasmine’s family. I have to admit that it was a remarkably happy time for me.”

“Happy for you maybe, but not for me.” Joe grimaced. “I was tricked to learn how to cook, how to put the girls to bed, how to do shopping, how to have a polite conversation with their human neighbors, how to use a cellphone and a computer, and even how to drive a car. All those things are of no use to me!”

“My guess is that while Princess Jasmine enjoyed the sweet vacation with you, she also made it an opportunity to prepare you for the task of looking after your nieces.”  

“Yeah, of course that was the reason,” Joe grumbled in despondency. “Who wants to spend a real vacation with me?” 

“Don’t get me wrong. It’s obvious that she really cares about you and loved the time spent together with you. You are the only one to whom she confided her secret after all.”

“Whatever!” Joe shrugged off Doodle’s words, unwilling to acknowledge the truth in there. “Moreover, if we go down to Earth, we will age like those human beings! I will have lines in my face and probably gain weight. It’s unbearable! I may be a bastard, but I have the best looks in the family!” 

“I have to point out that, Master Joe, you are over concerned about your appearance. Your beauty is impossible to be marred by one year’s time on Earth; there’s no doubt about that!”

“Well ...” Joe was somewhat relieved. “I still have to consult with the Goddess. She is the one I trust the most. If she thinks it’s the right thing to do, I will do it.”

Doodle seemed in doubt. “Are you sure? I mean, Master Joe, you must think it through before you disclose such critical information to anyone else. It may put your sister’s happiness to jeopardy.”

“Doodle, you have forgotten your place! How can you talk about the Moon Goddess in this way? You question her trustworthiness or the quality of her advice? She cares about me and will never hurt anyone that I care about!” In furious defense of the deity he worshiped, Joe forgot to mention the more important reason for the visit. “Now finish your breakfast and prepare for the trip!”

**
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ONCE THE COACH PULLED by a dozen seagulls was thoroughly cleaned by Doodle, Joe climbed into the cushioned seat and took out a small mirror to scrutinize himself again. He wanted to be perfect in front of the Goddess—the deity of justice and beauty who could turn a life into a statue and sustain her youth for eternity. Joe was more than her admirer; he loved her as a mother that he’d never had, as a woman with unparalleled allure, and as his idol with the influence that he dared not dream to gain.  

Not long after the coach started, Joe put down the mirror and watched out of the small window. On both sides of the road stood rows and rows of magnificent orange mansions with dragons sculptured on the flying rafters and deities painted on the walls. They were passing the wealthiest and most influential commoner region, where people in orange silky robes were mainly scholars and artists. The finest of them provided consulting, artwork, and entertaining service to the royals. Some of them were so popular that they were almost as worshipped as the Goddess. Joe’s humble villa was located on the edge of the royal golden zone but not far from here. Although he considered it a huge shame to live out of a palace, living in such proximity to the most stylish group of people—the Orangers—did give him a glow of satisfaction. 

Half an hour later, the coach passed by red zone where more than half of the well-appointed redbrick buildings served as shops. Here people in fine red coats were mainly merchants. Some of them dealt directly with the royals, supplying them with the best food, clothes, jewelry, and other luxury items. 

When the coach drove through yellow, purple, and green zones, Joe didn’t bother to look out anymore. Those were merely uninteresting places full of run-of-the-mill buildings designed with nothing but pragmatism in mind. The Yellowers and Purplers were different types of workers in different phases of production process before final products were collected by the Redders for sale, and the Greeners were farmers who provided the whole planet with grains, vegetables, and fruits. 

Once they reached blue zone, the poorest territory where the majority of residents were miners, Joe couldn’t help looking out again. There were children chasing after the coach, begging for food and money. He loathed the filthiness of the unsightly scene outside, but his heart ached hearing the kids’ crying. He raised a hand to signal to Doodle; the cat immediately started to hand out the leftover of their unfinished breakfast—carefully wrapped in small bags—to the youngest kids out of the window. 

One of them—a cute little boy of about six or seven, who finally got a bag of food—stopped to catch his breath and enjoy his hard-earned breakfast. But before he could even open the bag, a big teenage boy snatched it from his hand and finished the food in three big bites. Caught off guard, the little boy stood frozen. When he saw the empty bag thrown away and the big boy turn on his heel to take off, he sank down to the floor, starting to cry, “G-give me back m-my food ...” 

“Damned!” cursed Joe. “I hate to pass here!” The Goddess set her silver palace not far from blue zone on the opposite end of the Moon to the dragons, so he had to cross all the six regions to reach her. 

Joe fished out a few coins from his pocket and handed them to Doodle. “Give these to that boy, and make sure that no one rob him this time.”

With a big smile splitting his face, Doodle got off the coach and walked to the boy who now stopped sobbing and stared at the approaching figure with fear. As Doodle gently slipped the coins into his palm, he stood up and bowed deeply at the cat with tears of gratefulness rolling down his cheeks. 

Watching him through the window, Joe felt a lump in his throat; now he was almost glad that they had to travel across this hell of a place today.

“What a lovely kid,” muttered Doodle who still couldn’t take his eyes off the boy even as the coach started again. “Too bad that he was born in the unfortunate zone.” 

“Too bad that so many of us were not born royals”—Joe grunted—“legitimate royals!” 
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The coach finally arrived at the silver palace that took the form of a half moon and stylishly decorated in three colors—silver, white, and jade green. It was not very big, nor as spectacular as the royal golden palaces, but the whole place exuded artful fineness and transcendent sublimity. 

The Goddess, Ivory, was sitting at the round table in her exquisite garden, her black hair draping around her shoulders, a stunning smile hanging on her lips, and her favorite pet—a jade rabbit—snuggling in her arms.

Joe kissed Ivory’s hand with unreserved reverence and took the opposite seat across the table. 

“Joe dear, long time no see,” she greeted. “You’ve been busy?”

“No, not really busy, only troubled. I have a big favor to ask of you.”

“Go on.” She stroked the rabbit’s soft ears with casual hands.

“My sister—the eldest one, Jasmine—eloped down to Earth about 2 weeks ago.”

“Really?” Her hands paused. “With whom?”

“Bruce—her tutor and guard.”

The rabbit suddenly slipped down and hopped toward the gate at the far end of the garden where Doodle was standing. 

“Spoiled beast!” yelped the Goddess who seemed to be startled and annoyed by her pet. Then she looked back at Joe with resumed serenity. “I appreciate your trust in me. What can I do for you?”

“Jasmine and Bruce will attend my father’s birthday party the day after tomorrow. I know you are invited there, too. Can you talk with her then and convince her to come back for good?” pleaded Joe. “She doesn’t want to listen to me. In fact, they’ve already had two kids—two little girls—who would need to be looked after when their parents are gone.”

“I guess your sister has asked you to take care of her kids?”

“Exactly. What should I do? I really don’t want to babysit two human kids for a whole year. Do I look like a babysitter?” 

Ivory stood up, paced back and forth for a spell, then sat down again and stared Joe intensely in the eye. “I think you should go to help your sister. You need to show her that you love her and are as trustworthy as she wants you to be. If you don’t, what reason does she have to stay here on Magic Moon? You know how much she cares about you.”

“I know.” Joe did appreciate Jasmine’s affection for him. While there wasn’t much love shared among the dragons, she apparently regarded Joe, Joe alone, as a true family member. She’d told him that he had a big heart despite his obsession with looks, although Joe wasn’t sure about that, nor did he care—it wasn’t worth a tinker’s dam since it didn’t help to improve his life at all. “But I know nothing about kids, especially girls.”

“How old are they?”

“Elena, the big one, is turning 13; Wendy, the little one, almost 6.”

“Hmm, so you have a teenager to deal with,” mused Ivory. “Indeed, it’s not going to be easy—you yourself are only a few years older than Elena. But you don’t have a choice, Joe. You have to take the task with courage. That’ll increase the chance of Jasmine giving up her life on Earth. However, if she wants to come back with the kids, she will have to tell the truth to King Aldrich. Maybe he wouldn’t allow her to stay in marriage with Bruce anymore, but I’m sure he will at least grant her the right to live with her kids.” She regarded Joe with motherly fondness and added, “Just like you. Although you are not a legitimate kid of the Dragon King, you have always been well supplied in life, haven’t you?” 

“Have I?” Joe pondered in doubt. “I haven’t even been invited to my father’s birthday! What do you think that means? No one gives a fig about me in my family, except Jasmine.”

“All the more reason to cherish her love for you. I know better than anyone that real love is hard to come by—not just for you but for everyone. You are lucky that you have your sister who treasures you. You think she really doesn’t have anyone better suited for the job of babysitting her kids? She asked you only because she thinks of you as family.” Ivory reached out to hold Joe’s hands and fixed him with the brightest, most penetrating eyes that left him with no choice but to listen and nod. “I know you have a deep affection for Jasmine, too. And you don’t want her to squander her life on Earth.”

“Indeed! If she stays on Earth, she will die there real soon here! That’s my biggest concern.” Jasmine now looked older by more than a dozen years, since once passing the border from the Moon to Earth, even a dragon became a normal being—losing all magical power and aging as fast as a human. But she seemed not bothered at all by that and determined to live on Earth until dying from old age. By the time she did die there—even if she could live to 100—at most seventy days on Magic Moon would have passed. How horrible it would be!—Joe would lose his sister in about two months! It was the main reason why he wanted to see Ivory. Despite the fact that the Goddess held no power over any dragon, it was no secret that all the princesses admired her and more than a few took her into their confidence. He believed that she was the only one who was able to change Jasmine’s mind.

“I know, I know, my dear.” Ivory patted Joe’s hands. “That’s why I will do my best to bring her around.”

She seemed to have more to tell but was distracted by a sudden commotion out of the garden made by a luxurious wagon pulling over at the door. 

A handsome man a bit older than Joe in a silky orange robe came out of the wagon. He strode up to Ivory and saluted her with a deep bow. “Goddess, it’s always such a great pleasure to see you.” He gazed at her with unconcealed pining. “Your beauty is growing more irresistible every day!”

“I’m flattered,” replied Ivory a bit icily. “What brought you here today, Master Taylor?”

“I made a full-length portrait for you, as a gift.” Taylor gave a sideway glimpse at Joe who was standing quietly beside the table, as if only then did he notice the presence of the younger man. When Joe greeted him with a courteous nod, he only ignored him and continued talking to the Goddess, “It’s a bit daring, but a perfect exhibition of your unequalled charm. Enjoy it.” With that, he produced a long roll of parchment out of his sleeve and opened it on the table.

Joe’s cheeks flushed at what he saw: elaborately depicted in the painting was the Goddess who just emerged out of her bathtub, her shapely body covered in a clingy white robe with a thigh-high slit; her lustrous hair hanging over her slender shoulders was still dripping at places, soaking through the silk fabric to unveil just the right amount of her outline. Although not much skin was revealed, every detail suggested seduction and tempted desire.

Ivory herself was expressionless, with no way for others to tell how she thought of the gift. She simply raised the corners of her mouth to give half a smile, and said to Taylor without inflection, “Thank you. It’s a nice one. But now I’m a bit occupied, as you can see that Prince Joe is here. Maybe we can find another time to catch up.” 

After a disdainful glare at Joe, Taylor grinned at Ivory. “Just give me five more minutes, my goddess, and then I will be out of your hair.” He clapped his hands twice toward the driver at the door before two boys in blue tatters were dragged out of the wagon and brought into the garden. 

“These are two little thieves who tried to trick money out of me on my way here. They need a good lesson from our Goddess of Justice,” explained Taylor while forcing the boys to kneel down on the floor. 

“I saw them both on my way here too,” blurted Joe. “The little boy was robbed of his food by the big—oh, so they were actually working together ...” He trailed off when he came to the realization that he’d been a victim of the two tricksters, but the moment he looked at them—both with their mouths gagged by rubber tape and their hands bound with rope—he pitied them more than he blamed them. 

Doodle was also staring at the boys with a worried frown, especially the small one whose thin body was shaking nonstop. He opened his mouth, but quickly closed it because Joe darted him a look that said “You know better—a servant was in no position to talk under such circumstances.”

The Goddess walked gracefully to the boys and bent down to study them in the face. “What are your names and how old are you?” At the same time, she removed the tape on their mouths with a gentle hand. 

“L-Liam, m-my name is Liam,” answered the little one with trembling lips. “A-and he’s my b-brother, Jack. I’m 7, and he’s 14.” 

Jack scowled at his younger brother and kept his mouth shut, refusing to make any eye contact with the Goddess.

“Is it true that you two played tricks on these two gentlemen on the road to get money from them?” Ivory talked in such an amiable way as if she was in a tea party with her friends.

“Yes. B-but we are really hungry,” confessed Liam. 

Ivory stood up and riveted her gaze on Joe, a spark of inspiration kindling behind her iridescent eyes. “Joe, what do you think we should do with Jack and Liam, seeing that Master Taylor is telling the truth?”

Without hesitation, Joe replied, “I think they are only kids, and we should give them a chance and let them go, as long as they promise not to do it again.” 

Doodle flashed an approving smile at Joe. 

“We won’t do it again! We won’t! We promise!” avowed Liam.

“No way!” cut in Master Taylor whose face gave away his disgruntlement at not being consulted and his anger at Joe’s cheap clemency. “These filthy low-borns, they will repeat the same crime again and again if we let them go so easily.”

Ivory’s lips curved into a smirk. “Thank you for your opinion, Master Taylor, as unsolicited as it is.” 

Taylor’s expression turned sour, but Ivory ignored him and turned toward Joe. “However, when it comes to justice, I have to stick to the law. What the boys did is certainly against the law—it’s a crime. Whether they will commit it again or not in the future, they will have to accept due punishment for what they have already done. So, I have no choice but to turn them both into statues—”

“What?” gasped both Joe and Doodle. 

“Let me finish my sentence,” chastised the Goddess with a tender voice. “For two weeks—I will turn them into statues for only two weeks, by the end of which they will be freed and let go.”

Joe breathed a long sigh of relief. Jack cast a relaxed gaze at his little brother and Liam’s tensed up shoulders now hung loose, so did Doodle’s.

“Isn’t it too easy for them?” Taylor challenged the verdict.

“Master Taylor, thank you for having kindly caught the offenders and sent them here. But it is my job to render fair judgement. You and I, we are done today.” Before her last words were finished, Ivory had already turned her back to the man.

Taylor’s mouth made a thin line before half a smile registered at one corner. “Sure. I’ve just remembered that I have something important to deal with this afternoon. See you soon, Goddess.” Before he left, he didn’t forget to shoot a dirty look at Joe.
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Ivory approached Liam and Jack, loosening the rope binding their hands. “Kids, now it’s time to accept your punishment. Don’t be afraid. It will be for two weeks only. You won’t feel a thing, as if you are in deep sleep.” 

Almost idly, she waved one of her flowing sleeves at the boys, in the wake of which a thick layer of mysterious mist started to rise around them. It writhed and crawled from the boys’ feet up to their heads until their entire bodies were out of sight as if swallowed whole by an invisible phantom. An instant later, the mist began to disperse and grow diaphanous. Eventually it cleared out without a trace, revealing two statues that clung close to each other with the bigger one’s arms protectively circled around the smaller one’s shoulders. 

Joe tore his gaze away from the statues, forcing the feeling of unease out of his mind. “It’s a good lesson for them. I hope they will know better in the future.” 

“Definitely, I’m sure they will,” affirmed the Goddess with an alluring smile. “They are not the first kids punished in this way. Believe me, it works wonders on those rebellious young minds. The same goes to your nieces on Earth. Don’t you see that I just showed you an example of how to discipline kids? Your younger niece is of similar age to Liam, and the older one to Jack. How coincident it is!”

“Indeed. But I don’t have any magical power,” grumbled Joe. “If they are as untamed as these two, how can I deal with that?” 

“Dear, even if you have power, you can’t exert it once you descend down to Earth. No one can, including me and the Dragon King. However, we can still ‘transport’ some magic from here to Earth—at a certain price.” From her sleeve, Ivory took out a sleek baton of jade no longer than a kid’s hand, one end in the shape of an arrow. “Look, this is a special tool that I’ve spent a year to forge. Call it a magic wand if you want. During this entire year, I had to avoid using any magical power so as to save it into the wand, which can then be used on Earth—for two times.”

“Why did you take such a big trouble to do that?” Joe was perplexed.

“You know that I am not only the Goddess up here, but also a worshipped goddess of justice on the east part of Earth. Humans on East Earth love me and pray to me every day. The more they believe in me, the more power I can wield; hence I need to strengthen their faith in me by going down to show myself to them from time to time and helping them punish a villain occasionally with a magic wand like this. During the long years, only a few extra wands have
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