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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
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