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			This book is dedicated to everyone who takes steps to reduce the amount of plastics that are ending up in our oceans and in our wilderness.

		

	
		
			Dear Reader,
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			In my continuing chronicles of the interactions between Ituria’s realm and the human world, I will relate the story of a young girl who has recently become part of Ituria’s Alliance, determined to help animals who need assistance because of dangers created by humans.

			While helping with research on the Chinese Crested Terns, she learns of a group of deer that have been eating food wrappers discarded by humans and are very ill. With the help of her new friend Megan, she agrees to deliver medicine that could bring them back to health; but how will they find the deer needing their help? While on this mission, they discover clues to what may have happened to the missing Nymph Lilya, who disappeared hundreds of years ago.

			Can she locate the deer and deliver the medicine in time to save them? And what of the mysterious clues she discovers along the way pointing to Lilya? Jan must decide if she should leave the past hidden or risk releasing new dangers. Only courage will reveal what happened to Lilya. Is she brave enough to search for the truth?

			Sincerely,

			Knocker,

			First Guard to Ituria

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			A Meeting is Requested
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			Looking over the many tern nests on the rocky cliffs at Site 4, Jan was glad she was able to stay and help the researchers track and report on the latest group of chicks hatching. There had been a lot of changes since Knocker left three weeks ago; the research group hired several local fishermen to act as guards to keep poachers off the island, her father had gone back home, and she was working with Mr. Russell to count the new tern chicks as they hatched.

			Able to distinguish between the Chinese Crested Terns and the Greater Crested Terns as the eggs hatched, she recorded the type of tern chick by identifying the parents. The chicks themselves were tiny bundles of tan feathers and mostly hidden from sight. Jan enjoyed taking the time to identify the chick families, as each egg that hatched belonging to the Chinese Crested Tern was one more step further from extinction!

			Closing her eyes to enjoy the cooling sea breeze blowing over the cliffs, her mind drifted back to three weeks ago, when she found a small figure leading her to an adventure she would never forget. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out the little stone statue of a man pointing down and to the left.

			This small figure led her and fellow researcher, Knocker, to find Megan, a dragon trapped for 350 years in the cave on Site 3. After Megan was rescued from the cave, Ituria appointed her to take care of the terns they rescued, and Jan had only seen her once since that day. It was a quick trip last week as Megan came to locate and reunite the remaining tern families not transported two weeks earlier. Megan was now on the moon with her charges and Jan understood she must remain there most of the time; however, she hoped Megan was doing well in her new home.

			Watching as a small head popped up between the chest and right wing of one of the rare Chinese Crested Terns, she put the figure back in her pocket—another new chick! Tiny, fluffy, tan, and with its mouth wide open, it was ready to be fed. That was the third one today on Site 4. Great news!

			While recording the new chick in her journal, another tern landed close to her, looking at her carefully. It tilted its head to the side, making sure it could see all of her. Something was in its mouth, but what? It didn’t look like a fish or other type of food. There was always the danger of terns picking up trash in the water, mistaking it for food. Should I do anything if the tern tries to feed it to the new chick?

			That didn’t seem to be the right question, though, as the tern walked directly toward her and dropped this unknown object in front of her. As Jan watched, the tern pointed to her with its beak, and pointed back to what looked like a small, folded piece of paper. The tern waited cautiously as Jan reached out and carefully picked it up; then she saw the tern nod its head and fly away.

			The paper was damp, and Jan unfolded it gently so it would not rip or fall apart. Once opened, she could see it was a group of hand drawn figures and objects. The drawings depicted a cave, a dragon, the moon, and the face of a watch showing 6:00. It also had a drawing of her little figure—Why would that be there? Who knows about it? Only Megan, Knocker and Mr. Russell. What if Megan or Knocker wrote the message?

			Looking at it from a dragon’s perspective, she saw one clear interpretation. Since dragons would write in dragon language, she would not be able to read a written message from them. They had drawn items she could understand. Jan knew of the cave where she found Megan, and the moon would mean at night. She read the message as: “Meet me at the cave at six o’clock tonight and bring the figure.” But why the figure?

			Jan pulled out the figure once more, carefully examining it from head to toe. The back had a circle on it, and there was something carved inside. It was hard to make out what may have been carved in the black stone, though. Taking a blank piece of paper from her notebook, she placed it on top of the circle, then rubbed her pencil lead back and forth lightly to see if she could make a copy of what was carved on the figure. There is something there!

			While only about an inch across, the circle contained what looked like a flower in the middle, surrounded by a long lizard-like, fire-breathing dragon circling around the outside of the flower. A dragon?

			Why would a small carved figure from 350 years ago have a circle on its shirt with a dragon? Jan jumped up and headed back to camp; she wanted to look this up on her computer before the meeting tonight. There must be a reason!

			Chapter Two

			Another Figure
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			Running quickly up the path, Jan wanted to make sure she was on time. It was almost six o’clock as she got to the top of the cliff on Site 3. There were not as many terns here as on the other sites, as some of the eggs had been stolen by poachers. Later rescued by Knocker and Megan, both the parents and eggs were transported to Ituria’s Islands in the caverns of the moon and were now under the watchful care of Megan.

			Jan made it to the front of the cave just as her watch clicked to six. Looking up to the moon, she wondered what would happen next. Suddenly, blue light flashed from the sky, and Megan appeared at the cave in front of Jan in her human form. Megan’s ruby-red dress and dark grey hair reminded Jan of the shiny ruby scales and large grey wings of Megan’s dragon form.

			“I am so glad to see you!” exclaimed Jan excitedly as she ran over to Megan; however, a little concern crept into her voice as she continued, “Is everything okay? Are you okay?”

			“Hi, Jan.” Megan replied calmly. “So good to see you again. Yes, I am fine.” Megan smiled and bowed gracefully as dragons do when they greet someone. Jan bowed back to greet her dragon friend.

			“I need your assistance on a couple of things,” she added. “Ituria said it would be okay if I came back to Earth if you accompanied me on my journey. As you know, I’m still very new to interacting with humans.”

			“I’ll be glad to help, of course. You know that. What happened? What do you need?” Jan asked, worried about the reason for Megan’s return.

			“There are two things I need to accomplish,” Megan started, talking quickly to explain her quest. “The first thing we need to do is to save several deer that are sick; I have obtained medicine to help them get well. The terns I met last week told me of a group of deer that are fed by humans and may have also been eating food coverings discarded by humans on the ground. We need to get to them very soon to provide some medicine to help them.”

			Megan paused for a moment and looked anxiously at Jan. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and then opened them again. “The second is a personal assignment,” she said hesitantly. “I need your help to see if we can find Lilya.”

			Jan’s eyes widened as she looked back at Megan, very confused at this request.
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			“But how can you find Lilya? Do you have any idea where she may be?” Jan’s mind started racing as she remembered the Nymph Lilya left Megan chained to a wall in a cave about 350 years ago; Jan and Knocker had freed Megan only three weeks ago. How can they trace something that happened so long ago?

			Carefully pulling a small figure out of her satchel, Megan held it up and showed it to Jan. Jan couldn’t believe her eyes—another figure! It was a carved figure of a horse, its carving style and material matched Jan’s figure. They must be connected!

			“This figure was in the root ball of the tree that you and Knocker took from the cave. We were planting it when this fell out. Look, it has markings on it; although I’m not sure what they mean.” Holding up the horse, she pointed to a carved blanket draped over the small stone horse, covering its back. Carved into the blanket were six small circles, each only about a half-inch wide.

			Looking closely, Jan could see something carved into the circles but couldn’t make out what was there. Pulling
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