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CHAPTER ONE

‘BABYSITTING A DRAGON’
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Jac threw the small armload of branches into the back of the wagon and climbed up onto the driving seat next to Danel. He flicked the reins and the sturdy old horse trotted obediently towards the line of wagons in the distance. The circus didn’t travel slowly and they didn’t wait for those on punishment duty as a day without a show meant a day without coin coming in.

‘Not much there, Jac,’ Danel commented as he slouched back against the low wooden board that separated them from the branches. ‘Blyne’ll be angry.’

‘It’s a bit hard to gather wood when there are hardly any trees or bushes,’ Jac replied defensively as he looked around at the barren, windblown landscape. They were between towns and this was one of the largest stretches of plain in the lowlands. They hadn’t even seen any animals for the last two days and Jac could understand why. It was only the beginning of winter and the ground was all but frozen. Not the sort of weather animals enjoyed and neither did Jac. In midwinter it was covered in drifts of snow so deep that horses would barely be able to walk. 

‘Hardly enough work for one, let alone two. I think I’ll have a snooze.’ Danel grinned at Jac and then pulled his hat over his face to keep the wind off it. 

‘You’ve not done any yet,’ Jac pointed out and poked his friend in the ribs.

‘Ah, but you put the frogs in the girls’ wagon.’ Danel lifted his hat briefly. ‘Becky sure can scream loud, Rosy too!’

‘It was your idea, your sisters and your frogs,’ Jac persisted and then gave up with a smile. ‘Sure was funny to see them running through the camp screaming though.’

Jac turned the wagon towards another clump of small bushes and sat in silence as they bounced over the rocky plain. He stopped the horse when they reached the bushes and jumped down to gather wood.  At least the effort of gathering wood was keeping him warm.  Circus clothes definitely weren’t designed for the cold weather.  Muslin shirts and brightly coloured loose trousers were fine in the hot summers but the wind bit right through them out here in the plains.  

They were back on the main south road, trying to catch up with the circus when the sound of hooves made him turn. It wasn't unheard of for bandits to attack out here. 

Jac breathed a sigh of relief to see it definitely wasn’t bandits. There was only one horse, riding at full trot, which didn’t impress Jac at all. He knew the hard ground was bad for the horse’s hooves and it might go lame if pushed too hard. The man who rode it didn’t look as if he cared about horses though and his face was hard and angular. 

‘Danel!’ Jac reached over and nudged his friend. ‘Rider coming up fast.’

Danel sat up and pulled his hat off his face. Both boys reached into the back of the wagon and selected a stout branch, which they laid next to them as the rider pulled his mount up alongside.

‘You there, boys.’ The man’s voice was like gravel rolling down a mountain. 

‘Yes?’ Jac had to look up to see the man’s face and it was clear that this man wasn’t from around here. He was definitely too tall to be a dwarf and was dressed in black from head to foot, not a colour any local wore as they preferred bright colours. 

‘How far to the next town?’ the man rasped, his black eyes boring into Jac and Danel as he brushed his windblown, mostly grey, hair from his face. It was a very unfriendly and sour stare that made Jac tighten his grip on the branch next to him.

‘There’s Drevon, a dwarf mining town, about a day’s ride south. Then another day till you reach Sweetwater.’ Jac was sure the man wasn’t even listening as he stared at them while his horse kept pace noiselessly. Jac had a sudden feeling of danger that rippled through him. 

The man broke eye contact with a brief nod of acknowledgement and slapped his horse cruelly with a leather whip. 

‘Weird eh?’ Danel pushed his hat onto his head and stared after the rider.

‘Just a traveller,’ Jac said distantly. It was unlikely the man really wanted directions. If he wasn’t from the lowlands then he must have come through the mountain pass to get here and that lay south of Sweetwater. 

He looked like an elf, sort of, there were so many weird looking elves that it was sometimes hard to tell. There was a mix of elves and dwarves in Mr Blyne’s circus, and of course Kimi, the dragon. Kimi was the only tame dragon that Jac knew of. Usually dragons were wild and lived far to the south in the huge desert beyond the highlands. They preferred to keep to themselves and were rarely seen.

Jac was the puppet master, which meant he made the puppets and ran the puppet shows for Mr Blyne’s circus. He was considered a freak, here in the lowlands, since he was over five feet already at the age of twelve and he didn’t look to have stopped growing yet. Danel was a good head shorter than Jac, which wasn’t surprising since he was part dwarf but he was stoutly built and stronger than he appeared. He needed to be strong since he was in the trapeze act with his two sisters, Becky and Rosy.

The rider had already caught up with the circus wagons but rode past without pausing, kicking up great clouds of dust as he went. Jac knew they hadn’t seen the last of him, he couldn’t say how he knew, but he did.

The wagons rolled slowly to a complete stop just as the sun dipped near the mountains to the west. Jac gave the reins one last flick to bring the horse around next to the other wagons. With practised ease he jumped down from the high seat and unhitched the horse. One of the general hands came past and the horse trotted obediently after him, knowing that food and a rubdown was waiting.

Jac and Danel gathered up the wood they had collected and carried it over to the firepit that was being dug in the centre of the circle of wagons. Then they ran off around the back of the wagons before they could get roped into helping further. 

‘Jac.’ His mother, Madame Zora, the fortune-teller, waved out to him as he passed a gap in the wagons. ‘Gabbi wants to see you.’

‘Okay,’ Jac called back as he continued around the wagons. What could Gabbi want?  She had avoided him ever since he and Danel had put fresh paint on the door handle of her wagon. That had been almost a year ago. She hadn’t seen the funny side then and still didn’t. 

‘I’ll see you later,’ Danel said as he saw his father waving at him across the camp. ‘Keep out of trouble.’

Jac walked along the back of the wagons until he reached one that was slightly back from the others, not quite in the circle. It wasn’t like any of the others as it had bars for sides and straw covering the floor. The bars had been raised at one end and the ‘cage’ was empty. To an untrained eye the roof of the wagon would look strangely misshapen but Jac knew differently. The ‘roof’ lifted a large scaly head and shiny golden eyes watched his progress towards the wagon.

‘Hi Kimi, where’s Gabbi?’ Jac smiled up at the large golden dragon half-slumbering in the last rays of the sun. 

Nearby, a voice in his head told him. Kimi sometimes spoke directly into his mind and he winked a thank you up to her.

‘Over here,’ Gabbi called as she emerged from behind the wagon. She was pulling her flame-red hair back into a ponytail, an act that made her look even less like a girl than usual. She was short, slim and she preferred to wear shirts and trousers rather than the soft, multicoloured muslin dresses that all the other circus women wore. It led most people to believe she was a young boy rather than a girl of almost thirteen. She had looked after Kimi alone since her mother passed away several years ago.  Mr Blyne hadn’t wanted such a young girl to be in charge of an important part of the circus but Kimi wouldn’t allow anyone else to care for her.

‘Kimi is looking good,’ Jac commented, unsure how to ask what she wanted. He always felt tongue tied around Gabbi. Almost as if he was in awe of her even though she was less than a year older than him and half a handspan shorter. She was such a strong willed person and she always seemed to know exactly what she wanted out of life and how to get it. 

‘She always enjoys the sun,’ Gabbi agreed with a smile for Kimi who rumbled and then tucked her head under her tail. Gabbi shuffled her feet in the dusty ground looking unsure of herself. Then she sighed, looking resigned to what she was about to do. ‘I need you to watch Kimi for me tonight. I have to do something and I can’t take her with me.’

‘Me?’ Jac couldn’t help his surprise. Gabbi never let anyone else care for Kimi. What could be so important way out here in the barren wasteland?  

‘She won’t let anyone else near her.’ Gabbi looked over at the quickly setting sun nervously. ‘I promise I’ll be back before dawn. She’ll probably just sleep on the roof all night anyway.’

‘Sure,’ Jac agreed, not wanting to give her time to change her mind. ‘Has she been fed?’

‘Yesterday, so she won’t bother the horses tonight.’ Gabbi was edging backwards towards the back of the wagon as she spoke and seemed eager to leave. ‘Just put her in the wagon if she’s any bother.’

Jac just nodded as Gabbi disappeared out of sight. Kimi was never any bother; she just preferred to be alone. 

Jac swung himself up onto the roof with ease. Filling in on the various acts, as he had to, had finely tuned his muscles. Kimi shifted one foreleg to make room for him and her long claws scraped on the wooden roof. 

I’m not afraid of Ivan. Kimi spoke into his mind again. She sounded grumpy that she had been left behind. Jac was about to ask who Ivan was but her eyes were closed and her breathing slowed.

He lay down with his head resting on Kimi’s scaly foreleg and looked up at the night sky. The first stars were just visible and he stared up at them, perfectly content to spend the night with Kimi up on the roof. It was cold but Kimi’s warm body was enough to keep him comfortable. He could smell dinner cooking but he knew there would be plenty left over for breakfast so he’d eat then. He let his eyes slowly close and with Kimi snoring steadily next to him, he nodded off.

Jac stirred. Something on the edge of his mind invaded his sleep – and he fell. He’d had the sensation of falling just as he woke up many times before. Lately it had been almost every night but this time it hurt!

In his dream he was riding on Kimi, soaring through the clouds, dipping and diving on air currents with a flock of honking geese. Then one of the geese turned and hissed at him and he tumbled off Kimi and towards the ground.

Jac sat up, expecting to find that he had fallen off the roof of Kimi’s wagon, but he hadn’t. He rubbed his grazed elbow in confusion. Surely you couldn’t be hurt in a dream, could you?

‘Shhh!’ a hissed command came from under the roof where he sat next to the lightly snoring dragon.

‘What was that thump?’ another voice whispered, sounding frightened.

‘Who knows?  Who cares?  We’ve got other things to think about. We’ve gotta get my gem before that dragon gets back,’ the first person hissed again.

Gems?  That must mean that Kimi had been up to her old tricks again. She loved shiny stones and gems so much that she took any she could find and kept them. She guarded them fiercely and only a fool would try to steal them back. Usually the owner asked Gabbi to get them.

Obviously whoever it was in Kimi’s wagon wasn’t willing to wait until Gabbi returned. Jac tried to pick who it was by their voices but their whispering made them unrecognisable. Jac hoped Kimi didn’t wake up while the men, for their voices were too low to be women, retrieved their precious stones. It didn’t help that the main currency here in the lowlands was gems and precious stones as there were always lots of them about to tempt Kimi. 

‘Here they are. There are lots. Which one is it?’ the second voice asked, a little too loudly, and Jac cast a nervous look at Kimi but she continued to snore peacefully.

‘That one,’ came the eager reply.

‘Is it the Star Crystal?’ the man’s helper sounded excited yet nervous.

‘Of course it’s not you fool, crystals are clear. Besides, if I had the Star Crystal I wouldn’t be hanging around this dump. I need the map before I can find it.’ Scorn brought his voice just above a whisper and Jac strained to see if he could place the voice yet, but the drawl of the circus accent meant it could be almost anyone. Jac had never heard of a Star Crystal before and what was this map they were talking about?

‘Why are you taking them all?’ The helper’s voice was moving away to the edge of the wagon and Jac heard several pairs of feet thud on the frozen ground. 

‘What does a dumb dragon need with gems?’ The first one scoffed and their voices faded as they moved off.

Jac wriggled to the edge of the roof and caught a glimpse of the men’s shadows as they disappeared around the side of the next wagon. One was taller than the other but that was all he could tell as their shadows were distorted by the flickering firelight coming from the centre of the circle of wagons.

Jac wondered if he should follow them to get Kimi’s gems back. She had a few of her own that Gabbi had given her and she would be angry that they were gone. Jac didn’t want to be around if Kimi got angry as she usually seared everything within a twenty-foot range with her fiery breath.

He hesitated, torn between following to retrieve her gems and the promise he’d made to Gabbi to stay with the dragon. He gently nudged Kimi but she didn’t even falter in her steady rhythmic snoring and Jac made up his mind. He swung himself quietly down from the roof, wincing at the bruise he could feel forming on his right elbow. He’d have to figure that one out later!

Jac darted quickly between the wagons and went after the two men. All he had to do was see who it was and tell Gabbi. She’d sort them out.

He went around the wagon and skirted along the edge of the light from the dying fire, looking to see if he could spot two men walking together. It must be later than he thought as everyone appeared to have retired for the night. 

Far across the circle he saw two people who fitted what he had seen and he hurried down the back of the wagons to cut them off. He could see them just up ahead and he slowed to a stalking pace as he worked his way towards them. They were leaning closely together, probably examining the gems, and in a few more steps Jac would be close enough to see who it was.

‘That’s one of them! Get him!’ 

Jac turned at the sudden, loud shout that came from behind him, out in the barren countryside. He couldn’t make out any faces but he didn’t need to. Trolls – and they were after him!
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CHAPTER TWO

‘WATCH OUT FOR THE TROLLS’
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It took several seconds for Jac to realise that he hadn’t moved. What were trolls doing out here?  Bandits didn’t usually attack a camp at night and the circus had little of value to take anyway. Maybe they weren’t bandits?  True, not all bandits were trolls and not all trolls were bandits but what did that leave?  They were definitely attacking and they seemed to be after him.

‘He fits the description. Tall, long dark hair and blue eyes. We’ll get this one.’ The troll who seemed to be in charge stopped a few steps in front of him. ‘You three go get that other boy, brown spiky hair and a big nose.’

They had just described Danel! What could they want with him and Danel?  Had they played a joke on some trolls back in the last town?  He didn’t remember having done so but they seemed to know what both of them looked like. The three trolls left their boss and two others in front of Jac who was trapped with his back to a wagon. He’d have to find out why they wanted him later but first he had to warn Danel and get some of the circus folk to help fight the trolls. He shot a look sideways but two men he had been following were gone. 

Jac climbed nimbly up on top of the wagon then ran around the circle of roofs towards Danel’s wagon. To his surprise he heard feet behind him on the wooden roofs. Trolls were not known for their agility or speed so the fact that they were only two steps behind him had Jac worried. 

‘Danel!’ Jac yelled as he neared the blue and yellow wagon that was Danel’s home. ‘Danel!  Get out of there.’

Jac was thumping the roofs as hard as he could with his feet as he leapt from one wagon to the next, hoping to wake the circus folk to come to his aid. 

‘What’s going on up there?’ a voice shouted, half-sleepy, half-angry at being woken up.

‘Trolls!’ Jac yelled without slowing his pace. He leapt to Danel’s wagon but with the trolls so close behind him he didn’t dare stop. He thumped the wagon with his feet and then leapt on to the next with the trolls now only one step behind.

People began to pour out of every wagon. Half were in their sleeping clothes but all were armed with a club or piece of iron. Jac ran out of wagons as he reached Kimi’s wagon which wasn’t quite in line with the others. He saw Kimi wasn’t where he left her and he knew that meant he was in even more trouble. He couldn’t stretch his stride far enough to reach the next wagon so he executed a graceful somersault and extended his arms to slow his descent as he fell from the sky for the second time that night.

Danel burst out of his wagon, rubbing his eyes, and looking surprised to see the campsite full of armed men and trolls. The trolls jumped down from the wagon, less gracefully, and dusted their clothes off as they joined the other three who had come out between the wagons.

‘We must not leave without them,’ the leader snarled as the other trolls gathered beside him. 

Jac moved over to Danel and pulled him over to the armed circus folk who were advancing on the trolls. The troll leader’s eyes followed them, as did all the other trolls, and the intensity of their gaze made Jac shiver.

‘What do they want?’ Danel muttered as they backed away. ‘Why are they staring at us?’

‘They want you and me,’ Jac replied, not taking his eyes off the leader. ‘Do you recognise any of them?’

‘All trolls look the same to me,’ Danel replied with a shrug. It was a typical dwarf remark since trolls were second class citizens and dwarves were brought up to consider themselves superior.

The trolls saw the gathered forces of the camp advancing on them but instead of backing away they pulled short clubs from their belts and moved steadily towards Jac and Danel. Just when it seemed there would be no choice but to fight there was a shriek from the sky. Everyone, including the trolls, looked up to see what had made such a horrible noise. Kimi, with Gabbi on her back, swooped down and with a hissing flame she charred the ground just in front of the trolls.

That was obviously a little more than the trolls had been willing to deal with for they turned, as one, and fled between the wagons. Nobody followed them for the circus folk were against violence and would only fight in defence. Now that the threat was leaving they all lowered their weapons.

‘But what if they come back?’ Danel asked with a quiver in his voice that Jac knew would be in his too if he spoke.

‘I’ll have Kimi watch for them,’ Gabbi said as Kimi landed silently behind them. ‘She’ll let us know if there’s any more trouble.’

‘All right. Everyone back to bed. We’ve got an early start,’ Mr Blyne, the ringmaster and owner of the circus, bellowed as he tucked his wooden club under his armpit. He looked more like a clown, dressed in his red-stripped pyjamas and wearing the black tophat that he was never without. Even with the hat on he was still under four feet tall and he stamped his foot when nobody moved. ‘NOW!’

Everyone started to move off, muttering quietly amongst themselves as one of the general hands ran up to Mr Blyne.

‘The horses are gone. Somebody cut the ropes.’ He puffed as he spoke and pointed towards the far side of camp. ‘I tried to catch them but they ran off when Kimi made that noise.’

‘Trolls!’ Mr Blyne made it sound like a swear word and then he whirled to look directly at Jac and Danel. ‘They seemed very interested in you two. What did you do to them?’

‘Nothing,’ Jac squeaked in their defence although he wasn’t totally sure about it. They had upset a few a last summer when they had greased the trolls’ saddles, but that hardly seemed to warrant this sort of attack.

‘You two can round up the horses. On your own.’ Mr Blyne had turned red and his hands were clenching into fists. ‘And I want them all back by morning!’

Mr Blyne turned on his heels, stalked off towards his wagon and slammed his door shut. Within a minute only Jac, Danel, Gabbi and Kimi were left and it didn’t look as if trouble had finished with Jac yet.

‘You were supposed to be watching Kimi!’ Gabbi exploded at Jac, her arm resting protectively on the great beast’s back.

‘I was...’ Jac started, meaning to explain about the gems but she didn’t give him a chance.

‘I came back and you were nowhere in sight,’ Gabbi accused him with her free hand on her hip. ‘I knew I couldn’t trust you!’

‘But...’ Jac let his defence die before it left his lips. Gabbi had turned and was leading Kimi back to her wagon, her back stiff with anger.

‘Looks like we’re not going to get any more sleep tonight,’ Danel commented as Jac watched
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