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To the craziest little boy with the biggest heart. 
A promise made — a promise kept.
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Chapter One

			A Weekend at Pop-pop and Siti’s

			Life, dearest readers, is the strangest adventure you will face. Some days, grey clouds and mucky rain fill the sky and trudge along like a cold and tired farmer through his muddy field. These are the days that seem so unfair. Other days, life bursts with colour, people sing with giddy joy, and no matter how much some may try to bring you down, your wide smile will not fall into a frown. Then there are those days even you, the person experiencing them, will have to think twice before believing the bizarre events even occurred.

			“Was it a dream?” you will ask yourself before reaching for the souvenir you kept in remembrance of your curious journey. The following tale is the latter. 

			If you are all ready, I will begin. 

			Once, not so long ago, on an Earth similar to ours, in a less-than-picturesque Yorkshire town, inside 22 Puddle-duck Lane, there lives a very inquisitive little boy called Dexter Booth. Fewer nine-year-old boys are like him in the whole of Yorkshire. Even at school, his ability to question everything and jabber like a giddy chaffinch caused Dexter to stand out from the rest. And, boy, can he jabber. There are rumours Dexter Booth once jabbered a whole troop of chattering monkeys into stunned silence. Quite some feat, don’t you think? 

			Coupled with his jabbering, Dexter found sitting still extremely difficult. He bounced, leapt, and ran around everywhere. Sometimes, without going anywhere in particular. He zipped and bobbed around so much, his mum and dad needed to replace the carpets every two years because their little boy simply wore them to bare thread. He only stopped for food and to watch his favourite superhero films. And in this tale of Dexter, the first of many amazing adventures, he will need to learn the skill of sitting still for several hours or a clan of faeries will perish. But we will come to that later. We will also find out later that Dexter carries abilities even his mum and dad knew nothing about, he will help a clan of faeries to create a magickal faerie ring, discover magick with a “k” and save the very last dragon. 

			“A DRAGON?” you cry. 

			Yes, an actual huge, scaly, and fire-breathing dragon; putting to bed one of the many myths regarding Saint George and the Dragon. 

			This first adventure, however, began one normal Friday afternoon in June after a rather frustrating day in school for Dexter. For one, it rained all morning, spoiling everyone’s playtime. Mrs Pudge, the friendly dinner lady, served fish pie and Brussels sprouts for lunch, the worst kind of pie and vegetable as far as Dexter was concerned. And to top it all, Mrs Dobson taught him science on a Friday. 

			Now, Mrs Dobsons are not unique. Mrs Dobsons are dotted all over the world. You will undoubtedly bump into many over your lifetime. They are the kind of person who just shouldn’t do the work their bosses pay them to perform because they obviously hate their jobs. Yet, for some reason only known to them, they persist until it turns their minds bitter, twisted and mean. Her time doing what she hated also affected her posture and love for herself. Her skin transformed from radiant to grey, and her eyes became black and beady like a raven’s. Over the years, she shifted from a pretty but plain lady to looking like her elbows and knees could cut steel. Her hair, once shiny and vibrant, turned dry and lay scattered across her skull as if styled from a badly made bird’s nest. But, worst of all, for a teacher at least, she despised children asking questions. This made Dexter her least favourite pupil.

			“Quiet!” Came Mrs Dobson’s favourite reply whenever Dexter’s hand shot into the air. Dexter thought she sounded like his neighbour’s Jack Russell whenever the postman arrived with the mail.

			“But, Miss,” Dexter always pleaded, “can I just ask?”

			“I said quiet, Dexter Booth. Do you want detention again?”

			“No, Miss,” Dexter groaned and lowered his hand. He felt his face heat up as all the other children stared his way.

			Mrs Dobson’s refusal to answer his questions drove young Dexter to angry tears. He couldn’t understand why she acted in such a manner. Especially as Mrs Carey, his teacher from the previous year, encouraged such questions. 

			His mum calmed Dexter down two evenings earlier, after another school day where Mrs Dobson hushed him repeatedly, frustrating Dexter to boiling point.

			“Don’t let it get you mad, Dex,” Mum began. “We can’t get along with everyone.”

			“But she doesn’t tell anyone else to be quiet, Mum! Just me!”

			“If you promise to keep your temper, sweetie, I will speak with Mrs Dobson next week at parent’s evening. Okay?”

			After a little more persuading, and a few angry tears, Dexter promised he would keep his temper in check. Not an easy promise to keep under the circumstances.

			Soon, and in some ways not soon enough for all involved, the final bell clanged to signal the end of the school week. 

			A relieved Dexter, giggling alongside his friends, skipped and hopped towards the school entrance. There he found his dad waiting with the other proud parents by the gates, trying, but failing, to keep his unruly mop of mud-coloured hair from attracting attention. You see, Dexter’s dad’s hair stuck out this way and waved like a frantic fool the other. Some said it looked like an angry, furry puppy desperately trying to escape from his head. Dexter, on the other hand, inherited his mum’s hair. Her hair sat neat and barley-coloured, just like his. Having hair with a life of its own didn’t bother Dexter’s dad though. In fact, he revelled in it and just to wind up his wife, he would saunter into the house after visiting the barber with anything from a perm to a mohawk sitting just above a mischievous grin. When not trying to exasperate Dexter’s mum, his dad also enjoyed football and knew so much about the “beautiful game,” sports seers from far and wide would appear without invite upon his doorstep to ask him questions. This was another thing that frustrated his wife as she could never find a space to park her car after arriving home from a busy day of keeping the economy afloat, as she had the gift with people and numbers.

			“Did you have a good day?” his dad asked as they strolled to the car.

			“Fine, thank you.” Dexter replied. “Well, apart from Mrs Dobson telling me to be quiet again and Sarah Tattersall telling me she loved me, and we had sprouts for lunch.”

			“Don’t let your lovely teacher bother you, lad,” his dad grinned, ruffling his son’s hair. “We’ll speak to her soon. But, isn’t Sarah telling you she loved you a nice thing?” Dad asked as he turned to unlock the car.

			“It’s okay, but, I haven’t got time for girls, Dad. I’m going to Pop-pop and Siti’s house tonight and need to pack my bags and make sure my iPod’s charged and I...” Dexter stopped his prattling as he noticed an unusual man standing, staring his way, down the end of the street. The man looked nothing like anyone else Dexter had ever seen. He stood, all in black leather. He wore a long black leather coat that reached his ankles, a pair of black leather trousers and black leather boots. The only thing not to have black leather was his shaved head. And to contrast the black leather, his skin was chalk white. Dexter gulped as the man grinned that sort of grin that could make a werewolf quiver. To Dexter, the man looked exactly like a vampire. Dexter shivered and backed into his dad’s legs.

			“D-d-dad,” he said in almost a whisper and turned to his parent, “I think there’s a vampire at the end of the street smiling at me.”

			“I don’t think vampires are real, Dex,” his dad replied.

			“But he’s there,” Dexter told him and turned back to where the strange man grinned. Yet, now the street stood empty. 

			“You and your imagination,” his dad sniggered. “It was probably some rocker you saw. They all look a bit like vampires.”

			“But he was literally staring and smiling at me and stuff.”

			“Then at least he was friendly,” Dexter’s dad said with a shrug. “Come on. We better get home before your Pop-pop and Siti arrive. Are you looking forward to seeing them?”

			“Yes. Pop-pop’s taking me to the seaside and said he’ll show me some magick and teach me all about some of the friendliest magickal creatures. But, not vampires, ogres or werewolves. They aren’t nice, are they, Dad? They bite people’s heads off and chase people on all fours, dribbling out of their mouths and howling all the time. I like magick though.”

			Now, not a lot of people know this and do not listen to those who say otherwise but magick is real. We are not talking about the sleight of hand, card trick magic ending with a “c” one sees on the stage or television. We are talking real magick ending with a “k.” Dexter’s Pop-pop gave many notable examples to show the truth of such a wild statement. You see, both Pop-pop and Siti practised real magick. Siti as a witch, and Pop-pop, of course, as a wizard. 

			Some said Dexter had another witch in the family in the form of Nanny Scroggins. She had long treacle-coloured hair and scowled like a super-villain at picture time. She, however, did not practice magick. His Nanny studied and practised psychology. Psychologists unravel sadness in folk. An incredible and helpful skill to have. Yet, just not real magick.

			Dexter arrived home. All thoughts of the strange man in leather gone from his mind, he stuffed his monkey backpack with toy Avengers characters, his travel bag with clean clothes, and his other travel bag with books and his iPod to text mum and dad goodnight later. Dexter then waited by the front door for Pop-pop and Siti to arrive. 

			The time spent sitting on the bottom step gave him space to think about some of the stories Pop-pop told him before bed, or while driving in the car. Dexter’s mind itched with many questions during these moments and Pop-pop never failed to answer them as best as he could.

			When not describing the magickal beasts and worlds he visited, Dexter saw Pop-pop as a man who liked two things. Pop-pop enjoyed silliness and he liked wearing hats.

			“Hats are essential headgear for some wizard’s, Tyrannosaurusdex,” Pop-pop told Dexter many months past. Tyrannosaurusdex, T-dex and Wee-man are Pop-pop’s silly nicknames for his grandson. “Hats keep the magick stored inside my head from leaking out and changing the colour of my shirt. Or much, much worse,” Pop-pop went on to say.

			“Has that ever happened to you, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked at the time, with eyes wider than his mum’s dinner plates.

			Pop-pop leaned down to Dexter’s eye level and said, “Promise you won’t tell anyone?”

			“I promise.”

			“I forgot my hat twice. Once as I prepared for a very important job interview.”

			“What happened, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked eagerly, as he knew something remarkable must surely have occurred.

			“Well, when I left the house, my clean and pressed shirt shone as white as fresh snow. On arriving for my interview, however, I found, to my shock and embarrassment that my white shirt had turned to bright purple with a picture of a grinning flamingo and the words, ‘This job is for pooh-pooh heads,’ emblazoned on the front. Magick can act like a naughty monkey if you’re not careful, Wee-man.”

			Dexter giggled to himself as he remembered Pop-pop telling him that story. Just before he recalled another silly tale of Pop-pop’s, there came a slow, heavy KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK on the front door, startling Dexter. The sombre rapping didn’t sound at all like Pop-pop’s usual jolly knocking. It sounded more like a zombie’s or a hungry giant’s.

			“HELLO!” Dexter called, trying to keep the nerves from his voice. He decided, in case something dangerous loomed on the other side, not to open the door to such an unusual knock. “Who is it?”

			The knocker didn’t reply. Heavy silence filled Dexter’s ears. It seemed to last days. Until, ready to ask again, Dexter’s mouth flopped on its hinges to see the letterbox in the front door creak slowly open.

			“Tyrannosaurusdex,” A voice he recognised cried out, followed by a giggle. “How are youuuu?”

			“POP-POP,” Dexter hollered back, relieved, and shot across to open the door. “You didn’t scare me, you know? I knew it was you and Siti,” the young lad said as his Pop-pop swept him high into the air for a hug.

			“Of course, I didn’t scare you. You’re the one and only brave T-dex. I’m proud that you are also not stupid either. You see, most foolish folk would have opened the door to check out the strange noises. You did not.”
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			The first night of adventure began slowly as they all sat and giggled along to a film called Captain Underpants on Pop-pop and Siti’s television. To accompany the film, Siti made her scrumptious homemade chocolate milkshakes. They were so thick and creamy their metal spoons bent with the effort of scooping the sweet delight into their mouths.

			After the film ended, Dexter asked, “Pop-pop, are vampires real?”

			Pop-pop rubbed his stubbly chin deep in thought. “Why do you ask?”

			“Well, I think I saw one staring at me after school, and my friend, Sam, in my class, said they are and that they literally suck out all of your blood and leave you looking like a burst balloon.”

			“Well, your friend, Sam, is wrong and also right. They are real, but they don’t walk around in the daylight, and they don’t suck out all of your blood. In fact, some don’t even suck blood at all. They call them Veggievamps.”

			“What do they eat?” Dexter asked.

			“Oh, blood oranges and that kind of thing.”

			“Can the ones who do suck blood break into the house, Pop-pop?”

			“Absolutely not. They have to be invited into a person’s house by the owner, and I’m not silly enough to invite one in.”

			“Would you invite them in, Siti?” Dexter asked, turning to his left.

			“Don’t worry,” Siti replied, “I wouldn’t either.”

			“In fact, ” Pop-pop began, “Siti is just as wise as you, T-dex. Because a vampire came here once, while I soaked in the bath, and Siti didn’t open the door. No matter how much it hissed, screeched and demanded entry.”

			“How did you scare it away, Siti?” Dexter asked, excited to learn more.

			“Oh, I just calmly told it to visit the local blood bank and off it ran.”

			“Oh,” Dexter huffed. “I thought it might have been a more exciting story.”

			“That’s because Siti doesn’t like to blow her own trumpet, T-dex,” Pop-pop said. “What really happened after I jumped out of the bath and ran downstairs, dressed in only a towel and my hat, still dripping wet, is this. I heard screams from the living room. When I reached the bottom step and shot into the room, I found Siti standing defiant, arms crossed, shouting, ‘YOU WILL NOT ENTER THIS HOUSE, VAMPIRE! BE GONE!’ The vampire then soon ran away, weeping, I can tell you.”

			“That’s literally very brave, Siti,” Dexter beamed. He sat between Pop-pop and Siti and turned his thoughts to more questions about vampires.

			As the sun fell from the sky to enjoy its beauty sleep, Pop-pop steered Dexter away from vampires and on to the kinder magickal creatures living on Earth. Creatures such as faeries, whirstlemarps and the Iggies.

			“Whirstlemarps?” Dexter asked in confusion. “I’ve never heard of them, or the Iggies, Pop-pop. What are they?”

			“I am sure you haven’t, young T-dex. The only reason you’ve heard of Faeries is that one or two of the silly ones showed themselves to human beings. We magickal folk know all about Whirstlemarps and Iggies and many more such special and helpful creatures.”

			“What do they look like, Pop-pop?”

			“Well, the Iggies only live in a place called Iggy Wood, near the village of Summerbridge. They look similar to us. Though, they are quite bald, have green and brown skin and wear underpants woven from fibre collected from dead tree limbs discarded on the floor of the woods. You can find Whirstlemarps on clifftops if your eyes are good. They are tiny, winged, and to those who are lucky enough to see them, because they are almost as fast as light itself, they look like tiny pink hippos.”

			“Why do they live in such strange places, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked, his eyes now wide with wonder.

			“The Whirstlemarps live on clifftops to warn humans and other animals not to get too close to the edge. Most animals listen to the advice given and live to tell the tale. Some humans are too stubborn or drunk and falllllllllll to the sharp and painful rocks below. And the Iggies, bless their mossy socks, protect the foxes and the badgers from horrible humans who send in dogs to kill them.”

			“So, they’re both good?” Dexter asked.

			“Absolutely,” Pop-pop nodded.

			“Why are humans not so good and want to hurt things all the time, Pop-pop? My friend, Thomas at school, said it’s because we were once gorillas or something.”

			“Not all humans want to harm other creatures, T-dex. Do you?”

			“No, Pop-pop. I like animals. My favourite, after my cats and Harrison, Aunty Lucy’s dog, is the anglerfish.”

			“Then, not all humans are bad, are they? Unfortunately, some people are just born wanting to hurt others, Dex.”

			“Oh,” Dex replied. The young boy’s eyes saddened at the thought.

			“Anyway, hopefully, we will get to see your favourite fish tomorrow.”

			“Why, Pop-pop?”

			“Because we’re going to the Sea Life Centre.”

			“REALLY?” Dexter’s sad eyes changed to ones now filled with excitement in an instant.

			“Yes, really. So, we better read you a quick bedtime story, and then all get some sleep. Are you okay sleeping on your own tonight? If not, I can pitch a camp bed next to yours.”

			“Are you noisy when you sleep, Pop-pop?”

			“I do tend to snore like an angry bison, on occasion,” Pop-pop shrugged with a sigh.

			“Are bison noisy?”

			“Sometimes.”

			“Oh, well, I’ll sleep on my own then, Pop-pop,” Dexter said with a thoughtful sigh. “I don’t like noise.”

		




	Chapter Two

			The Disappearing Blue Fork

			The next morning, Dexter Booth awoke with the bright sun poking his eyes. He turned and pulled the quilt over his head and tried to snooze a little longer. The excitement of the new day’s adventures, however, suddenly bubbled inside his tummy. As if electrocuted, he jumped out of bed and ran up the stairs to Pop-pop and Siti’s bedroom. On arrival, a strange, loud gargling growl, like an angry ogre trying to recite the alphabet with a mouth full of pebbles, rumbled towards his ears, shocking him.

			Dexter stopped, unsure. He chewed his thumbnail as he tried to work out what kind of monster could make such an horrendous racket. 

			It could be an orc, he thought, or a grizzly bear. 

			After a few long seconds, bravery took his hand as he gently pushed the half-open door. A door Siti said she would leave open just in case he needed them during the night. The noise became louder the more Dexter pushed. 

			It’s not night-time, but I do need them, Dexter thought. But, what if the monster in there is trying to eat them? With a gulp of nervous air and eyes popping out of his head, Dexter peered slowly around the door. I won’t let it eat you, Pop-pop and Siti, he thought in defiance. I’m coming to save you.

			Yet, when his eyes took in the room it looked like his mum and dad’s bedroom. It contained a bed and drawers and pictures. But, still, the growling and grunting rumbled towards him.

			“Pop-pop?” Dexter whispered towards the bed “Siti?” After a few moments, Dexter whispered their names again. Maybe the monster’s eaten them already, he thought, hoping he was wrong.

			Soon enough, and much to Dexter’s ultimate relief, a furious nest of mahogany-coloured hair appeared and turned towards him. “Are you okay, sweetie?” Siti mumbled as she squinted down the bed.

			“Yes,” Dexter replied. “I, erm, just wondered if I could have my breakfast, please, Siti?”

			“Of course, you can,” Siti yawned. “You pop downstairs, and I will be there before you know it.”

			“Thank you,” Dexter replied, sighed and scampered down the stairs to play with his Spiderman and Thor toys.

			Within the time it took for Thor to tell Spidey his plan to save the universe from Thanos, super-witch, Siti tottered into the living room, washed, dressed, and carrying a tray full of breakfast food. The tray contained cereal and milk in a bowl, two slices of toast cut into soldiers, a soft-boiled egg, one glass of freshly squeezed orange juice and a steaming cup of tea.

			“Wow! That was fast! Thank you!” Dexter exclaimed before tucking in. “Was that strange growling coming from Pop-pop, Siti?”

			“Oh, yes,” Siti sniggered.

			“Wow,” Dexter giggled. “He sounds funny.”

			“Doesn’t he?” Siti replied. 

			“I thought it was a huge monster who had eaten you both and then decided to sleep in your bed.” Dexter told Siti.

			“That’s Pop-pop on a quiet day,” Siti sniggered. “Sometimes he blasts the roof right off the house.”

			“Wow,” Dexter replied and laughed along with Siti before chomping down his breakfast.

			After breakfast, and a quick Facetime message to say good morning to his mum and dad, Dexter grinned to see Pop-pop appear in a different hat from the one he wore the day before. Rather than his slate-grey fedora, he wore a straw sunhat similar to Dexter’s.

			“Pop-pop, does it make a difference to the magick if you are wearing a different hat?” Dexter asked as they stepped out of the house to a beautiful, warm, blue day.

			“Not a jot, my Wee man,” Pop-pop replied. “I place a spell of protection over all my hats. I have even placed one over yours to keep your magick from escaping.”

			“Do I have magick too?” Dexter asked, amazed.

			“Of course, you do. You have more magick than most young men your age, T-dex.”

			“Why, Pop-pop? Don’t you and Siti have more than me?”

			“We have a little more. However, because most people, as they grow older, think that magick is for children, they stop believing.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, at your age, you have a freer mind. A mind not weighed down with the heavy anchors of paying bills, nasty wars and terrible news on television that adults put up with.”

			“Oh,” Dexter replied. In all honesty, this “Oh,” meant he had no idea what Pop-pop’s words meant. But it did make Dexter happy to hear he had magick, nonetheless. 

			Dexter shrugged and helped Pop-pop and Siti pack their little red car, with its movable roof, and then climbed into his booster seat Siti had placed on the passenger side. Dexter liked sitting in the front. He saw more of the passing world from such a position.

			“Could I please choose the music, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked after Pop-pop clicked in their safety belts.

			“I think that should be possible,” Pop-pop replied with a smile. “What do you think, Siti?” Pop-pop called to the back seat where Siti sat.

			“Sounds good to me,” Siti called out. “Do you want me to connect your iPod to the car’s stereo, Dex?”

			“Please,” Dexter replied and passed his little device to Siti as Pop-pop switched on the engine and drove away from his house.

			Dexter passing the iPod to the back seat was a relief for both Pop-pop and Siti. You see, above being a powerful sand witch, Siti had passed her exams to also become a grand witch of technology. A good thing for Pop-pop, because he found turning on so much as one of those new-fangled kettles to be a pain in his rear.

			“Never mind programming computers and iPod-thingamabobs,” as he called them. “I simply have little patience for such ridiculousness. I would rather a Snigglemup chew off my buttocks,” Dexter heard him remark on many an occasion. 

			Siti, on the other hand, had the patience of a Yogi. Pop-pop said she, unlike him, had trained with legendary masters and mistresses of the calmer mind, such as a man called Dipaka in India. 

			“Great friendships and relationships need such opposites,” Dexter once heard Pop-pop say to his mum as they discussed adult relationships. “I provide the cooking, the cleaning and the stupidity. Siti provides the stability, the patience and the warm air of kindness.”

			“Done,” Siti soon called from the back seat and passed Dexter’s iPod to him. 

			“Thank you,” Dexter replied. He quickly thumbed his way through the collection of music his mum uploaded for him. Within seconds Pop-pop’s eyes lit up as a voice from the speakers counted to four while static hissed and crackled before a guitar riff and fast, powerful drumming he recognised burst forth and filled the car.

			“I KNOW THIS SONG,” Pop-pop called above the music. “I didn’t know you were a fan of Led Zeppelin, T-dex?”

			Dexter merely shrugged. “It’s from Thor, Ragnarök, Pop-pop,” he said as if Pop-pop should have known such things.

			“Oh, I see,” Pop-pop replied, grinning back at Siti through the rear-view mirror. “Well, now you can tell all your friends it is also a very old and famous song called Immigrant Song, can’t you?”

			Dexter nodded. Although whether Dexter nodded to Pop-pop’s remark or the beat of the music, only the young man knew.

			The journey towards the motorway passed pleasantly for all. Pop-pop rolled the roof of the little red car back to allow the hot, bright sun to shine down upon their heads. He, however, closed the roof once they drove along the motorway. Because, with greater speed came greater gusts of wind to hiss and howl into the car, spoiling Dexter’s music. 

			“Have you ever played a game called I See the Tower, T-dex?” Pop-pop asked, in between songs.

			“No, Pop-pop. What is it?” 

			“Well, firstly, do you know what the Blackpool Tower looks like?”

			“Yes, mum and dad brought me and one time we ate a hotdog on the beach, and we saw lots of men in dresses, and seagulls, and one pooed on a lady’s head.”

			“That certainly sounds like Blackpool,” Pop-pop sniggered. “Well, the first person to point out the Tower, and shout, “I See the Tower”, wins a bag of candy floss.”

			Dexter’s smile widened. He liked candy floss. Three sets of eyes soon scanned the horizon for the tower. Pop-pop’s eyes searched a little less keenly compared to the other two as he drove the car and needed to concentrate. Try the game next time you are travelling to Blackpool. It’s fun. And, if you have never seen it, the tower looks like a humungous vinegar bottle or a smaller version of the Eifel Tower in Paris, France.

			“I SEE THE TOWER!” Dexter soon called out, excitement squeaking his little voice.

			“Where?” Siti laughed from the back seat.

			“There,” Dexter told her and pointed in an easterly direction where fields spread like huge, green blankets.

			“Nearly, T-dex,” Pop-pop chuckled. “But, that’s an electricity pylon. Try again.”

			“Oh,” Dexter replied and continued his search. He searched and searched and searched and...when he thought he would never find the stupid tower, Siti leaned as far forward as her seatbelt allowed and whispered, 

			“Look over there, Dex,” and pointed up ahead. 

			Dexter followed her finger and saw, poking its top, or Eye, as it is known, over the far-off horizon, and growing taller by the second… 

			“I SEE THE TOWER!” Dexter exclaimed with joy.

			“That’s right,” Pop-pop announced. “I declare Tyrannosaurus-dex the winner, winner, chicken and Yorkshire pudding dinner.”

			“Yeah!” Dexter giggled and then stopped. Something Pop-pop said struck a chord in his stomach. “I’m hungry, Pop-pop.”

			“Worry not, my boy, we’re nearly there. Do you fancy some lunch before we see the fishes?”

			“Yes, please,” Dexter replied.

			“How about you, Siti? Are you hungry?” Pop-pop called to the back seat.

			“I could eat a little fishy,” Siti smiled from the back. 

			“Not from the Sea Life Centre, though, Siti,” Dexter called back.

			“No, Dexter, definitely not from the Sea Life Centre,” Siti replied in an earnest tone.

			“We don’t want to eat an anglerfish, do we, Pop-pop? They are my favourite,” Dexter told them.

			“Don’t worry, my Wee man,” Pop-pop said. “They never batter and fry anglerfish in Blackpool’s fish and chip shops.”

			“That’s good,” Dexter said, relieved, and turned back to watch the Tower grow immense in front of his wide eyes.

			“They do sell cloud soup, grandson pie, and battered monkey trunks, though,” Pop-pop told his grandson with a glint in his eye. “Do you fancy some of that for lunch?”

			“You’re tricking me, Pop-pop,” Dexter said, giggling.

			“Damn,” Pop-pop replied, pretending to look hurt, “You’ve found me out. Siti, we must remember that Dexter is just too clever for his old Pop-pop. Okay?”

			Siti, smiling from the back seat, agreed.

			After a slow dawdle along the gridlocked roads leading into the centre of Blackpool, Pop-pop found a parking spot in a packed car park. He slotted the little red car into the available space with ease.

			“Right,” Pop-pop began with a serious expression, “I’m sure your mum and dad have drilled this into you, but do not let go of either mine or Siti’s hand when walking down the streets. Okay, Wee-man?”

			Dexter nodded.

			“Do you know why?” Pop-pop asked.

			“Because it’s dangerous, Pop-pop. And because there are bad people who like to take children even if they are not their own and don’t give them tea or anything. mum and dad said so.”

			“Good lad.” Pop-pop leaned across, removed Dexter’s hat, and kissed him on his forehead. “Let’s go get some grub.” He then tickled his giggling grandson’s tummy before climbing out of his side of the car.

			The three, Dexter in the middle holding both adults’ hands, made their way through packed sun-drenched side streets as they headed towards the even busier promenade. And when I say busier, I am understating the hive of activity on the main street. Dexter couldn’t even see the sea for the many families laden down with silly hats, buckets and spades and baskets of picnics, strolling this way and that. Large groups of young men and women dressed in ballerina or gorilla costumes also zig-zagged left and right, shouting and laughing. Dexter soon blinked as thousands of bright lights flashed to invite patrons to play THE BEST GAMES IN THE WORLD. Music also blared out of so many buildings their melodies turned into a cacophony of different plinky-plonky noises. And with the scents of so many different foods, like burgers, fish and chips, hot dogs, doughnuts, and Blackpool rock, hitting his nose, Dexter didn’t know what he wanted to eat first. He decided he wanted it ALL.

			Pop-pop and Siti agreed that rather than standing in the street trying to eat, it would be more sensible to find somewhere to sit down and dine. Thereby avoiding the risk of other people barging them around as if they stood on the deck of a storm-hit ship. This they did and chose a restaurant which leaned towards the pirate theme in a big way. Brightly coloured statues and photographs of growling pirates festooned the walls and ceiling. 

			While they waited for their food, Pop-pop showed Dexter the disappearing and reappearing plastic fork. A simple form of magick which involves passing an object from one closed hand to another without moving or opening either hand. Dexter sat, wide-eyed, as Pop-pop closed his left hand around the fork, whispered a few strange words before opening both hands to reveal the same fork in the right palm.

			“WOW,” Dexter exclaimed.

			“I can even pass the fork to you if you like?” Pop-pop asked an amazed Dexter.

			“Siti first,” Dexter replied, wanting to see if it hurt before committing himself.

			“Okay. That sounds wise. I’ll pass this fork to Siti without touching her and make it appear in her left hand.” Pop-pop smiled, closed his hand containing the fork and hovered it over Siti’s right hand, mumbled a few strange words and then asked Siti to open her left hand. The fork lay in her palm as clear as the midday sun is big and bright.

			“Now me!” Dexter whispered. His eyes were wider than ever with excitement.

			“How about I move the fork from Siti, through me and on to you without touching it?”

			“There’s literally no way that’s possible, Pop-pop. You’re tricking me again, aren’t you?” Dexter said with an uncertain smile. 

			“We’ll see. Hold my hand,” Pop-pop said and held out his empty right hand. Dexter tentatively took it with his little left hand. “Now close your other hand, though not too tight. You don’t want to squeeze the fork when it arrives.” While still holding Siti’s with his left hand and now Dexter’s with his right, Pop-pop told Siti to close the hand with the fork and began mumbling once again. “Right, open your hand, oh great Tyrannosaurus-dex.”

			Dexter winced as if he would soon find the fork sticking into his palm, Yet, found, to his amazement and surprise, not the little blue fork but a funny rubber clown’s face sitting in his palm blowing raspberries at him. He didn’t even feel it arrive before opening his hand.

			“But where did the fork go, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked after he stopped giggling at the clown.

			“Check under your hat.”

			Dexter did as Pop-pop said and found the blue fork.

			“How did you do that?” Dexter asked, aghast. “It didn’t even hurt or anything, Pop-pop. It literally didn’t,” Dexter announced.

			“Do you think I, or Siti, would ever hurt our little T-dex?”

			“No.” Dexter smiled. 

			“You’re right there.” Pop-pop smiled back. “We may eat your whole head clean off and wash it down with a hot cup of Yorkshire tea, but we would never hurt you.” 

			Dexter giggled and smiled a huge smile. Siti already smiled wide. Beyond seeing the excitement in Dexter’s eyes, the food had arrived. And food always made her smile.

			




Chapter Three

			The Anglerfish Reveals Her Secret

			After lunch, the three satisfied tourists joined a large queue outside the Sea Life Centre’s closed doors. In front of them, many other excited children fidgeted by their parents’ sides, just like Dexter.

			“Are you looking forward to seeing your anglerfish?” Pop-pop said to Dexter.

			“Yes,” Dexter replied, dancing from one foot to the other. “But, right now, I just need the toilet, Pop-pop.”

			“Ah,” Pop-pop sniggered. “And there was me thinking you were excited.”

			“Oh, I am excited, Pop-pop,” Dexter replied, feeling his teeth beginning to itch, “I really am. But I also desperately need a wee-wee.”

			“Give me a moment and I will make sure the queue hurries up,” Siti told him. She opened her handbag, placed her hand inside, closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. Dexter watched her face intently. After no more than three seconds, Siti reopened her peepers. “You can go in now, Dex.”

			“But there are other pe…” An astounded Dexter did not finish the sentence. Because, upon turning to point out the large queue to Siti, he found the families had all magickly rushed through the now-open doors. “Wow! That was literally amazing, Siti,” he exclaimed and skipped inside the entrance, clasping Pop-pop and Siti’s hands.

			“Can you sort out the tickets, please, chicken?” Pop-pop asked Siti. “I bought them on-line under my name. I’ll take this little scamp to the loo. Won’t be a moment.”

			Dexter followed Pop-pop’s lead as they headed towards a door with a gentleman’s silhouette sticker on the front.

			Soon enough, with relief smiling inside his little head, Dexter, skipping alongside Pop-pop, joined Siti by the ticket office before they started the tour. They wandered through rooms called The Rockpool and Atlantic Depths, and saw a whole array of small, large, and colourful sea creatures, ranging from crabs to starfish and sharks to turtles. Yet, Dexter hardly gave the other creatures a side glance. He only cared about his favourite. The anglerfish, however, did not appear to be in any tank. And they gawped into many, huge and tiny. Dexter even climbed inside blurry bubbles to view the tanks from odd and wonderful angles but still did not see his prize.

			One creature did catch Dexter’s attention, though, as he peered through the opaque glass. Dexter’s insides froze and his breath stuck in his throat as he looked across and saw the vampire he’d seen outside school appear on the other side of the same tank, leering for a brief moment before turning away. Dexter scurried out of the bubble and bolted to his grandparents.

			“Pop-pop, Siti,” Dexter gasped, “can you remember that vampire I told you I saw outside school when Dad came to pick me up and he smiled a weird smile at me and stared and…”

			“Slow down, Wee-man. Are you saying you’ve just seen it again?” Pop-pop asked in a whisper after hunkering down to Dexter’s eye level. 

			“Yes. He smiled at me again from the other side of the tank I was looking through.”

			“Weird,” Siti added. “Are you sure, chicken?”

			“Yes, Siti, literally, absolutely sure,” Dexter replied.

			“Right, I want you to hold mine and Siti’s hand. We will look for this person and…”

			“Vampire, Pop-pop,” Dexter told him.

			“Well, we can’t be certain of that, T-dex. It may just be a huge coincidence. Especially as vampires never go out in the daytime. So, as I say, we’ll all look for your fish together and keep a wide eye open for the strange man. Okay?”

			Dexter was certain the person he’d seen was more than just a man, as the vampire made him feel colder inside than any man he’d come across in his whole life but nodded anyway.

			So, they searched…and searched until around the time they decided to give up, all three heard a female voice which didn’t appear to be coming through their ears.

			Hello! The voice, with a distinctive tinny tone, called out. I’m over here. Beeeeehiiiiind you!

			Dexter turned first and saw what he had been looking for. “THE ANGLERFISH,” he called out, shocking many other passing tourists. 

			After a quick apology, all three rushed over to a large tank with possibly the unluckiest fish to ever grace the seven seas almost pressing its funny little face against its side of the tank. Pop-pop and Siti tried their best from thinking such uncharitable thoughts as, Boy are you ugly! That said, even most anglerfish are aware just how the world of mammal and water creature alike see them. With huge, gaping, horrific mouths filled with rows of razor-sharp teeth and beady, little eyes, they can scare themselves if they pass a reflective surface, such as a discarded mirror floating in their sea, dropped by a scruffy human idiot who cares little for the world they live on.

			“How can I hear you?” Dexter asked, astonished. 

			You don’t need to speak out loud, young man friend. Most of your other human folk would, for one, find it odd that you are talking to my kind. Would they not? The fish told them.

			“I suppose. So, how do I talk to you, then?” Dexter asked, lowering his voice.

			“I think,” Siti cut in, “If we do as our new friend here is doing and think the words, she should hear us, and we should also hear each other just as well. Is that correct?” She then asked the fish.

			Yes, the fish said and bowed in the water. That is correct, new lady friend.

			Okay, Dexter thought. Hello. Can you hear me? I am Dexter Booth, aged nine and you are my favourite fish of all time.

			Hello, Dexter Booth, aged nine. My name is Clowtarp, and I am unsure of my age as we do not have birthdays.

			Oh, that’s really quite sad, Dexter thought.

			Not so much, replied Clowtarp. If we do not know about parties and have never experienced one, we cannot miss one. Yes?

			I suppose not, Dexter shrugged. Can I ask, how are we doing this, Clowtarp?

			What? Communicating? It is via what your people call my illicium.

			I KNOW THAT WORD, Dexter exclaimed inside his head. My mum helped me with it when I read up on you in my David Attenborough book Pop-pop and Siti bought me for Christmas. Mum says she thinks the bendy wand-like thing on your head is like your fishing rod for catching other fishes for your tea.

			Ah, Clowtarp began, then I am afraid she is only half correct. Just like many of your so-called experts. I do catch my tea with it, but it is far more than just a rod. I do not know the ins and outs properly, though I do know we can connect several minds at once. Sometimes, when we are really hungry, we can entice the more stupid fishes to climb into our mouths. Please bear in mind, though, most of us are not proud of such deceptive behaviour.

			I’m sorry, Clowtarp, I’m not sure what those words mean, Dexter shrugged.

			Clowtarp means, Pop-pop began, when she says she is not proud of such deceptive behaviour, she is not proud of some of her friends for using their mind gift to pull the less intelligent fishes into their mouths. Does that make more sense, T-dex?

			Yes, thank you, Pop-pop.

			Thank you for your help, Mr Pop-pop, Clowtarp said.

			Ha-ha, Pop-pop sniggered inside his mind. You are most welcome. Although, I am just Pop-pop.

			My apologies, Clowtarp said. 

			No need, Pop-pop thought. What else can your illicium do that our so-called specialists don’t know about, Clowtarp?

			We can read the minds of most creatures. That is how I knew you and your young man, Dexter, are good souls and much more than he or even you know. I have been searching for days in hope to find such a people.

			That’s interesting, Siti thought.

			Dexter felt his little cheeks beam with pride.

			It is also why I need to ask you all, especially Dexter Booth, aged nine, to perform a special task.

			This piqued all three of the humans’ interest.

			“What do you want us to do?” Dexter asked out loud. In his excitement, he quite forgot to think his question. Oops, sorry, Pop-pop, he then added in his mind.

			That’s alright, T-dex, Pop-pop sniggered. The question still stands, Clowtarp. How can we help?

			A few days ago, I entertained myself by flicking between the minds of children and adults alike, because life can be a little tiresome swishing about in the same tank. Some minds made me giggle with the silliness they thought. One or two others disgusted me with the darkness shadowing their lives. One, in particular, caused the many bones in my body to melt with fear, Clowtarp told them, her voice trembling at the memory.

			Did you catch their name, Clowtarp? Pop-pop asked.

			He goes by many names, I’m afraid. Each name flashed before me. Although, I caught the name he uses now, yes. It was his plans that worried me the most, though.

			What plans? Dexter asked.

			He plans to attack a group of faeries in a village called Ripley, in Yorkshire, because they are hiding the secret location to the last living dragon. This man, who is going by Greigor Bork at the moment, is extremely dangerous. He is the darkest of warlocks, Pop-pop, and wishes, alongside a witch he only referred to as the woman, to use the dragon for their own evil ends, Clowtarp continued. You must approach him with supreme care.

			Why would we risk Dex near such a man? Siti asked.

			Because, as I already mentioned, Dexter Booth is something even you do not recognise, Mrs Siti. Dexter has young faerie blood inside him and despite knowing the human tongue, the faeries will only talk to young minds like Dexter’s if he can persuade them of his trustworthiness, Clowtarp said. I fear you must warn them!

			




Chapter Four

			How to Beat a Rampaging Skeleton

			How can you tell Dexter has faerie blood flowing inside his veins, Clowtarp? An astounded Pop-pop asked.

			It is yet another thing my kind can pick up. I can also tell where everyone comes from, Pop-pop. Even you. I can see that you all have high levels of faerie blood inside you but only the young can communicate directly with the little creatures until trust is established. The older a human becomes the less able they are to talk the faerie tongue. You are complicated creatures, Clowtarp giggled.

			No truer words spoken, Pop-pop replied with a rueful shrug.

			But, where does Pop-pop actually come from, Clowtarp? Dexter thought.

			Like Siti with her strong connection to an ancient and famous Arabian witch called Scheherazade, Pop-pop can follow his family tree back to one of the first-ever human wizards. A wizard called Gheras the Wise.

			Wow! Dexter thought. His eyes were so wide with wonder they almost fell out of his little head. Was Ghesas the Wise famous, Pop-pop? I’ve never heard of him.

			Gheras is still alive and is incredibly famous among wizards, witches and most magickal beings, T-dex. But you will never read about him in schoolbooks, despite him saving the world from evil creatures more times than I can mention, Pop-pop told his grandson with a shrug.

			Is he a better wizard than you and Siti, Pop-pop? Dexter asked.

			Oh, far better, Dex. He is the first and most powerful. When is this Greigor Bork going to attack the faeries, Clowtarp? Siti replied.

			In no more than two days. He seemed eager to get on with it, Clowtarp told them.

			Pop-pop turned to look at Siti, as he thought the following, We need to find Gheras and ask his advice before sending Dex to speak to the faeries. What do you think?

			I agree, Siti replied.

			Would you please come back and tell me how things go? Clowtarp asked. I do worry about the little people.

			We will, all three humans replied and thanked Clowtarp for reaching out to them.

			After saying their goodbyes to Clowtarp, they decided they would quickly buy some hot-sugared doughnuts and a bag of candy floss from a street vendor before driving over to the place where Gheras the Wise lived. A mysterious abode Pop-pop called L-Wood. The car journey to such a place would take at least two hours in the late afternoon traffic. Dexter filled the time with questions as Siti took a turn behind the wheel of the little red car. Pop-pop sat in the back and, as he told Dexter, meditated on the information Clowtarp gave them.

			“Siti,” Dexter began as they left the motorway and reopened the roof, “Have you ever met Gesas?”

			“Do you mean, Gheras, sweetie?”

			“Yes,” Dexter giggled.

			“Then, yes. Just once. Though, few have seen Gheras, Dex,” Siti explained.

			“Has Pop-pop met him?”

			“You will have to ask him, sweetie.”

			“POP-POP,” Dexter called to the back seat, “HAVE YOU EVER MET GHESRAS?”

			“ONCE OR THRICE, T-DEX,” Pop-pop called back. “I HAVE EVEN VISITED HIM IN L-WOOD WHERE HE LIVES. BUT I MUST ADMIT TO NOT KNOWING WE WERE RELATED. I REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME HE CAME TO TALK WITH MY PARENTS. I MUST HAVE BEEN ABOUT YOUR AGE WHEN HE TOLD MY PARENTS TO EXPECT ME TO GROW WITH SOME MAGICKAL POWERS. HE THEN DROPPED BY NOW AND AGAIN TO TEACH ME VARIOUS SPELLS.”

			“WHAT’S HE LIKE, POP-POP?”

			“OH, HE’S A STRANGE-LOOKING MAN, T-DEX. BUT A VERY GOOD MAN. YOU’LL LIKE HIM.”

			“WILL I?”

			“OH, ABSOLUTELY. HE’S ALSO VERY FUNNY.”

			“HOW OLD IS HE, POP-POP?”

			“VERY OLD. SO OLD, HE EVEN REMEMBERS WHEN THE DINOSAURS WERE ALIVE.”

			“WOW.”

			“WOW, INDEED.”

			“HAS HE EVER SEEN A DRAGON?”

			“MOST PROBABLY.” Pop-pop replied.

			“WOW. HAS HE EVER SEEN A VAMPIRE, LIKE YOU AND SITI?” Dexter asked.

			“I WOULD HAVE THOUGHT SO,” Pop-pop told him.

			“WHAT ABOUT A SKELETON?”

			“UNDOUBTEDLY.”

			“HOW WOULD HE BEAT A SKELETON, POP-POP?”

			“THE SAME WAY GHERAS TAUGHT ME, NO DOUBT, T-DEX,” Pop-pop told Dexter and leaned as close as he could to the front. “HE TOLD ME TO HIT IT WITH A FREEZE SPELL AND THEN WHACK IT HARD. THE WHACK WOULD SHATTER THE BONES ALL OVER THE PLACE,” Pop-pop replied over the sound of the wind whooshing across the open roof.

			“WOW. HAVE YOU DONE THAT TO A SKELETON?”

			“YES, ONCE.”

			“WHAT HAPPENED?” Dexter asked, eager to learn more.

			“WELL, A FEW YEARS BACK, DURING HALLOWEEN.” Pop-pop began, leaning forward in his seat. “I WAS PROBABLY ABOUT TWENTY YEARS OLD AT THE TIME. BEFORE I MET SITI. I WAS VISITING A PLACE WHERE I WENT TO SCHOOL. A PLACE CALLED PATELEY BRIDGE. I REMEMBER THE DAY WAS A BIT DRIZZLY BUT EVERYONE STILL SMILED, WHEN SUDDENLY A LADY SCREAMED AND RAN TOWARDS ME IN A TERRIBLE PANIC. I ASKED HER WHAT HAD UPSET HER AND SHE SAID A SKELETON HAD RISEN FROM A GRAVE IN THE LOCAL CHURCHYARD AND HAD STARTED CHASING PEOPLE WITH AN AXE.”

			“WOW,” Dex exclaimed. “WHAT DID YOU DO, POP-POP?”

			“I DID WHAT ANY MAN WOULD DO WHO KNEW A LITTLE MAGICK, DEX. I RAN TOWARDS THE CHURCHYARD AND PULLED OUT THIS.” Pop-pop stretched his arm towards Dex. In his palm sat what looked like nothing more than a pencil with a tiny white crystal on one end.

			“BUT THAT DOESN’T LOOK LIKE MUCH, POP-POP. ARE YOU JOKING WITH ME?”

			Dexter’s Pop-pop always played tricks, so the young man had grown wary of such cheeky deceptions.

			“AH, MY YOUNG T-DEX. THIS MAY LOOK LIKE NOTHING BUT IF I THINK CAREFULLY IT DOES THIS.”

			After no more than a second the crystal glowed, and the pencil-like object began to grow. Within three seconds it reached the size of a wand but did not stop there. It grew and grew and grew until the tiny jewel soon became a large white crystal atop a thick wooden staff. Then, before it grew too big for the little car, Pop-pop sighed and the staff shrunk to the size of a pencil once more.

			“WOW!” Dex called out.

			“WOW, INDEED,” Pop-pop replied. “WITH MY STAFF AT FULL LENGTH, LONGER THAN THIS, I CHARGED INTO THE CHURCHYARD AND THERE I FOUND MR SKELETON DANCING ON TOP OF A GRAVE.”

			“WHAT DID YOU DO, POP-POP?” Dexter asked, eager to find out the conclusion.

			“I TOLD THE SILLY CREATURE TO SHOW SOME RESPECT AND GET OFF THE GRAVE HE DANCED UPON AS HE WOULD WAKE THE POOR SOUL SLEEPING UNDERNEATH. HE TURNED, STAMPED HIS BONY FEET ON THE GRAVESTONE, WITH A CLICKETY-CLACK, AND RAN STRAIGHT AT ME WITH HIS AXE RAISED TO SWING AT MY HEAD. SO, I TOOK A DEEP BREATH, REMEMBERED MY FREEZE SPELL AND ZAPPED HIM RIGHT BETWEEN HIS EMPTY EYE SOCKETS.”

			“DID IT WORK, POP-POP?” Dexter asked.

			“OH, YES,” Pop-pop replied. “IT STOPPED HIM IN HIS TRACKS. AFTER I’D COMPLETELY FROZEN HIM, I WHACKED THE CHEEKY MONKEY WITH THE OTHER END OF MY STAFF, SHATTERING IT INTO MANY PIECES. I THEN SWEPT THEM ALL UP INTO AN ASDA SHOPPING BAG AND BURIED HIM IN THE GRAVE HE HAD CLIMBED OUT OF.”

			As Dexter marvelled at the tale, Pop-pop placed the tiny staff back into his pocket for safe-keeping and sat back to meditate once again.

			




Chapter Five

			Bolly-Bib’s

			As Siti drove from the north-west of Lancashire to North Yorkshire, Dexter filled in the spare time with more questions. That way he ensured he would not get bored. Because Dexter never liked to get bored. So, he and Siti discussed the sun and why it doesn’t fall out of the sky to land on people’s heads. This is due to a magickal force called gravity and nothing at all to do with string and glue like a silly boy at his school called Sid had once suggested. They talked about his dad’s funny hair and the many times he had tried to style it yet never quite succeeded. They also talked about food. The latter made Dexter hungry, so they decided to stop for tea at a cool place called Bolly Bibs. Dexter had been there with his mum once so knew they cooked great food.

			Then Dexter took a thoughtful moment before asking, “Siti, if I’m a faerie, does that make my mum and dad faeries?”

			“That’s an interesting question, Dex,” Siti replied with a contemplative frown of her own. “I’m sure Gheras will be able to answer that for you. I suppose there’s a good chance one or both are faeries.”

			“Then why don’t we wear dresses?”

			“Well, only the girl and lady faeries tend to wear dresses, Dexter. The men and boy faeries generally like to wear trousers just like you.”

			“Oh, then why don’t we all live with the other faeries and have wings and have faerie dust to spread over people’s heads?”

			“Ooh, you do ask excellent questions. The short answer is, I don’t know. But, I’m sure…”

			“Ghesas will know,” Dexter finished with a grin.

			“Cheeky,” Siti giggled.

			With the bright orange sun weighing heavy in the sky, Siti pulled into a large car park, already crammed with vehicles of all shapes, colours and sizes. Dexter felt his belly tingle as Pop-pop helped him out of the car. Bolly Bib’s didn’t only serve his favourite hot-dogs, it also served the best ice-cream flavours.

			“Can I have an ice-cream, please, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked after taking Pop-pop’s hand.

			“If you eat all your dinner, my old T-dex.”

			“I will.”

			They headed towards what looked like a giant barn. To the right of the barn stood a huge wooden ship, a wooden tractor, and a wooden truck next to a play park of swings and slides. Dexter skipped with excitement.

			“Can I play on the ship if I eat my food, please, Pop-pop?”

			“Most definitely.”

			So, a determined Dexter ate his huge hot-dog. Well, after a few umms and ahhhs, anyway. You see, when it comes to playing or food, most nine-year-olds will try and wiggle away from nourishment if an adult allows them room. 

			Afterwards, Siti took him to pick his ice-cream. Dexter chose a tub of a funny, blue-coloured ice-cream called bubble-gum flavour, of all things, and Siti chose birthday cake, even though she celebrated her birthday in March. Pop-pop didn’t like ice-cream, so he bought a steaming cup of his favourite Yorkshire tea instead. They then all trotted outside to sit on a swing bench in the nice warm sun. 

			“Can I go play, please, Pop-pop?” Dexter soon asked. He had settled his stomach after dinner like his mum and dad always told him, because, as his mum warned, “You don’t want to be sick, do you, Dex?” He now itched to join the other children clamouring and giggling in and out of the huge wooden structures.

			“I don’t see why not, my Wee man,” Pop-pop told Dexter. “What don’t you do, though, T-dex?”

			“I don’t talk to strange adults.”

			“We’ll be watching, but what if someone tries to take you?”

			“I kick them in the shins and scream as loudly as I can,” Dexter replied with solemn seriousness.

			“You are wise beyond your ears, Dexter Booth,” Pop-pop bowed. “Now, go play. After a hug.” Pop-pop’s grin spread across his face as his little grandson skipped over and gave him a warm cuddle. He then gave another to Siti before bolting into the play area.

			“What do you think of all this?” Siti asked Pop-pop. 

			“I always knew we had faerie blood in the family. I couldn’t be the only one. Gheras agrees and would like to meet Dex. He assures me he will keep him safe.”

			“When did you talk to Gheras?” Siti frowned.

			“While I meditated and you and Dex chatted. I also texted Emski.” Pop-pop coined the pet-name, Emski, for Dexter’s mum a long time ago and it stuck. 

			“Thank goodness for that,” Siti replied. “What did you tell her?”

			“Everything. She’s always known we had magick in the family and met Gheras as a small girl. She’s a little worried, obviously, but trusts us all with the Wee man. I assured her we would not allow Dex to get hurt.”

			“POP-POP!” Pop-pop turned to the sound of Dexter’s voice.

			There, next to other giggling children, on the deck of the wooden ship, smiled his funny, little grandson. For a moment the world, both magickal and perceived normality, and all its worries, faded into the background. Pop-pop decided to leave Dexter to play until the park closed.

			Let the joys of childhood carry him in its cosy arms for as long as possible, Pop-pop thought with a wistful smile.

			




Chapter Six

			Funny, Ancient Gheras the Wise

			Later, Pop-pop helped Dexter into his booster seat and then climbed into the driving seat of the little red car.

			“We’re the last to leave, Pop-pop, aren’t we?” Dexter noted as Pop-pop flicked on the engine and headed out of the empty car park for the main road.

			“I know,” Pop-pop replied, smiling down. “Did you have a good time?”

			“I did, thank you. I met Ellie and Sam who said they were twins, but they were a boy and a girl. I thought twins looked the same, but they said twins don’t have to. Is that right, Pop-pop?”

			“Yep. There are two types of twins. There are identical twins like my mum, your great-grandma, and what they call fraternal twins. It sounds like your friends are fraternal twins. Which means they don’t look alike but were still in their mum’s tummy at the same time.”

			“Oh,” Dexter replied and scratched his chin. “Does Great-Grandma look exactly like her twin, Pop-pop?”

			“Some think so. Her twin, my godmother and your Great-Auntie Dot, look exactly the same to most people but I can tell them apart.”

			“Is that because you’re magick?”

			“Not this time, T-dex,” Pop-pop laughed. “No, in all honesty, it’s because I spent a lot of time with each of them growing up and can see their differences.”

			“Oh, I see.” Dexter mulled over the information while Pop-pop focused on driving until soon enough a new twisting in his stomach grew in intensity. “Pop-pop, do dragons scare you?”

			“Not the friendly ones. Why? Are you worried about meeting one, Wee-man?”

			“A little,” Dexter replied and then felt bad for telling the lie. “Well, actually, literally a lot, Pop-pop. I watched a film, and they are big and scary and burn children and maidens. Whatever maidens are. What if they think I’m a maiden or a child and burn me? That wouldn’t be nice would it, Pop-pop?”

			“A maiden is a young lady,” Pop-pop told his grandson while trying to keep the smile from his face. “So, I think you’re safe on that score. As far as Dragons eating children, this Dragon, who Master Gheras calls Melaog, is only nasty to people who are horrible. Are you horrible, T-dex?”

			“I hope not, Pop-pop.”

			“I should say not, my Wee man. I’m sure Melaog will like you.”

			“Really? I hope so,” Dexter replied. 

			“I’m certain,” Pop-pop said and tapped his grandson on the knee lovingly. “Besides, you’re far too skinny for a dragon to eat. There’s nowt on you.” Pop-pop stopped the car at a junction and tickled Dexter before driving on.

			Dexter giggled. He then turned to the road and saw a road sign for Burrstone pass by. Dexter knew all about Burrstone as he only lived down the road in his town of Keiffley with two f’s. He tried to read more signs as they drove slowly into Burrstone’s busy high street. “Are we nearly there yet, Siti?” He asked, looking over his shoulder.

			“Not far, sweetie,” Siti replied from the back. 

			“Is this where Ghesas the Wise lives, Siti?” Dexter asked.

			“Among many other places, sweetie. Gheras can travel around the world in the blink of an eye, so needs lots of places to stay as he wanders the world,” Siti replied from the back.

			“Which street does he live on when he is in Burrstone, Siti?”

			“He doesn’t live on a street, sweetie, he lives in the woods up there.”

			Dexter looked from the busy road they were travelling on and followed Siti’s finger as she pointed from the back seat into the distance. In the middle of a large hill, there sat a group of trees set in the shape of an L.

			“Oh,” Dexter said. “Is that L-Wood, then, Siti?”

			“IT IS,” replied an astonished Siti. “That’s very clever of you to work that out, Dex.”

			The young man shrugged as if to say, “It’s no big thing to work out that if a group of trees are shaped like the letter L then they must be L-Wood.”

			Pop-pop drove through the little market town, with its shops and covered stalls, and along streets with houses of all shapes and sizes, until he came to a dirt track. Dexter giggled all the way up a bumpy road only fit for farm animals as the car rocked him this way and that as if on a fairground ride. As the little red car shook and jerked, it caused Dexter’s teeth to chatter incessantly making it difficult to say even one word. Soon enough Pop-pop parked the car in front of a wall of trees.

			“Is this L-Wood?” Dexter asked.

			“It certainly is, T-dex,” Pop-pop told him.

			For reasons beyond the young man, Dexter felt a few nerves jingling and jangling inside his belly. Like the times his mum and dad took him to see Santa Claus. Before he could examine the nerves in greater detail, Pop-pop opened his car door and helped Dexter out of his booster seat and out of the car. The air around them smelled sweet yet also like onions.

			“That will be the honeysuckle and the wild onions growing nearby, T-dex,” Pop-pop told Dexter after he inquired. “Step carefully when we enter the woods. We must try our best not to crush the flowers and plants.”

			“I will,” Dexter said and took Siti and Pop-pop’s hands. 

			The three walked towards the trees as the birds chirped and a beautiful red admiral butterfly fluttered by. It surprised Dexter, though, how peaceful the woods felt as they stepped inside. The only sounds to enter his ears were their own footsteps and unseen songbirds as they strode with supreme care around little blankets of bluebells and daisies. 

			They had not gone far when a croaky, ancient voice, sounding quite similar to a squeaky door erupted behind them and said in a sing-song way, “Ah! Here he comes, it’s little Dex. He knows how to jabber, and he can text. Although, he is here today to save a clan from an evil warlock and his gang.”

			Dexter stopped still like a statue, unsure if he wanted to turn around. Because, for one, how did this Gheras get behind them? There had been no sign of him as they walked deeper into the woods. The young lad looked up towards his Pop-pop and asked in a whisper, “What’s a clan, Pop-pop?”

			“A clan is like a large family and the trees hide me well, don’t they, young Dexter Booth?” Gheras announced before Pop-pop answered, almost as if he were reading Dexter’s thoughts.

			“Yes, they do,” Dexter said and turned with Pop-pop and Siti to face Gheras. “How do you do…”

			Dexter voice trailed off as his eyes took in this supposed great wizard. You see, Dexter expected to find a tall man in fine robes, with a long white beard, wearing a pointy hat with stars and moons emblazoned upon it, and carrying a golden magick staff. On turning, however, Dexter found quite the opposite. Gheras the Wise stood not much bigger than himself. He did sport a long beard. It almost touched the mossy ground. But Gheras’ hung down his front, scruffy like Mrs Dobson’s hair, though white with a thick stripe of black running down the middle. His hair sat on his wrinkled head in a similar state: scraggy, white, with the same black stripe running from his forehead and down the back. Gheras didn’t wear normal robes either. Whereas Dexter believed most humans wore cloth, Gheras dressed in actual vine leaves. The funny blue lines and swirls painted over his prune-like skin that appeared to shimmer and move if Dexter looked at them too long shocked and amazed the young man most of all. He also appeared to have little in the way of gnashers. The only aspect that fitted Dexter’s original image was the gnarled, yet impressive, staff with a huge pale green crystal sitting on top.

			He looks a bit like Yoda from Star Wars, Dexter thought.

			“Not what you expected, eh?” Gheras sniggered in a croaky old way and hobbled towards the three visitors.

			“Well, not really, Mister Ghesras,” Dexter shrugged. He could not lie, could he? To do so would disappoint his parents.

			“Have your mum and dad ever also told you not to judge a book by its cover, young Dexter?” Gheras asked with a warm smile.

			“I’m not sure,” Dexter replied.

			“It means, first impressions can often deceive. I may indeed look like your Yoda who has grown old in a dustbin, but such trivial things mean nothing when one can do this…” Gheras’ staff, without one mumbled word from the strange wizard, lit up with a bright, though pale, green light. The next second, Gheras rose from the ground and floated in front of Dexter’s head with his legs crossed.

			“Wow,” Dexter said in a whisper. “That’s literally amazing. Isn’t it, Pop-pop?”

			“Where do you think George Lucas got his idea for Yoda from, young man?” Gheras asked floating around Dexter’s head. “Why, me, of course.”

		




	Chapter Seven

			The Greedy Alien

			“Can you do that, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked in a whisper, staring in wonder at Gheras the Wise as the wizard hovered at least four feet off the ground.

			“Unfortunately not, T-dex,” Pop-pop replied with a shrug. 

			With a slight bow, the stooped and floating ancient wizard wafted to the ground like a feather on the breeze.

			“Now that the proper introductions are out of the way, and magickal credentials thoroughly checked,” Gheras began, “we should make our way to the centre of the woods. I suspect we may have a great many things to discuss.”

			“Agreed,” Pop-pop replied.

			Now back holding hands with Pop-pop and Siti, Dexter followed Gheras as he trod with care through the woodland plants and flowers. Pop-pop and Siti impressed Dexter by how at ease they appeared in the company of such a powerful yet strange wizard such as Gheras the Wise as they chatted about times spent in one another’s company before turning the conversation to Greigor. Dexter listened until the need to ask a certain question became so pressing it itched Dexter’s throat.

			“Excuse me, Mister Gheras, but how old are you and what are those blue wiggly lines on your face?”

			“I’m not sure you should ask such personal questions, T-dex.” Pop-pop sniggered.

			“Let us first congratulate the young man on pronouncing my name correctly for the first time today, shall we?” Gheras said with a wide, gummy smile. Dexter beamed with pride, though he wondered how Gheras knew about the other times his name had cropped up in conversation. “And second, these lines are called mana lines and they are where my magick is stored. Thirdly, I’m so old, young man, I have forgotten exactly how old I am. Although, if I took a guess, I would say around nine to ten thousand years old. How old are you?”

			“Wow,” Dexter replied. “I’m only nine.”

			“Well, you are a big and clever lad for such a tender age, my young Dexter. I am also guessing there is another question you are quite eager to ask? Maybe one regarding you, your Pop-pop and your faerie blood?”

			Hearing Gheras say those words astounded him.

			How can he know I was about to ask that? Dexter thought before replying in awe, “Well, yes.” 

			“Can I answer such a long and expansive question after we have saved the faeries, my good man? You see, the answer will involve at least an hour or two of an intricate history lesson, I’m afraid, and the poor faeries may not have that much time to spare at this very moment. I promise I will tell you another day.”

			“Okay,” Dexter replied and tried to hide his disappointment.

			“Thank you, young Dexter. You are exceedingly kind. Now, welcome to one of my homes,” Gheras said as they stepped from the shade of the trees into a clearing. In the centre sat a little hill, not much taller than Gheras.

			“But, where do you live, Mister Gheras?” Dexter asked. He frowned at the little hill. “I can’t see your house.”

			“Ah, that’s because I don’t want anyone seeing my house, young man. And, by the way, you don’t have to call me Mister Gheras. Most people call me Master Gheras.”

			“Erm,” Dexter looked towards his Pop-pop with uncertain eyes. His mum and dad, you see, always told the young man to show respect to people much older than himself. And, as Gheras happened to be much, much, much older than anyone he had ever met, Dexter wanted to make sure he showed nothing but respect.

			“It’s okay, T-dex,” Pop-pop said.

			“Erm, okay, Master Gheras,” Dexter said slowly. “Thank you.”

			“That is quite all right, my young man,” Gheras told Dexter and ruffled his hair. “Now, is anyone hungry or thirsty?” A strange chirping set of squeaks erupted from Gheras vines, shocking Dexter. “Oh, you’re always hungry, Sasha, dear,” Gheras sniggered and patted his stomach gently.

			Gheras’ reaction to the twittering confused Dexter. The three adults appeared, though, not to be at all bothered by the strange noises erupting from Gheras the Wise’s stomach. The adults laughed as if the strange noises occurred every day as they walked towards the mound. Once there, Gheras tapped his staff three times on the grassy ground, the staff lit up like before, and the hill miraculously split in half and opened up to reveal Gheras’ little house. Inside the entrance, facing out, sat an ancient and battered toy West Highland white dog. Though, due to its age, it didn’t look as white as it should.

			“Good boy,” Gheras croaked and leaned down to stroke the dog. “You guarded well. You can stroke him too if you like, young knight,” he told Dexter.

			“Thank you,” Dexter replied and stroked the dog’s head. He nearly forgot his earlier confusion as he peered past the dog. and saw a bed, a sofa, a television, a DVD player, and a pile of DVDs. The impulse to ask soon overtook his tongue.

			“Erm, Master Gheras, what was that strange noise coming from your tummy?” Dexter asked.

			“I wondered how long it would take you to ask, young man,” Gheras sniggered. “That strange noise, as you so profoundly put it, is my oldest and dearest friend, Sasha. Sasha, dear, would you please give our little guest a wave?”

			Dexter felt his jaw drop on to his chest as he watched a little scarlet hand, no bigger than a baby’s, but with only three fingers and a thumb, shoot out of Gheras’ vine robes and offer a jolly wave.

			“Hello,” Dexter waved back. He may have been completely shocked, but Dexter knew never to forget his manners.

			A series of squeaks and squawks burst from Gheras’ stomach.

			“Sasha says hello to you, Dexter, and is pleased to meet your acquaintance,” Gheras translated.

			“Erm,” Dexter began, “what actually is Sasha, Master Gheras?”

			“Sasha is a dear friend from a faraway universe, Dexter,” Gheras said. “She came to me when I was incredibly sad, and has helped me, and saved me, more times than I can even count. If you would like to hear more, I will prepare some tea and then tell you all about her. Yes?”

			Dexter nodded eagerly back.

			“Good,” Gheras said. “Now what do you fancy to eat in all of the world, my young man?”

			“Well, I have already eaten a hot dog, so I’m not sure, thank you,” Dexter replied.

			“That seems a little unfair to the dog. What breed of dog did you eat?”

			“You’re as silly as Pop-pop,” Dexter giggled. He recognised the glint of trickery in Gheras’ eye, as Pop-pop did the same when he tried to fool Dexter.

			“Ah, you got me,” Gheras sniggered. “He’s too bright for us, eh, Pop-pop?”

			“You can say that again, Master Gheras.” Pop-pop grinned.

			“I said,” Gheras began, winking at Dexter. “He’s too bright for us, eh, Pop-pop?”

			Pop-pop rolled his eyes at Dexter. “I fell for that one, didn’t I, T-dex?”

			“You did, Pop-pop,” Dexter giggled. 

			“I’m sure I won’t catch any of you out again, so how about a nice slice of chocolate cake?” Gheras asked.

			Dexter thanked Gheras and stood wide-eyed and loose-jawed once again, as he witnessed the ancient wizard produce many different kinds of food, including a large chocolate cake, from rocks and dead twigs he saw just lying discarded around the ground. Dexter was so shocked, there were far too many questions in his mind to ask a single one. Again, the magick didn’t seem to astound the other adults as they all tucked in. Sasha ate more than all three. Her little red hands appeared empty and disappeared clasping new food every few seconds.

			“Sasha eats quite a lot, doesn’t she, Master Gheras?” Dexter asked. 

			“She does indeed,” Gheras replied and posted at least the eighth sandwich through his vines for the little alien to munch on. “And do you know, young Dexter? I have no idea where she puts it all.”

			A series of muffled squeaks came from Gheras’ stomach area.

			“Sasha says,” Gheras began, “She needs the energy to keep her powers alert.”

			“She has powers too?” Dexter asked, amazed. 

			“Oh, yes, the same as my own,” Gheras said. “Sasha is the one who gave them to me, if truth be told. Though, you must keep that a secret. Okay?”

			Dexter nodded in earnest.

			“How did you meet Sasha, Master Gheras? Did you fly to her planet?” Dexter asked.

			“Quite the opposite, my young fellow. She flew here and landed on a beach not so far away. At the time, we were both powerless. Well, apart from being able to see the future.”

			“Even I didn’t know this, Dex.” Pop-pop said. “You must be very important for Gheras to be telling you.”

			“He is important, Pop-pop,” Gheras said with a wise, old nod of his shaggy head. “If he, like myself when I first met Sasha, chooses a path that helps people, and is kind to both humans and animals, he will be instrumental when it comes to many important occurrences in the future and past.”

			“I don’t know what that means, Master Gheras.” Dexter shrugged. “Well, the big words, anyway. But, I do have two cats called P.J. and Kane, and I always look after them as best as I can, Master Gheras. We used to have another two called Domino and Diego, but they died of old age,” Dexter added. His chest always weighed heavy with sadness when he remembered his old friends.

			“I’m sure, wherever your friends are,” Gheras began, “they are telling all their new cat friends what a lovely life they lived with you, young Dexter.”

			“I hope so,” said Dexter. “Oh, I nearly forgot, my Auntie Lucy also has a dog called Harrison and I play with him all the time. What does intsermental and the other words mean?”

			“Well, being kind to other creatures is certainly a good start, young man. The other words are just adult gobbledygook meaning as long as you stay a good person you will be a great help to faeries, dragons and all kind of other magickal creatures. Just as I, Sasha, Merlin, and your Pop-pop and Siti have been.”

			“I will help dragons?” Dexter whispered in awe. 

			“You most certainly will, my boy,” Gheras said. “In fact, she is the very last living dragon walking and flying on this here Earth.”

			“And it won’t eat me or burn me like Mum did once to my toast?”

			“Not at all, young knight. She is a beautiful dragon with the biggest heart in the entire world and I have known her for thousands of years and she has never bitten me or Merlin.”

			“Wow! What is a Merlin, Master Gheras?” Dexter then asked. There didn’t seem time to sit and reflect on each fantastic new discovery before a new one presented itself. Dexter had even forgotten that he wanted to learn more about himself, faeries, Sasha, and the mana lines not a minute earlier.

			“Merlin is a famous wizard and my apprentice,” Gheras told Dexter. “He helped a young king save England. In a little while or so that same wizard will be back, and he is going to help me with a terrible witch who wants to hurt lots of people. One day you will meet him. Before that day I need you to help the faeries. Can you do that for me?”

			“Yes, but how?” Dexter shrugged. “I don’t know any faeries, Master Gheras. Do I, Pop-pop?”

			“You soon will,” Gheras smiled. “They are lovely, shy creatures and they are, on the whole, a kind bunch. What I need you to do, while your Pop-pop, Siti, and I keep an eye out for some bad creatures, is find the doors to their treehouses, knock, and tell them they will need to get into a faerie ring until we beat the bad creatures.”

			“What does a faerie ring do, Master Gheras?” Dexter asked.

			“It is a very powerful bond that no wizard, not even I, can break. It will keep them safe for a short time. You see, if they sit alone in their tree-houses, this bad wizard your anglerfish spoke of, and his little girlfriend, will take them one at a time until he has found the faerie who carries the secret to the last dragon’s whereabouts.”

			“Do you think this bad wizard is in league with the bad witch you spoke of earlier, Master Gheras?” Siti asked.

			“Oh, I have no doubt he is,” Gheras frowned. “Sasha and I have seen it. They will need the strength and magick of a Dragon during the decisive battle.”

			“What does in league with mean, please, Siti?” Dexter asked.

			“It is as Master Gheras said earlier, sweetie. We, adults, like to throw silly words around. It just means they are working together to do nasty things,” Siti replied.

			“Then why don’t adults just say that?” Dexter giggled. 

			“Because most adults are the silliest creatures in the whole universe, young Dexter,” Gheras the Wise chuckled.

			And nobody doubted his words for one second.

			




Chapter Eight

			Travelling by Ley-Line

			“Right,” Gheras announced after changing the dirty plates back into twigs and rocks by merely sweeping his lit peridot topped staff over them, astounding Dexter, “If we are all full…”

			Unseen Sasha squeaked and squawked from the midriff of Gheras, cutting him off. 

			“Oh, you’re never full, you cheeky madam,” Gheras said to his stomach with a snigger. “As I was saying, if most of us are full, I suggest you take young Dexter here home for a good night’s rest. He will need his strength for the morning. Then I think we should meet back here no later than ten o’clock because it is time we showed this young man how we magick folk get around.”

			“Have you got a magick car, Master Gheras?” Dexter asked, feeling excited to see such a vehicle.

			“Oh, it is far better than a silly, old car, my young man,” Gheras grinned his gummiest grin. “As you will see tomorrow.”

			Pop-pop, Siti and Dexter soon said their goodbyes to Gheras the Wise and Sasha, with Dexter promising to try and sleep, and off they drove in their non-magickal, but still lovely, little, red convertible car. 

			Due to the excitement of the past day and the one to come, Dexter couldn’t contemplate sleeping until he arrived back at Pop-pop and Siti’s. And then, for reasons beyond him, and not at all beyond Siti and a whispered sleep spell, he soon dropped into a wonderful sleep full of dancing faeries and trifles made from magick.

			The next morning, Dexter had slept so well, Pop-pop and Siti woke him up.

			“Morning, sleepy-head,” Siti cooed.

			For the first few seconds, with the quilt of sleep still snuggling Dexter’s mind, he forgot about his upcoming adventures. Then, after rubbing his eyes and remembering meeting Gheras and little Sasha, his tummy pinged and popped with excited nerves. Despite the jitters, Pop-pop made Dexter eat a good breakfast. Because, as Siti told him, “You will need your energy today, sweetie.” 

			After making some sandwiches and packing a nice Victoria sponge cake filled with cream and strawberry jam, Dexter, Pop-pop and Siti climbed into their car and drove back to L-Wood. Gheras didn’t hide from them this time. They found him waiting by the entrance with the bright sun shining down on his straw-like, monochrome hair, gripping his staff and smiling a wide, gummy smile. The little toy West Highland white sat at his feet tethered to a length of string.

			“Good morning, campers!” Gheras announced. “Come, we have little time to waste and so much to accomplish.”

			“Are we going to see your flying car now, Master Gheras?” Dexter asked after Pop-pop helped him out of his seat.

			“I don’t recall mentioning a flying car, my boy,” Gheras sniggered. “I merely said you are going to see how magick folk travel.”

			“Oh,” Dexter replied with a shrug.

			They followed Gheras to his little clearing in the middle of L-Wood and on to the little mound containing the wizard’s possessions. With a little shuffle of his old body, he turned to the opened mound and placed the toy dog neatly at the entrance, facing out.

			“You look after the place for me whilst we’re gone. And no pooping on my bed again.” He turned to Dexter with a gummy grin similar to the one Pop-pop wore when he readied himself to say something silly. “Little scamp also piddled on my vine pyjamas a few weeks ago. We’d only gone for a walk to find some mushrooms.”

			“He can’t wee, Master Gheras, silly,” Dexter chuckled. “He’s a toy.”

			“Is that so? Can a toy roll over without another person touching it?”

			“No,” Dexter laughed. 

			“Right,” Gheras began, “watch this.” He turned back to the toy dog, placed his hand over the crystal on his wand and said, “Dog, roll over.” The toy dog rolled over. Dexter’s jaw dropped on to his chest. “Dog, Sit.” Gheras commanded. The dog rolled back into a sitting position.

			“How?” Dexter asked, eyes wide with wonder.

			“I told you,” Gheras grinned. “He’s much more than just a toy dog. He also helps me find out if people are only pretending to be nice. But we’ll save that for another day. Goodbye Dog. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.” 

			Gheras removed his hand from the crystal, gripped the staff, tapped three times on the grassy ground, the crystal lit up and the mound closed with a “pffffft” as the two halves met.

			“Why do you live here and not in a house, Master Gheras?” Dexter asked.

			“Because my power comes from the trees and plants all around me, my boy,” Gheras shrugged. He turned and tottered towards the edge of the little clearing.

			“Oh,” Dexter replied. After all, what more could he say?

			“Come on, T-dex,” Pop-pop said and held out his hand. “Time to hold Siti’s and my hand.”

			Dexter did as Pop-pop told him. 

			“Are we going in Master Gheras’ magick thingy now, Pop-pop?”

			“This is far more exciting than just any old thingy, T-dex. We are going to travel to a place called Ripley, where the faeries live, by an amazing thing called a ley-line.”

			To save you from reading about Dexter asking what on Earth a ley-line is, I will explain. Right across this world you and I live are many invisible lines crisscrossing left and right. They have even found them crossing oceans and through mountains, under freezing polar icecaps and over boiling hot deserts. How can we know they are there if they are invisible? I am sure you are asking. Well, the answer is this, magickal creatures can feel the power contained in these ley-lines as it zips back and forth. Especially if one ley-line crosses another. The energy from such crossovers crackles up the spines and tickles the crowns of their magickal heads. Some non-magickal humans can also feel the energy. Most, sadly, have lost their belief in magick by the time they reach adulthood, and if they experience a crackle up their spine, they usually put it down to a chilly draft. Some even go so far as to say, “Ooh, someone has just danced on my grave,” when they feel such power. These people are very silly indeed. I mean, if you heard someone dancing on your grave, it would not feel like a shiver, it would feel like some dull-brained idiot stomping about above you. This goes to prove, more than anything else, just as Gheras the Wise said, most adults are the silliest of all the creatures in the known universe. 

			Now, the most amazing thing about ley-lines, when they cross, is that most wizards and witches can use them to travel from one destination to another as easy as walking from your bedroom to your bathroom.

			“I would suggest Pop-pop and Siti duck down as they go. The other side is a little low for the taller person. Dexter and I will be fine.”

			“Now,” Pop-pop began, “I don’t want you to worry, T-dex. Travelling by ley-line is by far the safest way in the world to travel if you are with the right wizards and witches. And we are the right ones. Okay?” 

			“What happens if you travelled with the wrong kind, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked as a strange tingling ran up and down his little spine the more they followed Gheras.

			“Well, I’ve heard of first-timers who use it alone and end up in places like Kathmandu or Grimsby. But with Gheras, Sasha, Siti and me, it is literally like walking from this clearing and appearing wherever the wizard or witch concentrates. Okay, Wee-man?”

			“I’m actually quite excited, Pop-pop,” Dexter told his grandfather. “Is it like when Harry Potter goes to Diagon Alley by flea powder?”

			“Ha-ha, bless ya silly socks. I think it might be floo powder, my wee loon. I’m guessing travelling by flea powder would be better for pets,” Pop-pop giggled. “Ley-line travel is similar. We just don’t need to stand in a filthy fireplace and throw soot about.”

			Dexter felt the strange crackling increase and move down his legs to tickle his toes. 

			“Right then,” Pop-pop began with a bright smile, “one, two, three.”

			Just before Pop-pop said the number three, a shocked Dexter watched Gheras shuffle toward the tree line and quietly disappear.

		




	Chapter Nine

			Doppelgangers and Snot-Covered Crinkle Cut Crisps

			Dexter Booth, hands gripping Pop-pop and Siti’s for dear life, stomach so full of crackling energy and jittery nerves he felt both clawing at his throat to get out, allowed Pop-pop to pull him forward. The temptation to close his eyes grew in Dexter. Yet, later, the young man was glad he did not. Few people, especially on their first ride along the strange ley-line express, have the nerve to keep them open. Those people miss the chance of seeing the world change from one surrounded by trees to the sparkler explosion of pure energy popping and dancing before their eyes. Then, in the second it takes to inhale a single breath in wonderment, or in the time it takes for our young traveller to say “P…” the world turned dark. 

			After rubbing his eyes in hope to clear away the stars still flashing behind them, Dexter tried to focus on where they had arrived. He stood in a low, narrow, dark, red-brick tunnel with sunlight illuminating an exit no more than a few steps away.

			“Were you going to say something, T-dex?” A stooped Pop-pop asked as the light at the end of the tunnel grew wider and brighter.

			“It doesn’t matter, Pop-pop,” Dexter replied. And do you know, the question did not matter. But, just for the purposes of story-telling clarity, Dexter stopped himself saying, “Pop-pop, this isn’t going to hurt is it?” As he felt no pain whatsoever during the journey, though there was still a huge amount of flashing behind his eyes, and rubbing them made it worse, Dexter decided to leave the question unanswered and instead concentrated on clearing his vision. 

			Within seconds, Pop-pop, Siti, and an astounded and blinking nine-year-old boy stepped out of the tunnel and into a different forest. How can we tell it was a different forest? You may ask. Well, for starters, to the left of them and around four-hundred metres away, glimmered and shimmered a large, dark blue lake. The trunks of the trees around them were also much thicker and taller. The hot sun, though, appeared to be the same as the one he left in L-wood. Therefore, Dexter supposed they were still somewhere on planet Earth. He shot his head around but could no longer see the tunnel. He did see a small hill, similar to the one in which Gheras the Wise lived. Although, instead of just grass growing all around the hill, this had a small bricked-up door set into this mound. A tree also grew out of the top.

			“How did we just do that, Siti? There literally isn’t an actual door,” Dexter whispered.

			“Well,” Siti began, scratching her chin in deep thought, “Have you ever been on a train?”

			“Yes, my mum took me on one to her work one day,” Dexter explained.

			“Well, did you know that trains run on train tracks?”

			“Yep,” Dexter replied, proud to know such things.

			“Well, ley-lines are lines like tracks, except invisible. They are only known to magickal people and special little boys and instead of buying a ticket from a ticket office or a machine, wizards and special people can ride them for free. The wizard or witch, in this case, Gheras and Pop-pop, as they both have been here before, think very carefully where they want to travel. They then step on to the ley-line, and without any fuss, they arrive at their destination. Does that make sense? And the best bit is you don’t have to share the journey with a grumpy conductor.”

			“Yes!” Dexter replied, amazed. “Wow!” He didn’t know any of his friends who had travelled by a ley-line. He would have such stories to tell when he returned to school.

			“Do you know,” Gheras said, smiling up at Siti and down at Dexter, “I have tried for nigh on ten thousand years to explain ley-line travel and must admit to failing dramatically every time. I am going to have to borrow your incredible explanation from now on, Siti Abu El Hawa. Bravo!”

			A series of strange squawks and squeaks erupted from Gheras’ vine robe.

			“Sasha agrees wholeheartedly,” Gheras translated.

			Dexter looked up to see Siti’s cheeks blossom red with pride.

			“Right, to business,” Gheras next announced. “Sasha and I have discussed the plan at length, and we think…”

			“Erm,” Dexter added, “I’m sorry to interrupt, Master Gheras, but I did not hear you and Sasha talking.”

			“I’m going to hazard a guess that you have a question, my young man?” Gheras asked with a kind smile.

			“Well, when did you talk about it if I didn’t hear you?” Dexter asked, confused.

			“Sasha and I can speak to each other in our minds, young fellow. It is a trick that has served us well during many times of conflict and distress, I can tell you.”

			“Wow, like Clowtarp,” Dexter said. “Can you and Siti do that, Pop-pop?”

			“No, but, Siti only has to give me a stern look for me to know I’m in trouble,” Pop-pop laughed. Siti, Gheras, and even Sasha tittered along with the joke.

			“Anyway,” Gheras began again, “Sasha and I have decided that it might be best if Pop-pop and Siti accompany Dexter to find all of the faeries. That way you can keep him safe. Sasha and I will search out the warlock and his puppeteer.”

			“What’s a warlock, Master Gheras?” Dexter asked. “And what is his puppeteer?” 

			“Not to be rude, young man, but could I allow Pop-pop to explain while Sasha and I begin to lay some protective charms?”

			“Absolutely,” Pop-pop replied with a slight bow of his head.

			“Thank you,” Gheras said, bowing back. “Keep an eye out for doppelgängers and goblins, chaps. I have a feeling Morgana and this warlock will not be arriving alone. In fact, we should come up with a safe word just in case you meet someone pretending to be me. How about snot-covered crinkle-cut crisps?”

			“Sounds good to me, Master Gheras. Good luck,” Pop-pop said.

			“And to you all,” Gheras replied. With another bow to Siti and a quick ruffle of Dexter’s hair, Gheras hobbled, via his staff, into the darker forest surrounding the mound.

			“Pop-pop?” Dexter asked, grimacing, “Why would Master Gheras say snot-covered crinkle cut crisps. That literally sounds disgusting.”

			“It does, doesn’t it?” Pop-pop laughed. “But who else would think of such a password?” 

			“Ah,” Dexter announced, getting the point, “Nobody!”

			“Exactably!” Pop-pop replied with a grin. 

			“But why do we need a password when we know what Master Gheras looks like?” Dexter asked.

			“We do, but there is a group of magickal creatures who used to be good but who sadly now work for a very bad and powerful witch called Morgana who can make themselves look exactly like other people. These creatures are called doppelgängers. So, next time we see Master Gheras, if he uses a password that is different to the disgusting one he made up, we will know he is not him, but is…?”

			“A docklebanger!” Dexter exclaimed, excited. 

			




Chapter Ten

			The First Faerie

			The calming scent of pine filled Dexter’s nostrils as he allowed Pop-pop and Siti to lead him around the little mound with the door and the ley-line from which they appeared. “Where are we, Siti?” Dexter asked. He looked from the glimmering lake to the ancient trees towering above him.

			“These woods are part of a place called Ripley Castle,” Siti replied as they headed towards a large stone summer house looking down a long gravel path leading through huge trees on either side. “Pop-pop grew up around here.”

			“It’s lovely, Pop-pop.”

			“Isn’t it, T-dex?” Pop-pop replied. “I have many fond memories. Right, just hold on a moment. Siti can you hunt out our staffs, please?”

			Dexter watched with wide, eager eyes as Siti opened her handbag.

			“Wow!” Dexter Booth whispered in anticipation after he watched Siti produce two pen-sized staffs, pass one to Pop-pop, before they both stood in silence as they magickly made the matchsticks grow to the same size as Gheras’ staff. The crystals on each, a purple one on Siti’s and a pure white one on Pop-pop’s, glowed brighter and brighter as it became larger. 

			“Why is yours purple and Pop-pop’s is white, Siti?” Dexter asked, amazed. “Do you like purple?”

			“I do, sweetie. But that isn’t the reason, because I didn’t get to choose the colour. The crystal chooses us, Dex. Mine is a purple amethyst and among many things, it is known for its healing powers. Pop-pop’s is called snow quartz and quite surprisingly, to say he enjoys saying the silliest things, it improves tact and communication.”

			“Cheeky,” Pop-pop sniggered. “Combined, our staffs are also strong against most evil spells, T-dex. That way we will be able to protect you as you search for the faeries.”

			“Where will I even find them, Pop-pop?” Dex asked. “Should I just call them outside like the teachers do when it’s playtime at school?”

			“Sadly, not, Dex,” Pop-pop said and lowered himself to Dexter’s level. “Faeries are very shy creatures. We are going to have to check every tree we come across to find the first faerie’s door. Then you will softly ask the one inside to open the door. They will understand you but not us. Then you will explain that a warlock is coming and that they will need to form a faerie ring to protect themselves.”

			“Why will they understand me and not you, Pop-pop?” 

			“Because, luckily for you and the faeries, you have faerie blood in you, passed on to you by Siti and me.”

			“But could mum and dad and Auntie Lucy and Uncle Paul have faerie blood in them?”

			“I’m not sure without speaking to Gheras if Auntie Lucy and your mum and dad have faerie blood but I’m sure Uncle Paul has some to pass on to your cousin, Ivy,” Pop-pop told Dexter.

			“Uncle Paul?” Dexter asked.

			“Oh, yes. Master Gheras tells me he’s the biggest faerie of you all, T-dex,” Pop-pop replied with a grin.

			“Wow!” Dexter mouthed. “Then why doesn’t he come and help?”

			“Sadly,” Pop-pop shrugged, still grinning a naughty grin, “even though he is a huge faerie, he has allowed his adult side to take control of his mind.”

			“Are you tricking me, Pop-pop?” 

			“Damn. You’re getting good at finding me out, T-dex.” Pop-pop sniggered, “Yes, I’m joking. The truth is, until Master Gheras uses his powerful magick to see, or one of them shows signs, we won’t know for certain. You are just of the right age for your faerie blood to understand how they speak. Right,” Pop-pop said and stood tall once more, “Are we all ready?”

			“Yep,” Siti said.

			“I’m a bit scared, Siti.” Dexter shrugged.

			“That’s not a bad thing, Dex,” Siti told him. “So are we. Only stupid to foolish, Love that people are never scared, sweetie. What you must remember is that we will protect you and you are doing a brave thing protecting the faeries. Yes?”

			Dexter nodded his head. If Siti can be brave, he thought, then so can I.

			“Right then,” Pop-pop announced. “Let’s go save the faeries.”

			With one hand clasping Pop-pop’s hand, the other holding Siti’s, and the sun shining down, Dexter skipped onto the gravel path that divided far more trees than he would like to have seen. Because more trees meant a larger search for the mysterious little faerie doors. They began inspecting the first: a huge tree with soft bark and needles for leaves. 

			“This is a mighty Redwood. Unless I’m mistaken and it’s a giraffe,” Pop-pop told him with a grin. However, as much as Dexter found the tree interesting, it did not have a door set in its red trunk. They moved on, flitting this way and that, yet, still, they could not find a door. Dexter saw a series of brick buildings up ahead with huge windows. He, however, still did not find what they were looking for.

			“Are they really here, Siti?” Dexter asked, becoming a little bored of the game. “Because I don’t think they…” And then, partially hidden by the spider leg branches of a bush, Dexter saw his first faerie door. The door surprised Dexter because it looked no different from a human one. The dark blue door contained a polished brass handle set in the middle and a letter box underneath, yet, it was no bigger than that of a small cat-flap. “Pop-pop, Siti, I think I’ve found one,” Dexter whispered.

			The world around Dexter appeared to hush in expectation.

			“I’m afraid,” Pop-pop began, also in a whisper, “Siti and I are now going to have to stand back so the faerie inside can’t see us. You will have to knock on your own, T-dex. Don’t worry, though, they won’t hurt you.”

			“Why shouldn’t the faerie see you, Pop-pop? You could tell them you’re helping them.”

			“As we’ve already mentioned, Dex, faeries are extremely shy and are quite frightened of adult humans. Whoever is behind the door won’t come out if they see us.”

			“But, what do I say?” Dexter asked, feeling the nerves dry his mouth. 

			“Just introduce yourself and tell them Gheras the Wise sent you to tell them a nasty warlock is coming to attack them so they must begin forming a ring. Can you remember that?”

			“I think so,” Dexter replied with little certainty.

			“You are very brave and clever, Dex,” Siti assured the young soldier. “I know you will be amazing. Just be careful to avoid those branches. We don’t want them scratching your little face.”

			Dexter nodded and puffed out his cheeks. As the nervous little hero stepped forward, Pop-pop and Siti stepped back. With every tiny step, Dexter thought he could hear the trees around him breathing quietly and the world beyond nervously biting its nails. Even the birds in the skies and in the treetops stopped singing their songs, as if waiting on the outcome of this new drama. 

			Dexter stepped off the gravel path and moved the bush’s spiny branches with care before crouching down to the same height as the door. He cleared his throat, looked around him, and could no longer see his Pop-pop or Siti. So, with a nervous breath, he reached forward to tap-tap with the knuckle of his right hand. He then waited. And waited. And waited. Dexter soon felt like he had waited long enough because when crouching, waiting ten seconds can feel like a hundred years. Yet, just as he nearly gave in, turn and run back to the adults, the door crept open and a tiny pair of suspicious eyes peered out.

			“Yes?” A squeaky voice asked. 

			Unsure if he was addressing a male or a female, Dexter tentatively replied “Erm, excuse me. My name is Dexter Booth, aged nine. Gheras the Wise has asked me to tell you that a nasty warlock is coming, and could you please make a…erm…a ring.”

			“Well, Dexter Booth, aged nine, how do I know this is not a trick? My tree tells me there are two human adults accompanying you. How do I know they did not teach you how to speak Fleepah and they are not, in fact, the nasty warlock of which you speak?”

			“Erm, because they are my Pop-pop and Siti and are good. And, sorry, but I don’t know what a Fleepah is.”

			“Fleepah is the language you are speaking, silly human child,” the faerie replied with little patience.

			“Oh,” Dexter said, shocked. “I didn’t know I was speaking anything but English like my mum and dad taught me. So, there’s no need to be rude.”

			“Humph, well, someone has taught you. Only faeries can speak Fleepah. So, either you are lying, or you are telling a truth.”

			Dexter fought the urge to snap at the grumpy creature hiding behind the door because his mum and dad always told him to tell the truth. The faerie “humphed,” again after Dexter carefully told the faerie about his parents’ lessons.

			“I tell you what, little human, you find and persuade at least another three of my kin and I will do as you say and make a ring.” The faerie then slammed the door in Dexter’s astounded and disappointed face.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Faeries Wear Boots

			Dexter, crestfallen at the response from the first faerie, walked, shoulders hunched, back to the gravel path where Pop-pop and Siti waited for him.

			“I’m guessing that didn’t go as well as we hoped, T-dex?” Pop-pop asked.

			“No, it was rude, Pop-pop,” Dexter shrugged.

			“Oh, dear,” Siti said and leaned down to hug Dexter. “What happened?”

			“Well, we have no choice but to keep on trying and hope the first one was not the leader,” Pop-pop said after Dexter had recounted his first meeting. “We knew it might be hard. Are you okay to carry on, T-dex?”

			Dexter didn’t want to knock on another door only to find the same reception but what choice did he have? “We have to save them from the evil wizard, don’t we?” Dexter sighed. “So, I can’t give up.”

			“That’s my wise boy,” Pop-pop said and picked up his grandson to give him a proper bear-hug. “I am enormously proud of you, you know. How do you fancy another one of those Bolly Bib’s ice-creams when we’ve finished?”

			“Yes, please,” Dexter replied with a smile.

			“Then that’s what we will do.” Pop-pop lowered his grandson back to the path. “Right, as you found the first door, where do you think we should look for the next, T-dex?”

			Dexter took a deep, thoughtful intake of breath and looked left and right.

			“I think we should look over there,” Dexter replied, pointing towards a clump of trees on the left, further down the path.

			However, after searching carefully, they didn’t find a door. Nor did they find one on the right-hand side. Their luck remained unchanged until they reached the brick building with the large windows and moss-stained glass roof. Because, on arrival, they found the next door. Not blue but as white as fresh snow, facing the red brick at the base of a sycamore tree. 

			“Are you ready, Wee-man?” Pop-pop asked

			“I think so,” Dexter thoughtfully replied. “But, what do I do if it’s rude?”

			“You offer a polite reply and remember, they are only rude because they fear humans. They are friendly creatures. Sadly, humans have done some awful things to them in the past.”

			“What sort of things, Pop-pop?”

			“Well, for starters, trying to catch them in butterfly nets and pinning them to boards is probably the nicest thing the cruellest humans have done.”

			“That’s literally the most awful thing I’ve ever heard,” Dexter replied, feeling shocked and upset for the poor creatures.

			“Now you can understand why they are so distrustful, can’t you?” Siti asked.

			“I can,” Dexter replied, with a sad nod. 

			With that in mind, he pushed out his little chest, squared his little shoulders and strode towards the tiny white door. On arrival, he turned to see if Pop-pop and Siti still watched. Again, just like last time, they had disappeared. So, Dexter hunkered down and tapped on the door. He tried to make his knock as friendly as possible this time. Which is not as easy as one may think. You try it. Try knocking on your bedpost or desk in the friendliest way you know. It is an art form few possess.

			After a few seconds, Dexter heard movement behind the door.

			“Yes?” A squeaky voice asked without opening. “Can I help you?”

			“Hello,” Dexter began in the kindest voice he knew. “My name is Dexter Booth, aged nine. I’m sorry to bother you, and I know humans have been nasty to you before, but I’m literally here to help. Gheras the Wise sent me to tell you a nasty warlock is coming to hurt you and you must form a faerie ring to protect yourselves.”

			The door slowly crept open to reveal similar suspicious eyes to the ones Dexter witnessed earlier.

			“Gheras the Wise sent you, you say?” the faerie asked slowly.

			“Yes. I promise. An anglerfish, my favourite fish at the Sea Life centre, told me that the nasty wizard is coming to get you to tell him the secret of the last dragon. We told Gheras after some ice-cream, and he told me I have faerie blood inside me so I could warn you.”

			“Humph,” the faerie said in deep thought. “I’m sure a young man of your age could not concoct such a preposterous tale, never mind learn our mother tongue, Fleepah, so fluently. Therefore, I, Spenit of the white abode, am disinclined to disregard the reason for your intrusion. I thank you, Dexter Booth, aged nine, and advise you to find the yellow door of Afenim while I prepare myself for the ritual by putting on my best boots. Afenim is our leader and will call the rest.”

			“I’m sorry, Spenit, I’m almost sure I understand you but are you saying yes to the ring and your leader is behind the yellow door?”

			“That is exactly what I’m saying, Dexter Booth, aged nine. Good day,” Spenit squeaked and slammed the door.

			This time the door slamming in Dexter’s astounded face felt less rude and more out of urgency. Dexter stood and bolted as fast as his little legs could carry him back to the path where Pop-pop and Siti awaited him.

			“You seem brighter, Wee-man,” Pop-pop said as Dexter reached them. “I take it things ran smoother?”

			“He or she was much nicer, Pop-pop. I told the faerie why I had come and that I understood why they were shy and the faerie, Spenit, said to find their leader behind the yellow door.”

			“That’s brilliant, Dex!” Siti exclaimed. “Well done. Did the faerie say what the leader was called?”

			“Yes, but it talked like adults and said all sorts of strange words. So, I’ve forgotten the name. Sorry. I think they said something like Afen-something-or-other.”

			“No need to apologise, T-dex,” Pop-pop smiled and picked his grandson up once again. “None of us could have done what you’ve done. I’m enormously proud. So, let’s go find this yellow door, eh?”

			Pop-pop gave his grandson another huge hug before they headed further down the gravel path. They all felt a little more optimistic after Dexter’s encounter with Spenit. Four adult steps later, however, Dexter heard a huge explosion somewhere not too far away. The floor, the trees and even the building they approached shook with the force.

			“I think we will need to hurry!” Pop-pop growled after the explosive vibrations died down.

		




	Chapter Twelve

			Master Gheras Attacked!

			Dexter Booth, his Pop-pop and Siti ran through an open glass door into the red brick building. To the left and right, basking in the sun shining through the glass roof above were many exotic and colourful plants and flowers. They, however, did not have time to admire the beauty because they needed to find the yellow faerie door. The explosion frightened Dexter a little but he knew Pop-pop and Siti would protect him.

			They ran through the Victorian hothouse and out into a walled garden. A gravel path separated a neat lawn to the centre from more trees, plants, and flowers in front of four red-brick walls framing the garden. The area would have been peaceful if our heroes did not have faerie doors to find.

			“I think the best tactic would be to follow the wall from left to right and work our way around until we find the leader’s yellow door. How does that sound?” Pop-pop asked Dexter and Siti.

			They both agreed with the plan, so they turned left and began inspecting the trees for more doors. They had only just begun when another explosion boomed. This time it seemed closer than the last and a fearsome red and orange light briefly filled the sky. Dexter shot a worried glance up at Pop-pop.

			“It’s okay, T-dex. Master Gheras is far too powerful for them. We should keep doing our bit, eh?”

			Dexter nodded with little confidence yet turned and carried on looking, nonetheless. However, the first side of the garden offered them nothing in the way of faerie doors. They did find a crisp ten-pound note, though.

			“We should hand it in to the gift shop when we are finished,” Siti advised.

			“Why? Couldn’t we buy ice-cream with it, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked.

			“I’m afraid not, Wee-man. Can you imagine if this ten-pound note were the only money a poor mum or dad had to their names and they couldn’t get their little child home?”

			“Oh,” Dexter replied. “I see.”

			Pop-pop placed the note into his pocket for, as he said, safe-keeping and they returned to searching for the yellow door. They did not, however, find the door during their search of the next wall’s trees,  but, they did find a green one.

			“Should we knock and warn the faerie behind the door anyway, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked.

			“That’s a good idea, T-dex,” Pop-pop replied. “But we must be quick because we really must find the leader’s door. Perhaps the faerie behind this door could point us in the right direction if you ask.”

			So, Dexter stepped as lightly as he could towards the green door and tapped on the wood. 

			“Yes?” A squeaky voice called out without opening the door.

			“Hello,” Dexter began, “My name is Dexter Booth, aged nine, and I have been sent by Gheras the Wise to warn you about a nasty wizard. I know you don’t trust humans because some of them are horrible, but…”

			“Could I just stop you there, Dexter Booth, aged nine,” the faerie interrupted as it opened the door just enough for Dexter to see its eyes. “It would appear my cousin has beaten you to it.”

			“I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” Dexter replied.

			“You visited my cousin, Spenit recently, did you not?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, you see, Spenit and I share a little gift, young bi-fae,” the faerie told Dexter. “We can talk to each other through mind messages. She told me she could sense your truth and your goodness and to trust you if you visited. She also told me to get my boots on ready for creating a ring.”

			“Oh,” Dexter replied, taken aback. “Hmmm, what is, erm, a bi-fae, please?”

			“By the mountain flowers of Foss, did your family teach you nothing of your ways, child?”

			“Well, my Pop-pop says that most adults forget about magick and stuff because their minds are too full of silly adult things.”

			“Ah,” the faerie sighed. “I heard such childhood stories at bedtime from my parents. I thought it just a myth told by parents to keep us all on the straight and the narrow path. You know, always remember your magick or you will turn into a human. Humph, how sad for your kind. No wonder you’re cruel and always fighting. Anyway, I sense some urgency. Bi-fae is what you are Dexter Booth. You are equal part faerie and equal part human. Now, my cousin sent you to search for Afenim’s door, yes?”

			“Yes, erm, please. I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

			“How could you know my name. I haven’t had time to offer it, silly. My name is Gudrin. Now, go look for a silver birch by the iron gates, young bi-fae. There you will find Afenim. Goodbye and thank you. Hopefully, we will converse again. I would like to know more about the truth of the myths.” Without another word, Gudrin slammed the little green door.

			“Humph,” Dexter grunted, quite similar to the way the faeries did and ran back to Pop-pop and Siti at full Dexter speed. All arms and legs. “It…it’s…” Dexter began, out of breath. “It’s near the iron gates on something called a silver birch.”

			“Well done, Dex,” Siti exclaimed.

			“Yes, brilliant job, T-dex,” Pop-pop added, patting his grandson’s head. He then turned in the direction of the small iron gate and spied a pretty, little silver birch to the right. “Come on. It’s over there.” 

			All three, hand in hand, followed the gravel path around the preened lawn, feeling positive they now knew how to locate the leader’s door. They would have crossed the grass, but there Siti saw a sign politely asking visitors to “Please keep off”. So, they kept off.  A first for Pop-pop, who found following rules hard at the best of times. 

			Just as they were a few feet from the gate, however, it flew open. Siti grabbed Dexter’s hand as it crashed with a clang against the wall. Dexter gasped in horror as Gheras the Wise fell through to land bloodied and bruised on the gravel in front of their shocked faces.

			“MASTER GHERAS!” Siti shrieked as she ran to the injured wizard.

			“We’ve…lost,” Gheras croaked. 

			Dexter, filled with fear and rooted to the spot, did not know what to do. Because, there, on the ground in front of him, and in an awful state, lay the supposed best wizard in the world. What would they do? How would the faeries survive? What about the dragon?

			Siti dropped to her knees and lifted poor Gheras’ head on to her lap. Dexter looked up towards Pop-pop in hope to see some answers. Yet, his Pop-pop seemed unmoved. He almost looked as if he did not care at all about his mentor.

			“Password,” Pop-pop growled down at poor, broken Gheras.

			“I… haven’t… got… time… for…” Gheras croaked, fighting for breath.

			“I said password,” Pop-pop snarled again and raised his staff and pointed his crystal at Gheras. “If you can’t say it, then get Sasha to say it. Either way, I want a password. NOW!”

			“But, Pop-pop, he’s hurt,” Dexter pleaded.

			“If that’s true, T-dex, he won’t mind spitting out the password. Please stand behind me. Siti, please come and stand next to…”

			Siti lowered Gheras’ head. The ancient wizard snarled like an angry cat, shot up and dived for Dexter’s shocked face with both hands. Without a word spoken, Pop-pop’s staff glowed white and a bright beam shot out to hit Gheras in the chest, knocking him off his feet. The wizard, now unconscious, crumpled to the ground once again. Dexter’s eyes soon widened to the size of the moon with shock, though, as he watched Gheras the Wise groan and slowly, and magickly, turn from the old, shaggy-haired, vine-leaf-wearing wizard they knew into a bald, blue-skinned creature wearing a grubby and tattered monk’s habit.

			“Just as I suspected,” Pop-pop spat, “A doppelgänger.” 

		




	Chapter Thirteen

			Dexter and Afenim

			“How did you guess it was a dopple-thingy, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked. The ashen-grey creature he stared down upon, lying unconscious in front of him, struck him as quite ugly. It didn’t appear to have a nose or ears, and its eyes were large, oval and lopsided.

			“We don’t have time to go into it right now, T-dex, but all I will say is this: every creature on this Earth has a distinctive frequency. Erm, it’s hard to explain, but if you can imagine listening to the Thor theme you like and then the music from Iron Man, they sound different, don’t they?” Dexter nodded. “Well, every creature on this planet has their own theme music. I can tell yours from Siti’s and Siti’s from Master Gheras and Sasha’s. This creature’s theme music, or frequency, although it mimicked Gheras’ well, played a much darker and sombre sound compared to Master Gheras’. I’ll explain better later. First of all, I must make sure this creature can’t escape by binding him with magick while you go knock on the yellow door and explain the situation to the faerie leader. Siti could you watch T-dex while I make sure the doppelgänger here doesn’t get up and cause more trouble?”

			“Of course,” Siti replied, taking Dexter’s hand. “Come on, sweetie.” Dexter and Siti turned and trotted towards the yellow door as several more explosions rocked the garden. They were definitely getting closer. Dexter, quite concerned, looked up at Siti. “Don’t worry, sweetie,” Siti reassured Dexter, “As soon as we get the faerie ring set up, you will be safer than ever. Okay?”

			“I think so,” Dexter told Siti and virtually sprinted to the yellow door. He took a deep breath to calm his nerves and tapped on the painted wood. Yet, no one replied. Dexter knocked again and whispered, “Please answer.”

			“Who is it?” Came the now-typical squeaky reply.

			“I’m sorry to bother you, as I know humans have not been very nice to you, but my name is Dexter Booth, aged nine, and Gheras the Wise has sent me to tell you a nasty wizard is coming to attack you and could you please form a ring.”

			The door swung open to reveal the first real faerie Dexter had ever seen. And he stood no taller than the distance from Dexter’s chest to the ground. The faerie looked male. He wore funny, little green britches held up with golden braces, and a clean white shirt. His hair stuck out form his little in grey wisps, like Dexter’s own Daddy’s. But, what made the faerie different from humans was his little pointy ears and his rather large and pointy nose.

			“Is this the truth, Dexter Booth, aged nine?” The faerie asked, with his little hands on his little hips.

			“Yes. My Pop-pop just caught a dopple-thingy trying to attack us. Well, it tried to attack me more than them, actually.”

			“It most probably senses the fae in your blood, Dexter Booth, aged nine. If I can sense it then I’m sure others might too. Tell this Pop-pop of yours to meet me in the middle of the lawn in one-hundred-and-twenty standard human seconds. I will need to put on my boots and summon the rest of my clan.”

			“I’m sorry, mister faerie, but I don’t understand what that means,” Dex shrugged. One-hundred-and-twenty seconds seemed an awfully long time to Dexter.

			“My apologies, we faeries work in absolute seconds. I understand that two minutes should be the human equivalent. So, meet my tribe in the middle of the lawn in two minutes. And my name is Afenim. Many thanks for your help, Dexter Booth, aged nine.” Afenim then slammed the door. 

			Dexter stood and ran back to Siti. Pop-pop stood waiting for Dexter’s return.

			“How did it go, sweetie?” Siti asked.

			“Good,” Dexter replied after finding his breath. “He was really nice. He said he will meet us in the middle of the lawn in two minutes.”

			“Well done, sweetie. You’ve been amazing,” Siti told Dexter.

			Pop-pop swept Dexter off his little feet and gave him a hug. “You have been amazing. Let’s go meet the rest of the faeries, then, shall we?”

			“They call themselves a clan, Pop-pop,” Dexter said with his chin held high. “And I’m bi-fae.”

			“Well, well,” Pop-pop began. “Look at you, learning the ways of the shy faeries.”

			“Erm, Pop-pop, where did that dopple-thingy go?” Dexter asked after looking over Pop-pop’s shoulder and noticing the strange creature who impersonated Gheras no longer lay unconscious. 

			“Oh, don’t worry about the doppelgänger. I’ve hidden it until Master Gheras gets back. He will decide what happens with it. On a more serious note, I want you to remember something especially important. Understand?” Dexter nodded. When Pop-pop is serious, and it does not happen very often, he is profoundly serious. “When you and the faeries complete your ring, things will look a little strange.”

			“How strange?” Dexter asked.

			“Do you remember looking through those glass bubbles in the Sea Life centre?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you remember how blurry the world looked?” Pop-pop then asked.

			“Yes,” Dexter replied.

			“Well, the same thing will happen after the faeries set up their protective ring magick. The world outside the ring will look blurry. Okay?” Pop-pop asked. Dexter nodded his understanding. “And also remember, whatever you see coming towards the ring, no matter how scary the creature or creatures may look, they cannot hurt you and you MUST not let go of whichever faerie is clasping your hands. Do you understand, T-dex? This is the most important thing to remember. Do NOT let go. Yes?”

			“I understand, Pop-pop. I won’t let go of whoever is holding my hand if someone scary comes close. Just like walking across a road with you and Siti.”

			“Exactly like that, my clever, Wee man. Exactly like that.” 

		




	Chapter Fourteen

			Dexter Helps Create a Faerie Ring

			Dexter, Siti and Pop-pop arrived in the middle of the lawn and, for the first time, a shocked Dexter did not feel any nerves bubbling and popping in his tummy. To him, he felt as if he had used his quota of worry for one day just getting to the point of finding the faerie leader. That said, as Dexter mused over such a remarkable occurrence, eleven little faeries appeared out of nowhere to stand before him, startling him.

			“Do not be anxious, Dexter Booth, aged nine,” Afenim squeaked as he strode forward to greet Dexter and co, wearing a pair of shiny golden boots, “You will protect us, and we will protect you. Yes?”

			Dexter nodded. Although, he had no idea at all how to protect them, or even himself for that matter.

			“Right, friends and family, let us with haste gather around and form the circle,” Afenim told the other faeries in quite a commanding voice. “Come, come, let us not dilly and or dally.”

			A female faerie, with blonde hair and blue-eyes, who looked remarkably like Dexter’s cousin, Ivy, stepped before Dexter and bowed towards Pop-pop and Siti. Both bowed back before stepping away to talk with Afenim.

			“I am Sylcra,” she told Dexter and offered another little bow before clasping his left hand.

			“Hello, I’m Dexter,” Dexter replied and offered a nervous bow.

			“Oh, we all know who you are,” Sylcra smiled. “You’re more famous than Frieda, and she was the most famous faerie of all times.”

			“Hello,” a male faerie with fiery red hair announced and took Dexter’s right hand. “My name is Tryst.”

			“Hello, Tryst. Nice to meet you. Erm, what is going to happen?” Dexter asked.

			“We are all going to join hands and then Afenim will say the incantation,” Sylcra told Dexter with a pretty smile.

			“Erm, what is an incantation, Sylcra?” Dexter asked, feeling a little lost.

			“It’s a powerful spell. All you will need to do is repeat the chorus. Afenim will explain with more details before we start.”

			“Oh. Thank you,” Dexter replied.

			Dexter turned to see Afenim end his conversation with Pop-pop and Siti before striding back towards the circle. He looked around at the circle thoughtfully, scratched his little chin and swapped the positions of two tubby-looking male faeries.

			“Right,” Afenim began after a squeaky clearing of his throat and looking a little more satisfied with the arrangement of the ring, “I know only sixty-per cent of you have performed the necessary incantation to invoke the unbreakable circle, so this is for the benefit of those who have not. I will keep my hands lowered until it is time for you all to listen with extreme care to the words spoken and then you and I will repeat them together. Yes?”

			Dexter and the faeries nodded in reply. Even though Dexter hoped he would not mess it up.

			“Do not worry, Dexter Booth, aged nine, it is no more than four little words each time. Yes?” Afenim asked, as if registering Dexter’s worry.

			“Yes,” Dexter replied, with some relief, though feeling a little warm in the cheeks from the group’s gaze.

			“Right, friends and family, the time is upon us,” Afenim began.

			Dexter turned to make sure Siti and Pop-pop were nearby. Pop-pop smiled as their eyes connected and crept over to give his grandson a hug. 

			“Don’t look so worried, T-dex,” Pop-pop whispered. “I have every faith in you.” 

			“Thank you, Pop-pop,” Dexter replied, feeling one hundred times better by knowing Pop-pop and Siti had confidence in him.

			“Faerie clan hold tight,” Afenim began with an authoritative tone to his squeaky voice. “For evil arrives this night. Yet, we are stronger as a clan. Stronger than any beast or human man.” 

			Dexter’s nerves returned as Afenim raised his little arms.

			“WE ARE THE CIRCLE!” Afenim hollered. Dexter and the faeries echoed his words. “NOTHING WILL ENTER!” Again, they all repeated the leader’s words. “Faerie clan hold firm,” Afenim’s new verse began after lowering his arms. “Nothing will enter. Not even a worm. For we are mighty as a clan. Keeping out evil beast, spirit or man.” Afenim again raised his arms and repeated the chorus several more times. The faeries and Dexter followed his lead on each occasion. After the second chorus, an amazed Dexter looked down to find his hand glowing a golden yellow, a warm feeling tingle through his body, ending with his feet, and the world around him begin to change. What Pop-pop earlier said became true. All those inside the ring, the faeries. Siti and Pop-pop looked normal. Yet, it seemed as if a fuzzy, blurry, opaque bubble had silently appeared and settled over them all. Outside no longer looked lush with the greens of the grass and vibrant with the reds and purples of the flowers growing nearby. Everything looked as if Dexter wore Siti’s spectacles. The sound of the leader repeating his spell even seemed to echo within the bubble, exactly like Dexter’s voice after he climbed into the viewing bubble at the Sea Life centre. 

			“Wow,” Dexter whispered and looked around the faerie ring. Everyone else’s hands were glowing too. He took a glance towards Siti and Pop-pop. Their hands were not glowing as they gripped their staffs.

			“We are ready, clan,” Afenim announced. “But that does not mean we release each other’s hands. Eh, Geron?” 

			“I said sorry, Afenim,” a skinny young faerie with hair like Dexter’s Daddy’s grumbled. “I had an itch on my nose last time, didn’t I?”

			“No excuse, I am afraid, young fae. No excuse at all. If anyone has an itch, it is the responsibility of your holding partners to allow you to scratch it. Is that understood?”

			Dexter and the faeries nodded. Although, Dexter hoped if Tryst and Sylcra had an itch, they suffered it somewhere nowhere near their bottoms because that was the last place he wanted to help them relieve their irritation!

			




Chapter Fifteen

			Oh, Geron!

			“You’re doing very well, sweetie,” Siti whispered into Dexter’s ear around five minutes after the creation of the faerie ring. “Just remember to not let go.”

			“I won’t,” Dexter told with confidence. “What will you and Pop-pop do?”

			“We are here to protect you if anything goes wrong. But, I doubt you’ll need us,” Siti told him with a reassuring smile before standing by the side of Pop-pop.

			The time ticked by and Dexter wondered why they needed the ring at all. Not even a fly had attacked them. Yet, we all know peace never lasts. Because out of the calm came a storm of creatures Dexter had only heard about in whispers on stormy nights. From every direction, beasts such as werewolves and vampires, gargoyles and zombies appeared and pounded and snarled and shrieked against the protective bubble formed by the ring. One or two of the younger faeries, including Sylcra, screamed at the terrifying horde attempting to fight their way in.

			“Stay calm everyone!” Afenim hollered. “As long as we stay together and hold firm, evil cannot enter!”

			Dexter wanted to close his eyes as he held on to Tryst and Sylcra’s hands for dear life.

			A sudden green flash exploded outside the bubble and the horde of creatures screeched and howled in fear before fleeing in all directions like litter on the wind.

			“See?” Afenim called out. “Gheras the Wise is fighting them from the outside so we will be safe on the inside. Doesn’t that fill you to your little faerie boots with supreme confidence?”

			Dexter joined most of the faeries in nodding a half-hearted reply to the faerie leader. Sylcra whimpered by Dexter’s side.

			“Don’t worry, Sylcra,” Dexter told the little faerie, “Master Gheras and Siti and Pop-pop won’t let them get us.”

			“How can you be so sure?” Sylcra sobbed. 

			“Because my mum and dad trust them all with me. And they wouldn’t just trust me with anyone.”

			Sylcra lifted hers and Dexter’s hand and wiped the silver tears from her little eyes with her silk sleeve.

			“Okay,” she replied and sat up straighter. “So, it’s like Uncle Afenim? He wouldn’t have put me in the ring if he didn’t think I could do it?”

			“I suppose,” Dexter shrugged. “If Afenim’s your uncle, where are your mum and dad?”

			Sylcra’s eyes looked sad for a moment before she replied, “They were taken by a murder of crows when I was very young.”

			“That’s literally awful,” Dexter gasped. “Excuse me, but what is a, erm, murder of crows?” Dexter didn’t like the sound of that at all.

			“It’s what a group of crows is called. And for a particularly good reason in my case,” Sylcra spat.

			Further questions sat ready on Dexter’s inquisitive tongue but more creatures attacking the bubble stopped him from asking. Creatures he had never heard described in books or on the television so did not know their names. I, however, will do my best to describe them and attempt to put names to horrific faces. 

			From one side came several tall, man-like emaciated creatures called Wendigos who looked like they hadn’t eaten for weeks. Their cheeks were sunken into their ashen grey faces, along with their eyes. Their long, thin arms dragged along the grass. Their rib bones stuck out of their chests in all kinds of horrific directions and they slavered as they clawed at the bubble. They looked about eleven feet tall as they ambled towards the bubble, groaning. Another green flash from Gheras’ staff soon had the creatures slithering away, screaming in fear.

			Another thirty minutes after the Wendigos ran away, and his heart had slowed, there skittered what at first looked like giant spiders. Yet, the closer the creatures came to the bubble, Dexter and the others saw that rather than a spider’s head, each had the head and upper torso of a beautiful woman. The creatures soon began to sing such a delightful song, Dexter and the others desperately wanted to let go of the hands they held and go to them. These creatures are known as Kwalupaliks and usually hypnotise their victims with their songs before wrapping them in web and dragging them to their nests. Another green beam shot from Gheras’ wand, sending them shrieking and scurrying away.

			“Keep focused, everyone!” Afenim called out. “You are all doing amazing!”

			Such praise came just before two huge men, with the biggest muscles Dexter had ever seen, and the heads of bulls, also known as minotaur, stampeded towards the bubble in an attempt to smash through with their colossal horns. Instead, they, much to the amusement of all within, hit the bubble and bounced back on to their huge behinds. Sad with failure, they groaned and ran off before Gheras even had a chance to sting them with his magick.

			And then a huge lion appeared to saunter towards the bubble as if it were just out for an afternoon stroll. Dexter heard gasps from some of the faeries as if they witnessed the scariest lion ever.

			“Remain focused, friends and family,” Afenim ordered. “This chimaera can only hurt you if you give it leave to enter. And we won’t do anything so ridiculous, will we?” A few faeries mumbled their replies. “WILL WE?!” Afenim hollered with all his squeaky might.

			“Why is everyone so scared, Tryst?” Dexter asked his male companion. “It only looks like a lion…” Dexter stopped the rest of the sentence because the so-called lion turned to the side to reveal a body far from ordinary. You see, no normal lion has a goat’s head sprouting from it’s back and no common lion has a furious serpent for a thrashing tail. This one did and the shockwave of fear rushed around the ring in a split second.

			“I-i-i-t’s not a lion, Dexter,” Tryst stuttered. “It’s a chimaera. The goat’s head on its back can spew fire and the tail can spit venom. A-a-a-apparently a tribe near Derbyshire struggled to keep their ring up when one attacked and it burnt them all to a crisp.”

			“We shouldn’t worry though, should we?” Dexter asked, trying to appear brave. “Master Gheras will get rid of it for us.”

			“I h-h-hope so,” Tryst stammered.

			“Afenim, sir?” Geron, the not-so-bright faerie from the previous chapter suddenly called out. “I have an itch!”

			“Then scratch it, you fool,” Afenim replied, not taking his frightened eyes from the chimaera, whose goat’s head now spewed terrible, screaming flames at the ring’s bubble.

			Dexter watched Geron, restricted by the faerie’s hand holding him, attempt to lean forward to scratch his own foot and sensed new danger approaching. In slow motion, Dexter screamed, “NOOOOOOOOO!” as Geron let go of the young man’s hand he held to scratch his itch. Geron’s relief as he scratched became the clan’s biggest fear as the ring’s bubble immediately evaporated like condensation when heat hits it. Chaos replaced the former inner peace. 

			Screams erupted all around the ring of frightened, little faeries. Sylcra dived for Dexter. They clung to each other, shaking with fear. 

			“STAY HERE!” Pop-pop yelled down at his grandson before following Siti and leaping to the side the chimaera attacked to shoot huge bolts of white and purple energy from their staffs, hitting the beast full in its lion and goat faces. They sent it staggering back a pace or two. The beast, however, roared in defiance. The goat, instead of sending fire at the faeries, now sent its flames screaming towards Pop-pop and Siti. The serpent tail whipped towards their heads. Dexter gasped as both luckily ducked in time. 

			“EVERYONE REMAIN CALM AND REJOIN HANDS!” Afenim hollered. The two faeries on either side of Geron grabbed his hands and scowled at him. “NOW, EVERYONE RETURN TO THE INCANTATION,” Afenim said and began the spell anew.

			Dexter tried his best to concentrate on the spell but seeing his Pop-pop and Siti having to fight such a horrific monster made repeating Afenim’s words extremely difficult.

			“PLEASE, TRY AND CONCENTRATE, DEXTER BOOTH, AGED NINE,” Afenim squealed. “REMEMBER, WE NEED YOU AND YOU US. YES?”

			Dexter nodded. However, he winced to see his Pop-pop only just dive out of the way huge scorpion tail the chimaera whipped towards his head. Siti sent another energy bolt screeching into the side of the creature, sending it staggering back. But, the beast appeared unharmed as it planted its huge paws and roared its defiance before swinging its venomous tail towards Dexter’s grandparents. This time Siti froze it an inch from her nose while Pop-pop created a shield to protect himself from a new blast of howling fire. The lion roared again and shook the frost from its tail. As it did, Siti shot it in its giant mouth, stopping the next roar. Yet, everything his grandparents did to tire the creature only resulted in it firing back, or whipping its tail, with more venom than ever before. Dexter carried on repeating the words but the worry inside him threatened to spill over into his voice. Pop-pop and Siti looked like they were both getting exhausted from dodging the tail and shooting it with their staffs.

			“NO!” Dexter screamed as the chimaera swung its vicious tail and knocked the staff from Pop-pop’s hand and then swung again to send Pop-pop sprawling and defenceless. “POP-POP!”

			“NO!” Siti bellowed and created a transparent pink shield before diving in front of her husband. “DON’T YOU DARE!” She warned.

			The chimaera roared another warning of its own and advanced on Dexter’s grandparents. The tail whipped at the shield and the flames forced his poor grandparents back one step: then two. Time appeared to slow down for Dexter. The beast stood over his grandparents, ready to incinerate them and Dexter could do nothing to help but watch.

			“NOOOOOOOOO!” He screamed as the chimera’s giant mouth opened and the flames flickered in its throat.

			And just when it looked like he would lose them both, the green bolt of Gheras’ appeared from goodness knows where and hit the chimaera in its goat’s head, forcing the chimaera to its knees with a scream from both of its terrifying heads.

			“THE RING IS READY TO CLOSE AGAIN!” The strong but elderly voice of Gheras the Wise boomed. “GET BACK INSIDE AND STAND GUARD OVER DEXTER AND THE FAERIES. I WILL TAKE IT FROM HERE!”

			Siti, breathing heavily, helped Pop-pop to his feet. Pop-pop thanked her, retrieved his staff, nodded once, and staggered two steps back as Dexter and the faeries echoed Afenim’s shouted words. “WE ARE THE CIRCLE! NOTHING WILL ENTER!”

			The bubble of safety closed around them once again. The chimaera loped off in sobs of tears to goodness knows where.

			




Chapter Sixteen

			The Secret Keepers and Melaog the Mighty

			“Terko,” Afenim began, directing his words to a dark-bearded faerie sitting to the right of the hapless Geron, “Would you and Sutor tie your hands to Geron, please. We cannot withstand another episode like that again.”

			“Yes, Afenim,” Terko replied and pulled off his shirt tie before wrapping the bright blue material around red-faced Geron’s arm. Sutor tugged a yellow ribbon from her hair and followed suit with the other hand.

			“No offence, Afenim, but can we risk having Geron in the ring at all?” Pop-pop asked in a hushed tone.

			“No offence taken, human man. However, besides needing twelve for the job, Geron is from a long line of secret-keepers who are the only ones who know the location of mighty Melaog. So, sadly, we need to keep him close.”

			“Oh, I see,” Pop-pop replied. He then offered a little bow as if registering the wisdom of Afenim’s words and stepped around the ring to stand with Siti behind Dexter.

			Dexter had listened to the whole conversation with much interest. “Pop-pop?” He asked in a whisper. “Are you and Siti okay?”

			Pop-pop hunkered down to Dexter’s eye-level before asking, “Yes, Wee-man. Thanks to brave Siti. Just a few singed eyebrow hairs that needed trimming anyway,” Pop-pop smiled. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes. I was a bit scared but I’m better now you and Siti are okay, Pop-pop. Siti is very brave for saving you, isn’t she?”

			“Siti is one of the bravest people I know, T-dex.”

			“Also, I just wondered what a mighty Melaog is?” Dexter asked.

			“Melaog is the dragon we are trying to keep safe from the nasty warlock and the witch,” Pop-pop told Dexter.

			“Then why is Geron the only one to keep it a secret? Wouldn’t it be easier if more know, Pop-pop?”

			“You’d think,” Pop-pop told Dexter. “But, each family in a clan of faeries keep different tribes’ locations secret. For instance, Afenim and his family have kept the location of a certain Scottish elf tribe called the Bridies a secret for thousands of years. Geron’s family have done similar with Melaog.”

			“Okay. But, why does a mighty dragon need to be kept secret?” Dexter asked. “If it is so mighty, could it not just burn the witch with fire or something?”

			“Dragons are enormously powerful, T-dex. Unfortunately, they are susceptible to strong magick. So, if a warlock like this Greigor or a Sorceress such as Morgana, the witch we think the warlock is working with, enchant the dragon, we would all be in trouble. You see, hundreds of years ago, Morgana took control of Melaog’s husband and made him kill thousands of humans and faerie kind. We can’t risk that happening again. Especially, as Melaog has two eggs to protect. If Morgana captured Melaog then she would also have the eggs.”

			“Oh,” Dexter replied. “So, she would have three dragons?”

			“Exactly.”

			“Pop-pop, how did the people and faeries stop the other dragon? Where you there?”

			“No,” Pop-pop sniggered. “They stopped the other dragon hundreds of years ago. I’m only forty-eight, T-dex. But, I do know the story. Would you like me to tell you?”

			“Yes, please,” Dexter replied, excited to learn more.

			“The year was 1124 and ancient Russia endured one of the hottest summers ever recorded,” Pop-pop began as he lowered himself to sit just behind Dexter and Sylcra. “And it came during an unusually peaceful time for one prince…”

			[image: ]

			Russia: 1124 A.D.

			Born and raised during a time of knights and battles, empires, and war, handsome Prince Yuri Dolgorukiy of Kyiv yearned for adventure. However, as the youngest of the Grand Prince’s princes, Yuri didn’t expect to rise to anything more than an understudy to his three fearsome older brothers. He longed and prayed to prove otherwise. The prince dreamed of fighting in great battles and leading his men to victory. He certainly never expected to be dragged into an age-old bloody conflict Gheras the Wise and Morgana had waged ever since the witch captured Merlin and fought King Arthur for the right to rule Britain. Fate and circumstance, it seems, have a way of changing lives in minutes, if not seconds. 

			Prince Yuri had heard myths and stories surrounding the many wars between Morgana and Merlin and Morgana and Gheras. Now twenty-five years old, the prince would soon find out that some myths are based on much truth. 

			One of the myths stated that fifty-eight years before Prince Yuri, during what we know as the Battle of Hastings, Morgana, using the body of Harold I, suffered a shot in the eye from an arrow and fled the dead body in search of another to inhabit. It took her twenty years to find a suitable human host to take over. 

			I don’t want you all to worry though, Morgana doesn’t just take over any old body. She prefers people who are rich, easily manipulated, powerful, and above all, stupid. People such as a beautiful, bored idiot with bags of money called Countess Anastasia. Morgana later took over her body and used her wealth for herself. 

			You may wonder why she would bother taking over a Russian lady when she wanted Britain. It is not as if the two countries are close to one another, is it? Well, I will tell you. Not long before the Battle of Hastings, Morgana, in the body of Harold I, heard rumours of a pair of dragons somewhere in the vast countryside of Russia, and she knew if she got her filthy claws on such beasts, Gheras and William the Conqueror would not stand a chance against her. So, weeks before the battle between her and William I of France, she sent spies across the English Channel in search of the dragons. They failed to find them and, as I mentioned earlier, Morgana, as Harold I, lost the battle. 

			Fifty-eight years later, Master Gheras heard new rumours of the dragons and rode the ley-line to speak to his friend, the Grand Prince of Rus, Vladimir II. Not only did dear old Gheras persuade the grand prince to search for the dragons, he left his royal highness a huge lump of Scimester for his blacksmiths to turn into spearheads. Scimester is the only metal, created by Master Gheras and Sasha, which can pierce the sides or the heavily armoured belly of a bad dragon. Steel would just tickle the majestic creatures and bounce off their scaly skin.

			“Please tell your men not to go hunting for a dragon with killing it in mind, Your Majesty,” Gheras pleaded with the king. “The dragons will only attack if Morgana has enchanted them. Therefore, if they show no interest in your people, you will know they are good.”

			“And if they attack my people?” Vladimir asked.

			“If they attack, Morgana has had her way with them. Sadly,” Gheras shrugged. “And you must do what you will to survive, my old friend.”

			Grand Prince Vladimir II later called his youngest son into the golden throne room. Yuri’s other brothers were either out fighting other princes or on silly crusades to ancient Jerusalem. 

			“This is your big chance, my youngest son,” Vladimir advised Yuri from his shiny gold throne, after telling his son of Gheras the Wise’s visit and request. “I want you to take thirty good, strong men, arm them with the special Scimester spears the blacksmith has created and track down the dragons. Word has come to me they live somewhere in the Ural mountains near Mount Narodnaya.”

			“But, it would take us about a month to get there, Father. Never mind the month to get back,” Prince Yuri moaned. “I want to fight. Not drag thirty men on a gigantic, scaly wild goose chase.”

			“This is my command, my lad,” his father scolded. “You best hurry preparations if want to be back before winter sets in. The weather-watchers tell me it is going to be a particularly cold one this year.”

			Prince Yuri knew he stood little to gain from arguing with his father. So, he said goodbye to his favourite, pretty milking-maid and packed for the journey. The day after, resplendent in shiny armour and not so happy with the journey to come, Prince Yuri, his little band of men and their three wagons of supplies rode north. 

			Soon enough, vast forests, hills and fields replaced the small cheering towns. They rode about twenty-five to thirty miles a day for the first few weeks, stopping to camp by lakes and rivers. Using both to collect fresh water and to bathe. Some days, due to how huge Russia is, they didn’t cross the path of another single person. Prince Yuri’s tracker did mention, once or twice, that wolves and bears followed them. Yet, neither creature showed their snouts. 

			Only once did the horses, tied to the trunks of trees, grow worried. They whinnied, jumped, and pulled at their reins until their eyes nearly popped out of their beautiful heads. Their dance of fear came one dark and starry night, a week into the journey, after a strange whooshing sound from overhead rattled the trees. The bizarre noise soon passed, and the horses calmed down. Nothing strange happened after that, so Yuri put it down to an ill-wind. 

			On the Monday of the fourth week, with the beginnings of the impressive Ural Mountains in view above a dark forest they readied to enter, the horses again became skittish. Their ears shot to the back of their heads and their eyes grew wide and white with panic.

			“Boris?” Prince Yuri called to his best tracker. “Is it bears?”

			“No, My Prince. This is something much bigger. Maybe your dragon, eh?” Boris replied with a worried shrug.

			The horses danced nervously back and forth and left and right as a low groan moaned from the trees.

			“Fall back twenty paces,” Prince Yuri commanded. The men followed his orders, and the horses grew a little calmer for it. “Drop back another twenty and dismount. I want ten men to arm up and come with me. The rest protect the horses.”

			Prince Yuri chose the biggest and the strongest men to accompany him, with supreme care and caution, back to the edge of the forest, armed with their special spears. As they reached the edge, the groaning began again. Prince Yuri peered between the trunks of the wide Rowan and Fir trees as a cloud of smoke billowed out and hit him in the face, blackening his features and filling his nose.

			“I mean you no harm,” a deep, yet effeminate voice said. “I am merely worried. My husband went to collect food a week ago and never came back. Have you seen him?”

			“If you mean no harm,” Prince Yuri began after coughing the smoke from his lungs. “Then step out of the forest. I promise you we also will not harm you. I am a prince, and my word is truth.”

			“Very well,” the voice agreed. After a moment, the trees creaked and groaned as a huge red dragon squeezed its way out into the open, its colossal tail still lay some way inside the forest as the impressive beast looked down upon the tiny men. The men stared up at her with eyes as big as the moon and tried not to shake and not to wet themselves. 

			Later, the men would tell all who would listen about the beautiful creature, despite its reptilian eyes and massive, pointy teeth that could bite off a man’s head as easily as you or I would chomp into a cooked beetroot.

			“I am Melaog,” The dragon announced with a slight courteous bow of its magnificent head. 

			“I am Prince Yuri of Kyiv. How long ago did your husband go missing, Melaog?”

			“Around three weeks ago. Sterngra normally smells his way home without any problems. Something has happened to him. I know it,” Melaog told the prince. 

			“Smells his way home?” Prince Yuri asked. He felt her pain like a crushing of his heart and knew he must help her.

			“Yes. We dragons have not got the best eyesight in the world and have received a terrible reputation for burning people and villages on purpose. When, if truth be known, we’re just a little clumsy. So, of late, we have tried to rely on our sense of smell when travelling. It helps us to make sure when we smell your kind, we don’t burn anyone to a lump of charcoal when we are flying.”

			“Why do you breathe out fire, if not to destroy?” Prince Yuri asked, confused. He had grown up with tales of terrible dragons demanding fair maidens and little children as snacks and threatening whole towns for their gold or their deaths.

			“Oh, my,” Melaog gasped, “We don’t use fire to destroy unless we have to, or we are enchanted to do so. The fire does two things. It helps get rid of the terrible wind we suffer because we don’t eat enough vegetables in our diets and it also keeps us afloat when flying.”

			“Oh,” Prince Yuri, replied, shocked. “The stories have had it all wrong for years.”

			“Seems so. I could take you for a spin if you like. It would demonstrate the reasons.”

			After looking around at the bemused faces of his men and weighing up the glory he would receive compared with his rotten brothers when people found out he had ridden a dragon, Prince Yuri threw himself on to the glorious creature and clung to a spike in the centre of her back.

			“Ready?” Melaog asked. 

			“As I will ever be.”

			“Hold on tight,” the dragon advised before they soared with a scream of joy from him into the bright blue sky. 

			Prince Yuri smiled wide as he pulled his finest fur cape around his shoulders and the matching hat over his ears. Because without either, the bitterly cold wind would surely have frozen his skin in seconds as they flew towards and around the beautiful Ural Mountains. The heavy whoosh-whoosh of her thick, leathery wings as they flapped away the low-lying clouds soon became the only sound. 

			“HOLD ON TIGHT!” Melaog bellowed and turned in the sky and whooshed over thick, green forests as she headed back towards the Prince’s men.

			“WHOOOOOO!” Prince Yuri hollered, one hand holding the back-spike, the other raised in triumph, as they swooped over the heads of his cheering men.

			The experience filled him with a happiness he had never felt. Melaog flashed past the men and skimmed lakes and rivers and rose once more to circle the freezing ice-capped mountain tops. 

			Many times, during the flight, the Prince saw the truth in the dragon’s earlier words. Because whenever she needed new height, Melaog opened her mouth, tightened her stomach, forced out a ball of pure white flame and up they climbed once more. 

			Before long, and much too soon for Prince Yuri, they landed back near his tired men.

			“So,” Melaog began after Prince Yuri dismounted, “Would you please help find my husband?”

			




Chapter Seventeen

			Sterngra and the Myth of George & the Dragon

			Prince Yuri stood before Melaog, his men behind him, his heart shattered into a million pieces for the magnificent dragon who yearned for the return of her partner. Yuri had never felt such emotions for any creature; human or other. Although what the prince didn’t know, because few men have had the great fortune of speaking to, never mind flying upon, such a creature is that dragons, due to their huge tender hearts, can stir up such deep emotions in humans. If you ever have the great luck to listen to a dragon singing, for instance, you will know what I mean. I guarantee you will blub like a hungry baby.

			Yuri took a deep, painful breath in preparation for his next question, “Erm… I have to be honest with you, dear Melaog, as a man of honour…” He found it hard to look into the dragon’s huge eyes. “Erm… word has it there is a sorceress wandering the land looking for you and your dear husband with the intent of bringing you both under her spell, as it were.”

			“Do you think, my dearest Sterngra is lost because this sorceress has captured him?” Melaog asked with such sorrow several of the tough spearmen began to sob uncontrollably.

			“I fear it may be a possibility,” Yuri shrugged. He had never in his life felt such powerful emotions as he did at that moment and struggled to keep them in check.

			“And what is this sorceress’ intention?” Melaog asked, fearing the worst.

			“My understanding is the sorceress, Morgana, wishes to use you both to destroy many lives.”

			“Is she powerful?” Melaog asked.

			“My father informed me she has been around since the seventh century, dear Melaog. Apparently, only the body she inhabits can be killed. Her spirit can then possess another shortly after death. In this way, she has lived many lives. All of them with the intent to kill and seize power. I’m afraid if she has your husband, he will not know you. His mind will only lie with her.”

			Melaog, just as Prince Yuri feared, sobbed and sobbed at the awful news. In between racking great floods of tears, she asked for a bucket to save the huge droplets. Prince Yuri, though quite confused by the request, ordered his men to find one, nonetheless. Melaog soon filled the bucket they placed in front of her in seconds. She then asked for the biggest blanket the prince carried in his supplies and blew her huge nose with a noise twice the racket the foghorn on a ship makes.

			“Thank you for your honesty, Prince Yuri,” Melaog eventually said with her grief-stricken head bowed low. “If this monster sorceress has taken my love, I fear he is lost, and you must do what you will to save your kin. But I do have one request.”

			“Anything, dear Melaog,” the prince replied after wiping away his own tears. 

			“Please take this bucket and, if you must bring my husband down, wash his wounds with my tears as fast as you can. It may help him come back to me. In the meantime, I will try and find somewhere to hide for me and my eggs.”

			“I can help with that, my lady,” the croaky, old voice of Gheras the Wise announced as he appeared out of thin air like…well…the magick it took.

			“Gheras the Wise!” Melaog cried out with joy. “Is that you and the lovely Sasha? It smells like you both.”

			“I will take that as a compliment,” Gheras grinned and bowed. “It is both of us. As always. I thought you had gone back to your own world like the rest of your kind, dearest Melaog?”

			“We’re too old for such a journey, Gheras. You know that. Blimey, we’re nearly as old as you. We decided we would breed here, in secret, and send the children home when they hatched. And for the last few centuries, we did just that. I’m surprised you and Sasha didn’t drop by now and again.”

			The prince and his emotionally exhausted men stood aghast as the little, ancient wizard hobbled towards Melaog and gave her a hearty hug. It surprised even more to see two tiny, baby-like red arms follow Gheras’ lead and also hug the dragon.

			“I’ll be honest,” Gheras began after pulling away from Melaog, “We heard rumours from time to time but we thought them nothing but the last remnants of night-time stories passed down from parents to children. Well, I am mighty glad to see Morgana hasn’t enchanted you, my dear and so sorry about dear Sterngra.”

			“If you find my love, could you turn him back, Gheras?” Melaog asked. The hope in her voice weighed heavy on every word.

			“I’m afraid to tell you, my beautiful friend, we have already located Sterngra. Witnesses last reported seeing him destroy a small town one-hundred miles south of Kyiv. That’s why I’m here. I need to rush the prince and his men to the area in the hope to save the other villages. I have tried to return him to himself, Melaog, I promise you that,” Gheras told the dragon, and pointed to his scorched vine cloak. “However, you know how damned hard it is to climb into the mind of your kind when you’re flying.”

			“Then how did that sorceress do it, Master Gheras?” Prince Yuri asked.

			“I suspect she waited until he stopped for food, drink or a rest and seized him then,” Gheras replied and patted Melaog.

			“Then, why can’t we do the same?” Prince Yuri enquired excitedly. “We could then save Sterngra without needing to do anything to harm him.”

			“Sadly,” Melaog said, “As Gheras and I found out during the first Shed Wars, thousands of years ago, once a magick user captures a dragon, it is almost undead. The zombie dragon does not need sleep or to take sustenance. It flies and kills on orders from whoever controls him.” Melaog said before howling even louder than before. 

			[image: ]

			“Did they find Sterngra and help him, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked. 

			Pop-pop had paused the story for around twenty minutes as a hoard of the foulest creatures Dexter had ever seen attempted to batter their way inside the bubble, snarling and growling like demented dogs. Though, these were not dogs. Most stood like humans. Some had two legs, four legs, some even had three. Most were hideous. “They are called Orcs, Bargeses and By-prods, Wee-man,” Pop-pop told Dexter. 

			Whatever they were, Dexter saw Gheras flit around like a teenaged wasp to sting the lot.

			“Sadly, T-dex, by the time they found Sterngra, he had killed thousands of innocent men, women and children. Gheras tried his best to get inside the huge beast’s mind, but, as he said in the story, if a dragon is flying it is next to impossible to get into his mind. Even for the oldest and the strongest wizard there has ever been.”

			“That’s literally so sad,” T-dex said. “How did they stop him then?”

			“Prince Yuri stopped him,” Pop-pop began. “After all of his men had thrown their spears and missed, Yuri waited and waited and waited until Sterngra appeared over the trees, his dull-eyes lost to the power of the evil witch, Morgana. The prince then took a run and threw his spear as hard as he could. It hit Sterngra right in his chest. The dragon flipped and faltered in the sky. Still, the mighty dragon didn’t fall immediately. Strong, old Sterngra flew three more miles before dropping with a loud thud and a terrible crash into the middle of a forest, smashing many trees. Sadly, if he had dropped nearer to Prince Yuri, they may have saved him with Melaog’s tears. However, Stengra breathed his last before the Prince and his men arrived on sweating and panting horses.”

			“What happened to the prince, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked.

			“He went on to become a famous man and king, called George I. He founded a city called Moscow, the present-day capital of Russia. He also, due to killing Sterngra, became just another hero of one of the many legends we know as George and the Dragon.”

			“Wow!” Dexter cooed. “What happened to Melaog?” 

			“Well, after they found Sterngra, Gheras immediately returned to Melaog, told her the tragic news and asked the faeries to move her and her eggs to a place no one would ever think of looking. Now it appears that someone somehow has told Morgana and this Greigor which faeries are keeping the secret.”

			“But, how?” Sylcra asked. “We faeries are very loyal, Mr Pop-pop.”

			“I’m certain you are, Sylcra. But they found out somehow. After this is over, we need to discover who or what gave away the secret and make sure they don’t do it again.”

			




Chapter Eighteen

			A Special Faerie Lunch Before a Victim Arrives

			Outside the safety of the opaque bubble, the sun began its descent westward in the clear blue sky and Dexter felt hunger pangs nipping inside his little stomach. The bubble over the ring hadn’t experienced any more monsters for at least an hour or so. The fighting appeared to be going on elsewhere.

			“Siti,” Dexter urgently whispered after turning his head, “When is it lunchtime?”

			“Aw, sweetie, are you hungry?” Siti asked.

			“I am.”

			“So am I,” Sylcra added.

			“Okay. I’ll rustle something up,” Siti told them both. “Oh no! I left the bag of sandwiches and cake by Afenim’s door.”

			The empty-bellied sensation quickly spread around the other faeries until Pop-pop and Afenim heard the moans.

			“Listen, everyone,” Afenim ordered. “I understand your need for sustenance, so I would like you all to close your eyes and breathe as calmly as you can.”

			Dexter looked around the ring to see all the faeries follow their leader’s orders. The young man, although momentarily confused, did the same. For a few seconds, the exercise seemed pointless. Until one of his favourite dinners tickled his little taste buds into life. 

			“WOW!” Dexter exclaimed and looked up to see his Pop-pop smiling a broad smile. “Pop-pop, I can taste chicken tikka masala!”

			“I can taste salt and pepper chicken wings, Wee-man,” Pop-pop replied with rapturous joy. 

			After a few minutes, the flavour soon faded, along with the hunger pangs, replaced by the sweet taste of chocolate pudding and vanilla ice-cream. And when that flavour also receded, Dexter felt inexplicably full as if he had not just tasted them but had actually eaten the foods. He opened his eyes to see the other faeries all smiling with supreme satisfaction.

			“How did that happen, Siti? I literally didn’t eat anything, but I feel like I did. Did Pop-pop do that?” Dexter asked.

			“He wishes,” Siti sniggered. “It would save a great deal of time washing up the many pots and pans he uses when he cooks, sweetie.”

			“Then, how?”

			“You ate faerie food, Dexter,” Sylcra told him. “Afenim is the only one who can do that. It’s one of the tests he performs to be a leader of a clan. Just in case there’s a famine or occasions such as this. It saves us all having to unclasp and break the ring.”

			“That’s literally the most amazing thing ever!” Dexter exclaimed.

			“Isn’t it?” Siti agreed. 

			Dexter sat in an astonished silence for a few minutes before asking, “Has Gheras beaten them all now, Siti?”

			“Why do you ask, sweetie?” 

			“Well, the explosions don’t seem close anymore.”

			“There are still explosions though, aren’t there? So, until Gheras returns and tells us all is safe, we will continue. Okay, sweetie?”

			Dexter nodded back before returning his gaze to the faeries in the ring. And that is when he noticed a dark cloud obscure the sun just before a tall, beautiful blonde lady in a stunning long, shimmering golden dress with no sleeves staggering towards the ring. Blood appeared to be running from an unseen wound down her left leg. 

			“Excuse me,” She called in a voice that could calm a raging rock-troll in seconds, “I am lost and hurt. Can anyone please help me?”

			Afenim looked from the lady to Pop-pop, as if needing some advice with the human woman’s request.

			“I’m sorry, but we can’t help from in here,” Pop-pop told the woman, without much empathy in his voice. “If you go hide in the building over there, I’m sure you will be safe.”

			“But I’ve lost a lot of blood,” the woman groaned and looked ready to faint.

			“I’m sorry about that. But if you tear off the hem of your dress and wrap it around your leg it will stem the flow.”

			“I fear I may collapse,” the woman persisted and held her head. “I may even be hallucinating because you seem to be in your tent-thing with the tiniest creatures I’ve ever seen. Could they come out and help me, please?”

			As beautiful and as wounded as she looked, Dexter sensed something amiss about the woman.

			“No, there are no little people here,” Pop-pop lied. Dexter wondered if he also didn’t trust the woman.

			“Please help me,” the woman pleaded in her soft, syrupy voice and peered closer to the bubble.

			”I can help,” a male faerie whose name Dexter did not know told Pop-pop. The faerie’s eyes looked drunk to Dexter. 

			“No,” the black-bearded faerie named Terko squeaked with much enthusiasm, also looking as if he had drunk too many glasses of mucky beer, “Allow me to aid the beautiful lady.” He even began to pull at the binds locking him to Geron in a desperate need to reach the woman on the other side of the bubble. Well, until Afenim strode over to him and slapped him hard across the chops. Afenim then did the same to the other faerie.

			“You silly fools,” Afenim added. His words appeared to sting Terko more than the slap. “Can you not see the magick in her eyes? Away with you, foul harlot!” Afenim screeched at the lady. “I know who you are.”

			The woman waved her hand over her injured leg. The blood disappeared in an instant and a delicate, ornate, golden staff with a dark blue sapphire on top grew swiftly from the palm of her hand. When the staff stood shoulder height to Morgana, it stopped growing.

			“Well, aren’t you the clever, little imp?” She snarled. All the love in her voice now replaced with dark, cold malice.

			“I take it you’re Morgana?” Pop-pop asked in the frostiest way Dexter had ever heard from his silly, old grandfather, cutting off Afenim who shook with fury at Morgana for calling him an imp.

			“A truth you will not live long enough to be impressed by, traitor,” Morgan growled.

		




	Chapter Nineteen

			Greigor Shocks Dexter

			“A traitor to what?” Pop-pop asked Morgana and stepped closer to the bubble.

			“A traitor to your kind, you pathetic mortal,” Morgana sneered.

			“A traitor to my kind? You don’t see me attacking the world of magick for my own power-hungry greed, wraith.”

			“If any of these creatures stand against me, they are all traitors, mortal. Just like you. And I am not greedy, I want only three things.”

			“And they are?”

			“Other than the dragon, only the spear of destiny, the grail and my land back,” Morgana told Pop-pop as if she wanted nothing more than a cup of tea and a bourbon biscuit.

			“Other than the dragon?” Pop-pop sniggered. “You don’t have the dragon.”

			“Oh, I will after my assistant arrives.”

			“Your assistant?”

			“Greigor, of course,” Morgana replied, her voice softening for the first time. “And here he comes now.”

			All eyes inside the bubble looked in every direction. Until, from the opposite side of the ring in which Morgana stood, regal and domineering, strode a man who must have binge-watched every vampire film ever made. His shaved head shone in the sunlight. The sinister long black leather jacket and trousers he wore didn’t shine. The material appeared to suck in all light. He carried a staff with a pitch-black jade jewel on top and sauntered towards the bubble as if relishing the drama. He sneered at the beings inside with snake-like eyes as cold as the tundra.

			“Good afternoon, tiny children with pointy-ears, and human fools,” Greigor said in an almost pantomime snarl. “You may as well open the ring. Because, if you don’t, we will destroy you all. If you do, we might spare one or two to play with.”

			The atmosphere inside the bubble turned from nervous to cold fright. Some, not Dexter, gasped at the warlock’s threat. Dexter didn’t because, “That’s who I saw outside school and in Blackpool, Siti,” he whispered.

			“Really,” Siti frowned in thought. 

			Greigor circled the bubble and waved at Dexter.

			“Stay as one, my clan,” Afenim commanded. “They cannot hurt you as long as we stand together. Do you all understand?”

			The rest of the faeries let out a less-than-convincing affirmative. Dexter, Siti and Pop-pop replied a little louder.

			“Awww, aren’t they all squeaky, Morgana,” Greigor mocked. “I’m sure I could swallow one or two whole like an anchovy fillet.” He circled the bubble as he sneered at the occupants.

			“That’s Queen Morgana to you,” Morgana snapped.

			“My apologies, Your Majesty,” Greigor said and bowed a little from his waist as he approached Morgana. The bow, however, appeared disingenuous. 

			“Accepted,” the witch replied and turned back to the bubble. “Do any of you have any questions before we obliterate you?” 

			“Yes,” Dexter asked. “Excuse me, erm Morgana, but how did you know where to find the faeries who knew about Melaog?”

			“Oooh, good question. You must be Dexter Booth, aged nine?” Morgana asked, softening her voice. “I’ve heard a lot about you”.

			Pop-pop and Siti took several steps back to stand protectively behind Dexter.

			“Ooh, it’s Clowtarp’s little friend,” Greigor cut in with a cold snigger. 

			“How do you know Clowtarp?” Dexter asked, worried. “You haven’t hurt her, have you?”

			“Ha-ha,” Greigor cackled. “I would only be hurting myself, you silly boy.” The warlock took a deep breath as if to calm his torrid mind and said in the distinctive tinny voice everyone heard inside their heads, Hello, Dexter Booth, aged nine. My name is Clowtarp, and I am unsure of my age as we do not have birthdays.

			“No!” Dexter exclaimed, shocked. “You’re tricking me. You can’t be Clowtarp. She seemed nice and you don’t seem nice at all!”

			“Oh, I am tricking you, Dexter Booth, ” Greigor sniggered. “I have tricked you and your stupid grandparents from the start. I tricked you all into bringing these pathetic faeries, that smelly sack, Gheras, and his alien freak all in one place. We did hope to destroy you all before you created the faerie ring but you found the faeries quicker than expected. Such is. Now you will open the ring or all be killed, then we will destroy Gheras the tramp and his little red alien once and for all. The world will then bow down before me.”

			“The world doesn’t even know who you are! You won’t ever beat, Gheras, my friends and my Pop-pop and Siti.”

			“Well, Dexter Booth, have you ever heard of me before now?” Morgana simpered.

			“Yes. I saw you in a film once. You weren’t pretty.”

			“Hahaha,” Morgana cackled. “Don’t believe everything you see on your cinema or television screen, young Dexter Booth. They will have you believe I am twisted and ugly. Do I look twisted and ugly to you?” She lifted her arms and twirled on the spot.

			As much as Dexter wanted to tell her she struck him as the ugliest beast he had ever seen in the whole of his little life, Morgana did look annoyingly beautiful.

			“You do look beautiful,” Dexter conceded. “But you and he say literally the most horrible things in all the world, and they don’t make you sound beautiful at all. They make you sound evil and nasty.”

			“You poor, deluded child. I am not evil. I am a realist and have lived for fourteen centuries on this earth and never once have I seen anything but cruelty.”

			“Maybe,” Siti cut in, “that’s because you are looking through your eyes and have been nothing but cruel since the moment you could walk and talk.”

			“Oh, sister, you should understand more than others. We, females, have been the victims of man’s evil and aggression since we were first chosen to go through the pain of childbirth.”

			“That doesn’t excuse you trying to kill this kind and friendly clan of faeries, Morgana,” Siti shrugged. “Why not just let them and the dragon live in peace?”

			“Because, my foolish friend, a war is reaching its final stages and sides will need choosing,” Morgana shrugged.

			“A war you’ve always been responsible for bringing,” Pop-pop added.

			“Look, the man can speak,” Greigor cackled. “I began to wonder if you were going to keep hiding within the skirts of your weak, little woman all day, Plop-plop.”

			“Watch your foul tongue when speaking of my sister, warlock!” Morgana spat. Her eyes were now black slits. “You speak of woman-kind as if we are meant for subservience and I will not allow you to utter one more fetid word without first apologising.”

			“Or what?” Greigor sneered and turned to face the witch. “Women are the lowest of the low. We men built and created this world while you wept and scrubbed the floors.”

			The distant sounds of battle quietened for a moment as if also marvelling, just like Dexter, Pop-pop, Siti and the faeries, whether evil would soon foolishly face off against itself.

			“I will end you as you stand, you pitted peasant,” Morgana warned.

			“As if that wasn’t your plan all along, Lady Morgana. You fool. Do you think I did not know you wished to use me to get the dragon? Are you naïve enough to think I did not know that before I had time to congratulate you on winning the serpent, you would turn the same creature upon me? Silly, silly little rich girl wants to play at war.”

			“Your words reveal nothing but your own paranoia, mere mortal. Now you have shown your true colours to the world, I would not gift you the glory of even seeing a dragon but I will award you a quick and painful death,” Morgana raged, raised her golden staff and pointed it towards the grinning warlock. Greigor, in turn, raised his staff but Morgana shot a ray of blue first.

			




Chapter Twenty

			Melaog Drops By

			Everyone inside the protection of the ring bubble sat or stood as stunned as statues at what they were witnessing. None understood why the two vile allies, the two evil entities who wanted to destroy the faeries and find out the location of the last dragon to destroy all those who stood in their way, now fought one another like spiteful children. Tar black and sapphire blue deadly rays screamed from one side of the lawn to the other. Neither combatant appeared hurt as they batted the opposition’s shot left or right.

			“Pop-pop?” Dexter asked, looking up, “I don’t get it.”

			“Don’t get what, Wee-man?”

			“Well, why pretend to be Clowtarp to get us all here and then start hurting each other?”

			“This is a perfect example of the trouble with those with dark thoughts and even murkier intentions, T-dex. They only want what’s best for them. Morgana obviously promised Greigor a great deal if they won back England, and Greigor secretly hated all women and planned to deceive Morgana. Never trust a person with a black heart, Wee-man. They will always turn on you in the end. Or, in this case, on one another.”

			“But, how will I know if someone has a black heart, Pop-pop?”

			“The same way you trusted your suspicions about the so-called injured lady, Wee-man,” Pop-pop shrugged. “Your bi-fae senses picked up on her nastiness.”

			“But, how didn’t I know that Clowtarp was really Greigor?”

			“None of us did because he read our minds and used our thoughts against us. We will have to visit a dear friend of Siti’s when this is all over. He will teach us to tell when someone is probing our minds.”

			Dexter nodded. The thought of meeting more magick folk excited him.

			Outside, the battle between Morgana and Greigor waged on. Not only did they shoot rays across at each other, but Dexter also watched, open-mouthed, as the two created every element know to the universe before throwing it in the other’s face. Morgana whipped a terrible whirlwind and Greigor froze the water vapours within the wind and dropped the immense conical ice-sculpture down upon Morgana’s head. She, as fast as lightning, sent up a searing ball of flame to melt the sculpture into tiny raindrops. He created a fire-dragon of his own and flew it straight at Morgana, huge mouth wide. She manifested a spear of water that pierced the flame-dragon and split it in half. If it were not for the possibility that one of the two fighters could easily turn around and blast the bubble to smithereens, Dexter may just have been amazed at the sight playing out before him.

			“Have you noticed something strange?” Pop-pop asked Siti in a hushed tone. 

			“What?” Siti frowned.

			“The flashes and bangs further away have stopped completely.”

			“What does that mean, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked on hearing their conversation and demonstrating another one of his gifts. The gift to hear the slightest whisper. Especially at night-time as he lay in bed.

			“It means Master Gheras must have beaten the army Morgana sent him.”

			“But what if they’ve beaten Master Gheras and now have him as a prisoner, Mr Pop-pop?” Sylcra asked, looking nervous.

			“Master Gheras has been a huge part of the Earth’s energy for thousands of years, my dear. And the Earth a huge part of his. If Master Gheras is hurt or, goodness forbids, dead, we would all know about it,” Pop-pop replied and offered a reassuring smile.

			“Sorry, Pop-pop, but what does that mean?” Dexter asked.

			“Every living thing on this plant needs energy to survive,” Pop-pop began. “The earth under your feet is no different, T-dex. Master Gheras is the oldest wizard on this planet and has lived on because the Earth gives him and Sasha energy through the ley-lines. Master Gheras recognises this and never takes anything from the Earth without giving back in return. Witches and warlocks like the two idiots outside receive their energies from darker sources and that is why, no matter how much they fight and kill, they will never succeed as long as Master Gheras is around.”

			“Do the faeries get their energy from the Earth too?” Dexter asked Sylcra.

			“Yes. Afenim tells us so,” Sylcra replied with a proud smile.

			The terrible fight between Morgana and Greigor screamed on. Fireballs were thrown and bolts of lightning shot out of the sky. A plague of locusts screeched from Morgana’s staff, only for Greigor to freeze them with an icy blast of his own. They threw spell after spell until a powerful screech like nothing Dexter had ever heard erupted from above. Morgana and Greigor paused their fight and scanned the sky. They did not look long, though. Within seconds, a blast of pure white fire shot down upon them, burning them both to dust. The sight both shocked and exhilarated all who watched, wide eyed. 

			“What just happened?” Dexter asked, aghast. 

			Neither Siti nor Pop-pop had time to answer because, just as the flames surrounding the witch and warlock died down, another scream screeched forth from the blackened pile of bones and the ghost of a bent and twisted old lady floated into the air. “Damn you all!” The old lady cursed before flying towards the bubble. Everyone inside ducked and felt silly for doing so shortly afterwards, as the ghost flew, screaming, off into the distance.

			“What flew out of Morgana, Pop-pop?” Asked Dexter, even more shocked to his core. 

			“It’s what Morgana really looks like without the magick to make her look pretty, T-dex,” Pop-pop shrugged.

			“Will she come back?” Dexter asked his Pop-pop.

			“Only when she finds a new body, Wee-man. Don’t worry.”

			“And what killed them both, Pop-pop?” Dexter asked and then saw, wide-eyed with wonder, the answer before anyone told him as the shimmering red scales of mighty Melaog descended to a gentle stop on the blackened grass by the faerie ring bubble. They were all even more amazed to see Gheras the Wise, clutching his staff, jump from the dragon’s back to land by her side as if he were a young man hopping from a pony’s saddle.

			“You can lower your ring now, Afenim,” Gheras announced. “All is well. We have won this battle!”

			Everyone but the clan leader cheered at the news. “How do we know it is you, Master Gheras?” Afenim asked, still a little worried after the day’s multitude of strange events. 

			“Snot-covered crinkle-cut crisps!” Gheras announced with a huge, gummy grin.

			“What in all the faerie rings of Glockenstein does that mean?” Afenim asked and turned to see Dexter, Pop-pop and Siti also wearing huge grins. Though theirs contained many more teeth.

			“Worry ye not, Afenim,” Pop-pop sniggered, “That is Gheras the Wise using our pre-arranged password. If you would like further confirmation to ease your mind, we can ask the lovely Sasha to give us a wave?”

			Sasha, on hearing Pop-pop, stuck out a little red hand from the folds of Gheras’ robes and gave them all a jolly wave.

			“Release hands!” Afenim commanded. After a massive sigh of relief from all within the circle and a new, louder cheer, they unclasped their neighbour’s hands and the bubble evaporated.

			




Chapter Twenty-one

			The Flight of Melaog

			After so many hours under the murky veil of the faerie ring bubble, it took Dexter a few seconds to acclimatise to the clearer view. Add a ginormous, beautiful, scary, scaly red dragon into the mix and the young boy soon felt flabbergasted and overwhelmed.

			“You okay, T-dex?” Pop-pop asked.

			“Not really Pop-pop. I just don’t get why any of this happened. Why would they do everything to get us together, make me believe I talked to my favourite fish, try to hurt us and then attack themselves?” Dexter blurted out in one breath. He felt the tears building behind his eyes and wiped them away with his sleeve.

			“Hey,” Pop-pop cooed and picked up his grandson. “They’re nasty people and do things that good people will never understand. Believe me, my T-dex, I have asked myself the same questions many times after meeting people like them. I bet Gheras and Sasha have asked themselves so many times they’ve lost count.”

			“But does that mean Clowtarp is evil too?”

			“I’m guessing the tank didn’t even have a real anglerfish inside it, T-dex. I think Greigor created a good illusion to confuse us. If you want, I will contact the Sea Life Centre tomorrow and ask them if they have an anglerfish.”

			“Yes, please,” Dexter replied. “If there is one, can we go back and find out if it’s Clowtarp, Pop-pop?”

			“Definitely,” Pop-pop replied and bear-hugged his grandson. “Now, do you want to say hello to Melaog, T-dex?” Pop-pop asked as he picked his grandson up and hugged him.

			“Is it friendly?” Dexter whispered, over-awed by the sight of such a wondrous creature. 

			“Of course,” Pop-pop replied. 

			“Then, yes, please, Pop-pop,” Dexter replied with another, nervous, whisper. He had never seen anything so beautiful and equally scary at the same time. Dexter felt so tiny as he looked up at Melaog’s massive head. Dexter imagined he would have no trouble lying flat along her tongue. “She won’t bite, will she?” Dexter added. 

			“No. Not unless you’re a bad person, Wee-man,” Pop-pop replied with a grin. “Now just be aware she hasn’t got the best eyesight. Okay?”

			“But her eyes are as big as my belly!”

			“You’ll find out later in life that size isn’t everything, T-dex,” Pop-pop said with a strange grin towards Siti that Dexter didn’t understand. So, he just nodded. Adults said the strangest things sometimes and a nod or a simple, “Oh,” usually seemed a good enough answer to such odd behaviour. “Ready?” Pop-pop asked.

			“Yes,” Dexter said, trying to sound brave. However, inside his tummy, Dexter’s nerves danced like manic monkeys on fire.

			“Hello, Melaog, I have a little boy called Dexter who would love to meet you. I’m his Pop-pop and I’m standing in front of you.”

			“Ahh, this must be the little hero Gheras told me about. A pleasure to meet such a brave knight. Thank you for all your help, Dexter Booth,” Melaog said and bowed her huge, scaly head. Her voice astounded Dexter. Her deep, yet feminine tones carried such compassion, it made Dexter want to cry with joy. Just as the Prince did in Pop-pop’s earlier story. 

			“You’re welcome, Melaog,” Dexter replied. “You are very beautiful.” 

			“Thank you,” Melaog said. “If it pleases you and your Pop-pop, would you both like to go for a little ride in the blue sky?”

			“Well, I can’t speak for Dex,” Pop-pop replied, “But I’m not particularly good with heights, Melaog. Thank you all the same, but I must decline. Though, I do know another who would love to accompany Dex.” Pop-pop turned to Siti who standing by his left side. “Don’t I?”

			“I would love to!” Siti said with a huge, excited smile spread across her cheeks. “Do you fancy it, Dex?”

			“But, how will I stay on, Siti? There literally isn’t a seat!”

			“If Pop-pop will allow me to join you all, Sasha and I have just the invocation, young man,” Gheras announced as he hobbled to the other side of Pop-pop. “We utilised the same spell to stay on the lovely Melaog as we flew around destroying Morgana’s ugly bunch.”

			“If it worked for you, Master Gheras, and Dexter and Siti are happy to go for a ride on Mighty Melaog, I’m happy,” Pop-pop shrugged. “T-dex?”

			Excited, Dexter almost struggled to find the words. His friends would not believe him when he returned to school.

			“Can Sylcra come too, please, Melaog?” Dexter asked after recovering the use of his tongue.

			“If she likes,” Melaog replied.

			Dexter looked behind him towards the group of gathered faerie-folk and, after spotting shy Sylcra, he ran over to her. “Sylcra,” Dexter began, aware of the many faerie eyes fixed upon him, “Would you like to come for a ride on Melaog? She said you can.” 

			“Will it be safe?”

			“Master Gheras says so.”

			“Uncle Afenim, would it be okay if I take a ride on Melaog? She said I could.” Sylcra squeaked. 

			Afenim simply nodded a grim reply.

			Dexter gripped Sylcra’s hand and they both skipped back to Melaog.

			Within minutes, the three excited faces of Siti, Dexter and Sylcra, seated in that order in front of Gheras, looked down from the back of the majestic red dragon as Gheras mumbled a few strange words and the green crystal on his staff briefly lit up.

			“Make sure you do as Siti and Melaog say, Dex,” Pop-pop called from the ground.

			“I promise,” Dexter replied. He had never felt more excited and scared at the same time. Sylcra giggled as Melaog gave her massive wings a little flap. 

			“Could you all take a few steps back, please?” Melaog asked. “I will need to vent before taking off and you don’t have the protection of your faerie ring to save you from my flames.” 

			Pop-pop and the now bigger group of spectating faeries took several quick steps away from the dragon and her passengers. 

			“Thank you,” Melaog added before spreading her wings wide and beating them so hard the air around an exhilarated Dexter whumped with the effort. “Are we all safe and ready?” Melaog asked after turning her head.

			“Yes,” Gheras Siti, Dexter and Sylcra eagerly replied. Sasha, unseen inside Gheras’ robes, offered her own excited squeak.

			Melaog nodded and opened her wide jaws, sucked in a great whoosh of breath, and exhaled a brilliant white blast of screaming, searing white flame into the summer sky. And then they were off. With each beat of Melaog’s wings, they rose into the air. The ascent, however, appeared much slower than Dexter expected until he looked to his left and saw they were level with the roof of the nearby castle. And they did not stop there. Up and up they climbed. The winds soon chilled their faces, yet their bodies, held by the magick of Gheras and Sasha, felt remarkably warm and cosy like the heated seats inside his mum’s car.

			With huge grins and whoops of joy, they swooped through damp, fluffy clouds, and over thick, green forests. They even flew next to a jumbo jet. The passengers and pilots inside stared out in disbelief as Dexter waved and Sylcra and Siti screamed with ecstatic laughter. They then left the jet and flew around huge hills and over fields teeming with frightened sheep and cows, who scattered at the sight of Mighty Melaog. They caused a stir for the shoppers and tourists visiting the small spa town of nearby Harrogate as her dark shadow seemed to crawl over the buildings and busy streets before heading back to Ripley. 

			All five, feeding on the high emotions of Melaog, had never felt so full of joy. Until…

			“I WILL HUNT YOU ALL DOWN IF YOU SURVIVE MY LAST ASSAULT!” Screamed an image of Morgana as it shot past them and headed out towards space itself.

			Dexter shot a fearful glance at Siti, almost twisting his own head off.

			“Don’t worry, Dex,” Siti called over the beat of Melaog’s wings. “She can’t hurt you. Without a body, she can’t hurt anyone or anything.”

			“And even when she does find a new body, with Master Gheras’ help, we will defeat her just as he has done over the centuries,” Melaog boomed. Dexter turned to look back at Gheras who looked less than convinced by the dragon’s words. Well, until he noticed Dexter staring. He then flashed a bright, gummy grin of reassurance and Dexter turned back to face the front. “Now, hold on, you’re all in for a special treat,” Melaog added. “Your Pop-pop will be jealous when you tell him what we are going to do next.” Sylcra turned to look at Dexter as if he understood what the dragon meant. Dexter shrugged and turned to Siti, who mimicked his own clueless response. “READY?” Melaog hollered.

			“Yes,” the four passengers squeaked in unison.

			“I SAID, ARE YOU READY?” Melaog bellowed once again. “I CAN’T HEAR YOU.”

			“YES!” They all replied. Each of their voices, while loud, jittered with uncertain nerves. Gheras’ for a different reason than the others.

			“GOOD!” Melaog boomed with a giggle and turned her giant head to the sky. Soon her body followed. Her passengers, forgetting the magick keeping them in place, clung to one another as Melaog rose vertically into the cold, evening sky. Higher and higher the dragon flew. And, just when they thought they could fly no straighter, the dragon arched her back at the apex of her climb. The world through Dexter’s little eyes soon flipped upside down as Melaog attempted a loop-the-loop!

			“AAAAARRRRGGGHH!” The giddy passengers screamed as they plummeted to the on-rushing ground. Certain they were going to crash, Dexter closed his eyes and braced himself for the fatal impact, when, WHOOOOSHHH, Melaog righted herself at the last possible second and swooped across the fields and rivers, chuckling as she went.

			




Chapter Twenty-two

			A Pride of Gryphons Cometh!

			The three youngest passengers, Siti, Dexter and Sylcra, ecstatic on the back of Melaog the Mighty, whooped and giggled as the dragon flew them back towards ancient, stone-built, Ripley Castle.

			“THANK YOU FOR TAKING US, MELAOG,” Dexter called out as they skimmed the pointy treetops of the local forest.

			“IT IS MY PLE…” Melaog began before Gheras boomed.

			“MELAOG. WOULD YOU BANK RIGHT IN TEN SECONDS? SYLCRA AND DEXTER, COULD YOU PLEASE CROUCH DOWN AS CLOSE TO DEAR MELAOG AS POSSIBLE. AND SITI, PREPARE FOR AN ALTOGETHER UNSEEN PRIDE OF GRYPHONS, I FEAR THEY MAY HAVE BEEN BEWITCHED BY MORGANA, SO SHOOT TO DAZE AND NOT TO KILL. OKAY, EVERYONE?”

			Melaog roared her intent, Siti raised her staff to signal her readiness. The two youngsters, eyes wide and chewing lips, crouched as low as possible. Fear silenced their tongues. Dexter did think it strange that the skies were clear of any kind of creature except the dragon they rode as Gheras hollered his orders. But, after recent events, how could they question the ancient wizard?

			Suddenly, Melaog rolled to the right. Dexter and Sylcra gripped her scales for all their worth. Forgetting that they didn’t need to because Gheras and Sasha’s magick kept them safely in place. Dexter ears pricked up as he heard an entirely different set of roars to Melaog’s. These sounded like the cries of great birds such as eagles. Dexter turned his head slightly in a hope to see the creatures. Yet, he had never seen anything like the beasts except on-screen or drawn on the pages of books. These eight gryphons, as Gheras called them, indeed had the heads of huge eagles with the bodies of what looked like lions with humungous eagle wings. And, instead of massive lion feet, the front paws were terrifying eagle’s talons and they all flew straight towards Melaog and her passengers at a great speed.

			“WHAT’S THE PLAN, MASTER GHERAS?” Siti hollered.

			“IF YOU COULD JUST MAKE SURE DEXTER AND SYLCRA ARE SAFE, MELAOG AND I WILL HOPEFULLY DEAL WITH THIS PRIDE THE SAME WAY AS WE DEALT WITH THE OTHERS THE WITCH SENT EARLIER.”

			“BELLY UP, THEN, I SUPPOSE?” Melaog sniggered.

			Dexter, astounded, and a little worried to feel the dragon turning to the side and almost offer up her own stomach to the screeching gryphons, held on for dear life. He hoped her scales were hard enough not to allow the razor-sharp talons of the gryphons to tear her to pieces. In a flash, the screeching pride whacked into the belly of the dragon. Melaog humphed with the weight of the impact. Dexter hoped the charging gryphon hadn’t wounded Melaog before instantly worrying for his own safety as a large, shiny talon swiped for his face. A shot from Siti’s staff soon had the unseen animal retracting its claws. Melaog roared. Whether out of pain or anger, Dexter didn’t know. Beams from Siti’s staff shot this way and that. Dexter saw her turn to attack a gryphon hanging onto the neck of poor Melaog. He then looked back to check on Gheras but screamed in shock. The large beak of one of the pride stretched out towards his head, ready to bite it off. Dexter wanted to scurry away but couldn’t due to the Ghera’s magick keeping him in place. The beak opened wider. Dexter saw its weird blue tongue flapping and closed his eyes. He didn’t want to see his own head bitten clean off.

			However, if he had kept his eyes open, Dexter would have seen the whole pride freeze in the air and float by the side of Melaog as if they were astronauts in space. 

			“THANK GOODNESS FOR THAT,” Melaog sighed over the sound of the whipping wind. “I’M GETTING TOO OLD FOR ALL THIS NONSENSE, MASTER GHERAS!”

			“I HEAR YOU, SISTER,” Gheras hollered back and chuckled.

			Dexter opened his eyes as Melaog righted herself and squeaked in fear as he came face to beak with the gryphon who not ten seconds earlier would have chomped off his head. This time the creature just stared into space as if drunk.

			“IS IT FROZEN, MASTER GHERAS?” Dexter asked.

			“KIND OF,” Gheras replied. “I’LL TELL YOU MORE AFTER WE HAVE LANDED. MELAOG, MY DEAR, WOULD YOU SETTLE DOWN SOMEWHERE NEAR THE LAKE?”

			“MY PLEASURE,” Melaog replied and began her descent.

			As the ground rushed up to meet the dragon, Dexter fought the urge to reach out and prod the gryphon floating by his side. He wondered if he tapped it hard enough whether it would roll in the air. 

			“They’re quite majestic, aren’t they Dexter?” Gheras asked. Now that the dragon was closer to the earth, the wizard had no need to yell his questions.

			“Yes,” Dexter replied and meant it. “How can Morgana make them attack us if she isn’t here, Master Gheras?” 

			“An insightful question, young man,” Gheras replied. “She summons her power from a quite different source to any magick user I have ever had the displeasure of fighting against. And, I’m afraid to say, I don’t think it’s from this world. Therefore, her magick doesn’t work the same way as mine. Not very helpful, but all I know, I’m afraid, young knight.”

			“Well, you and Pop-pop told me your magick comes from the earth. So, does that mean Morgana’s comes from another planet?”

			“I’d say such a conclusion is the closest to the truth, my boy. I just wish I knew where she does get her power and how she keeps going from body to body. I think I may have an idea, but that is for another time, my young, clever, friend. For now, we must restore these beautiful creatures to their own minds. So, Sasha and I may need to work quietly, if that’s okay with everyone?”

			The others agreed to remain silent for a moment as Gheras lowered himself slowly to the ground and closed his eyes. While he concentrated and Melaog drank from the lake, Sylcra ushered Dexter and Siti to the side. “Have you ever heard of the water-queen, Nimue?” She asked them both with an excited smile. Dexter shook his head. 

			“Yes, isn’t she the lady of the lake in some of the legends of King Arthur?” Siti asked.

			“Yes,” Sylcra replied. “She sometimes holidays on that island.” The little faerie pointed to a pretty, little island in the middle of the lake. “She’s lovely.”

			“Have you met her?” Siti asked in awe. 

			“Once or twice. Did you know she is the sister of Morgana?”

			“I’ve never heard that legend before,” Siti conceded.

			“Oh, it’s not a legend, Siti,” Gheras yawned as he appeared by their sides. Followed by the now cleared-eyed gryphon pride. “Most people just don’t know it. And, I would appreciate it if you kept it between us. The last thing Nimue needs is Morgana discovering her homes and trying to kill her.”

			“Morgana would even kill her own sister?” Dexter asked, appalled. “That’s literally awful!”

			“Isn’t it?” Gheras shrugged. “She has tried many times, So, if you can all promise not to tell anyone?” 

			They all agreed to keep it themselves. 

			“I’m sorry, Master Gheras. I didn’t know not to tell. I met her one day while swimming in the lake and just remembered how lovely she seemed,” Sylcra squeaked.

			“Worry not, my lovely,” Gheras cooed. “You weren’t to know. And now you do.”

			“Now I do,” Sylcra shyly smiled.

			“Now, I would like to present my old friend and your new friend, Pelos, the head of this gryphon pride,” Gheras said and turned with arms wide to face the pride and its leader. Pelos bowed to the others.

			“Nice to meet you,” Melaog said after turning from the lake with several gallons dribbling from her chin.

			“And you all,” Pelos replied with a cultured voice Dexter did not expect from a creature with an eagle’s head. He sounded like the royal family to Dexter’s West Yorkshire ears. “Many thanks for bringing us back from that witch’s spell with great compassion. We owe you all much gratitude.”

			“Think nothing of it, old friend,” Gheras told the gryphon and patted his thick neck. “If I might suggest relocating to the same home as dear Melaog? That way, you can look after each other.”

			“How can we ever thank you?” Pelos asked after another bow.

			“Well, we may need to call on your help at some point, Pelos. Other than that, go and stay free is my only request, my friend.”

			“We will help you at any time, Master Gheras. I promise,” Pelos assured the wizard.

			“Thank you. Now, if you would like to wait here while Melaog flies us back to the others. She will return to fly with you and your majestic pride to your new safe home before you know it.”

			




Chapter Twenty-three

			How to Call a Dragon

			Mighty Melaog the dragon landed on the grass in the centre of the walled garden of the grounds of Ripley Castle with a gentle sigh. All five of her passengers sat on her back, exhilarated and intact. Her great, scaly, red tail lay gently on the red brick wall behind her. After folding her massive, leathery wings against her sides, the spectators rushed to gather around her. Pop-pop at the grand, old crumbly age of forty-eight impressed Dexter as he reached them before anyone else and helped him and his Siti down from the back of the great beast with hardly a sweat.

			“Pop-pop, it was so amazing!” Dexter jabbered, his eyes almost popping out of his head in excitement. “It was literally amazing! We flew through clouds and by the side of a huge aeroplane and then Melaog loop-the-looped and we fought and saved a pride of gryphons. I can’t believe it. I really can’t!”

			“I’m glad you had an enjoyable time, T-dex. Have you thanked Melaog for taking you?” Pop-pop asked.

			“Oops,” Dexter replied and put his hand to his mouth. He turned and ran back to face beautiful Melaog. “Thank you so much, Melaog! It was literally amazing!” And then, quite without thinking, Dexter leapt to give the dragon a cuddle, but couldn’t reach her powerful neck, so instead hugged her front leg. Melaog turned her huge head and gently cuddled Dexter by nuzzling up against his back with supreme care.

			“My ultimate pleasure, little knight. Thank you for gathering these good faeries together and saving my secret and my eggs. If you ever need my help, all you need do is whistle this tune,” Melaog said and pursed her massive lips before blowing a tune that quietened everyone around them. The tune contained only three notes of a scale, but together they created a hauntingly beautiful melody. Several of the faeries cried a little and then wiped their tears in embarrassment as if they were suffering an allergy and not overwhelmed by the magick of the music the dragon made.

			“I’m not sure I can whistle something so lovely, Melaog,” Dexter replied in awe.

			“Sasha and I can help with that, my young man,” Gheras croaked as he limped forward, leaning on his staff. He looked suddenly quite tired from his day’s labour. For a moment, he fumbled inside his vine cloak, said, “Thank you,” to Sasha and pulled out a small white and sand-tanned conch shell. “My dear Melaog, would you be so kind as to whistle your stunning tune once more into this shell, please?”

			Melaog obliged. The shell and Gheras’ staff lit up briefly and Dexter swore he saw the actual musical notes, the kinds he has seen inside music books, golden and bright, floating inside the conch. Then the lights dimmed, and the shell returned to looking, while pretty, just, well, normal.

			“Now, young Sir Dexter, would you do me the great favour of blowing gently into the shell,” Gheras asked and handed Dexter the conch.

			Dexter looked, with a puzzled frown, from Gheras to Siti to Pop-pop. Siti and Pop-pop smiled and nodded their encouragement. The young man wiped his lips before pressing them to the cool shell. He then blew. The same haunting tune Melaog made floated from the conch and flittered around the warm summer’s evening and quietened everyone: faerie, human, bird and insect alike.

			“Wow,” Dexter whispered with a boulder-sized lump in his throat after the tune ended. “What if I blow it and I’m not in danger, Melaog? I mean, can I play the tune for other people and not disturb you?”

			“When blown in fear, the tune will differ slightly. So, yes, you can play it whenever you want. I will only come when I hear fear hiding between the notes. Now, my wonderful new friends, I must fly back to my secret hideaway to check on my eggs,” Melaog announced, breaking the spell of the music.

			“Ooh, can I see them please, Melaog?” Dexter asked, wondering if they looked like ordinary hen’s eggs or something much different.

			“I’m afraid that is not possible today, young knight,” Melaog said, “You have other tasks to complete. Next time. I promise. They may even be little baby dragons by then if they get their lazy backsides into gear and start pecking their way out. A thousand years in their shell is quite long enough,” Melaog giggled. “Now, remember, if you are ever in danger and need me, blow into the shell.”

			“Thank you,” Dexter replied. 

			“No, thank you. Okay, if you would all be so kind as to take several steps back. It will save your hair if you do,” the dragon chuckled. The crowd nervously scattered back. “Thank you for all your help,” Melaog announced, lifted her head to the sky, blew out a great gush of white fire and ascended into the blue. Dexter watched until Melaog seemed nothing but a speck in the sky.

			“What other tasks do I have, Pop-pop?” Dexter suddenly asked, breaking the silence of the whole group.

			“Well, Wee-man, Master Gheras thinks the traitor who told the location of the faeries is also a faerie and we may need your help to find him or her.”

			“But how will I know?” Dexter asked.

			“Well,” Pop-pop began, “you know that Afenim, the leader, has certain powers useful for his job? He can feed his clan and protect them in the ring, yes?” Dexter nodded. “And some are amazing at finding secret places and hiding things or creatures such as Melaog in those places?” Dexter nodded once again. “Well, it turns out that you can not only speak Fleepah, but you can tell, just by touching their hands, if another faerie if telling the truth or lying.”

			“Oh,” Dexter uttered, not knowing what to do with this new knowledge. “Are you sure, Pop-pop?”

			“We can test it if you like,” Gheras cut in. He turned and looked around him. “Sylcra, my dear,” he called, “Do you mind if I borrow you for a second? Don’t look so worried child. It won’t hurt a bit.”

			Sylcra, looking quite anxious as she wrung her little hands, shot a glance towards her uncle before stepping forward. Afenim merely nodded back. Gheras leaned towards her and whispered something into her pointy ears that made the little faerie giggle.

			“Now, young Dexter Booth,” Gheras said after turning back to our little man, “Reach out and clasp your friend’s hand.” Dexter did as Gheras asked. “And ask her the following three questions: Did it scare her to ride so high on the back of Mighty Melaog?” Dexter asked Sylcra the question. She nodded as if a little embarrassed. Although, nothing else happened. “Now ask her if she is your friend,” Gheras instructed. Dexter asked Sylcra the question and she nodded with a huge smile across her little face. Again, nothing happened. This pleased Dexter who smiled back and felt his cheeks warm. “Now ask her what her favourite food is,” Gheras commanded. 

			“Snot-covered crinkle cut crisps,” the little faerie replied with a giggle. Dexter did not need to look into her mischievous eyes to recognise her lie, because her hand in his vibrated as if she held the world’s most powerful electric toothbrush.

			“Do you now see?” Gheras asked with a knowing look in his ancient eyes.

			




Chapter Twenty-four

			Geron the Traitor?

			The little group of faeries standing and watching Dexter Booth prove his ability to catch a lie looked nervous as they fidgeted behind their leader, Afenim. None of them wanted to be the first to take the boy’s lie-finding hand.

			“Now, now, everyone,” Gheras called out, “we only want to find out who told Morgana and Greigor where to find you and mighty Melaog. We will not be diving into your innermost darkest thoughts. How about you ask Sylcra first to show the rest how painless it is, Dexter?”

			“But, what do I do, Master Gheras?” Dexter asked, still shocked to have such a gift in his mind-locker. He had not given a thought to how it worked.

			“You merely ask if Sylcra told Morgana and Greigor where to find the faeries, Dexter. Your gift will do the rest.”

			So, Dexter turned, while still clasping Sylcra’s tiny hand, and asked her the question.

			“No,” Sylcra replied with her head held high. “Of course, not.”

			Dexter frowned for a moment as if waiting for some sign of her innocence. 

			“Any vibrations we couldn’t see, my boy?” Gheras asked.

			“Nope,” Dexter replied and shook his head.

			“Then, we can rightly assume our sweet Sylcra is telling the truth. Well done, dear girl,” Gheras said, patting a blushing and relieved Sylcra on her back. “Next!” Gheras hollered and turned to the crowd. “Who will be the next to prove their innocence?”

			The crowd looked to their leader, Afenim, for guidance.

			“I’m not ruddy well doing it first,” Afenim squeaked. “I have nothing to prove. I’m the leader by right and that is that. You, Geron, you’re up. You know the location of Melaog’s hideaway. Time to prove your innocence.”

			All eyes turned to hapless Geron who stood rigid and unable to move. The crowd around him began muttering their insistence that he get on with it and other such phrases faeries of good standing should not be muttering.

			“Come on, dear boy,” Gheras insisted. “If you are innocent, you have nothing to worry about.”

			Yet, still, Geron stood frozen to the spot. Well, until a rather tubby looking faerie, called Mumtah, standing behind him, shoved Geron in the centre of his back and sent him stumbling forward to land face-down in the grass.

			“A little harsh, young fae,” Gheras said, scowling at the faerie who shoved Geron.

			“Well, he wasn’t moving and I’m getting hungry. He’s guilty if you ask me,” Mumtah insisted. “He allowed the ring to collapse. Well, he’s either guilty or stupid.”

			“Really? Guilty, is he? And there was I thinking faeries were far more advanced than us humans and allowed creatures room to prove their innocence before declaring them guilty with little to no evidence. Shame on you, Mumtah, Keeper of the Golden Cup.”

			Mumtah, red-faced, stepped behind Afenim for protection.

			“Don’t think you’re hiding behind me, Mumtah,” Afenim spat. “I’m with Master Gheras the Wise on this one. Your actions are most unbecoming.”

			Gheras helped Geron to his unsteady feet and patted down his clothes.

			“Why so nervous, young man?” Gheras asked Geron compassionately.

			“Because I’m bound to do or say something stupid, Master Gheras. I just am. And I’m not the one you’re looking for. But when I was little, my father saw a drawing of a lady’s bottom on our tree and he told me and my brother to draw a bottom and I only ever saw the one on the tree so drew that and he thought it was me who did it and I got spanked even though it wasn’t. Because Mumtah’s right. I am stupid,” Geron wittered before beginning to sob.

			“That doesn’t make you stupid, Geron. It just makes you a little naïve. That’s all,” Gheras insisted.

			“But, isn’t naïve almost the same thing?” Geron asked before producing a fine cotton handkerchief and blowing his nose. The noise he created for such a small being impressed Dexter. He boomed and rasped like an elephant trump.

			“Now, see? You asking such a clever question just goes to prove you aren’t that stupid, my good man. Besides,” Gheras continued, “You won’t need to say anything. As long as you’re innocent, you will be fine. Come, take young Dexter’s hand.”

			Sylcra made way for her fellow faerie and stood by the side of Dexter. Dexter took Geron’s hand. He did not need the gift to feel Geron’s nerves. The faerie’s hand shook like a leaf in a gale.

			“Now, Geron, I want you to relax,” Gheras began, “Did you tell Morgana or Greigor about Melaog or this clan?”

			“I-I-I-I,” Geron tried to say through chattering teeth.

			“Take a deep breath, Geron,” Gheras cooed. “Dexter? Any feelings?”

			“It’s hard to tell because he’s literally shaking so hard anyway, Master Gheras.”

			“See?” Mumtah called from the crowd. “I told you all he’s guilty.”

			“Yeah,” another called. “Lock him up in the gaol tree!”

			“Tie him up, lock him up and throw away the key!” An elderly faerie demanded.

			“And throw away the key-master. Just in case they make another key!” Yet, another added, really getting into the spirit of idiotic crowd mentality.

			Geron looked from Dexter to Gheras with cold fear in his eyes. 

			“QUIET!” Afenim demanded. “This is not the way of the wood-fae. I am ashamed of the lot of you. We do not behave in such a despicable manner.”

			“Don’t worry, Geron,” Dexter whispered to the frightened little faerie, “I’m literally sure you are just nervous. I can’t feel anything else. Trust me and try and answer.”

			Geron looked into the little boy’s eyes and saw a wisdom most adults fail to carry. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His little teeth slowly stopped chattering. He took another breath and opened his eyes. “I did not tell Morgana or Greigor about anything and have never seen them before this day and anyone who thinks I am a traitor can go suck an egg. I may be stupid, but I am not disloyal,” Geron announced and turned to glare at the crowd.

			Dexter had never felt such steady hands and declared Geron innocent.

			“Told you,” Mumtah mumbled, in hopes of saving face. “I knew he was innocent all along.” 

			




Chapter Twenty-five

			The First/Last Faerie

			After Geron proved his innocence, the other faeries had little choice than to follow his lead. For well over half an hour, Dexter Booth, bi-fae, aged nine, took the hands of male and female faerie alike, young and old, and declared them all innocent until only Afenim remained out of the group to take the test.

			“But,” he protested, “I am the leader of our clan. Why would I put myself in danger? It makes little sense, Gheras the Wise?”

			“Oh, I couldn’t agree more, my old friend,” Gheras told him, “And, for what it’s worth, I am more than certain of your innocence. But we must show the clan you are. Do you not agree?”

			Reluctantly, Afenim acquiesced and took young Dexter’s hand. For the briefest split-second, Dexter felt a rumble after Afenim said he had never met Morgana or her black-hearted accomplice. 

			“Sorry,” Mumtah muttered with crimson cheeks, rubbing his large, grumbling belly.

			“So,” Gheras began after Dexter declared Afenim innocent, “Everyone here is innocent. Afenim, are all of your clan present?”

			“Well, not all. Spetrah is a little under the weather. Minko and Jerrup are visiting family in Ipswich, and Glenart is with the elf, Jeremith, because she is giving birth to a new member of the clan.”

			“Tell me about all four, please, my friend,” Gheras insisted.

			“Glenart is my wife and I trust her with my life,” Afenim began with his little chest puffed out in pride. “Besides, she has been on bed rest for seven weeks and could not have organised a cup of faerie tea, never mind an attack. Minko and Jerrup are a young, friendly couple I am sure would not harm a fly. And Spetrah is a cranky, old codger, but I can’t imagine he would betray the clan. He wanted to be the leader himself, once.” 

			“Really? And where is he now?” Gheras asked, frowning and twirling his beard. 

			“In his tree, I suppose,” Afenim shrugged. “I believe your little boy spoke with him shortly after arriving in the area.”

			“Oh,” Siti cut in, “Is he the cranky one who lives behind the dark-blue door?”

			“Yes, the very same,” Afenim replied.

			“Well, as he is the only one available to chat with,” Gheras declared, “I suggest we pay him a visit. Lead the way, young Sir Dexter,” he added with a gummy grin.

			So, Dexter, Pop-pop, Siti, Gheras with Sasha inside his vine cloak, and Afenim made their way back to the heavily wooded area and the shingle path dividing the trees to stand before Spetrah’s little dark-blue door.

			Afenim, as the clan leader, knocked on his fellow faerie’s door.

			“WHAT?” the cantankerous voice of Spetrah shrieked.

			Afenim turned to cast an embarrassed glance towards the humans before replying, “Spetrah, my old friend, it is I, Afenim. We have come to talk with you about an especially important matter.”

			“Does this matter involve the supposed rising or the setting of the sun?” Spetrah called through the door.

			“Well, no,” Afenim replied, “But…”

			“Does it involve the running out of the world’s oxygen or the wastefulness of the spiteful human beings?”

			“Well, no. But it…”

			“Does it involve the pollution the humans create that is throttling the innocent creatures of the world?”

			“Now, stop this off right now, you silly faerie,” Gheras spat back. “You know very well what it has to do with. You have ears, don’t you?”

			“Of course, I ruddy well do. They are nice and pointy just like my father’s. What of it, wizard?”

			“If you have ears, you will have heard the commotion earlier. Yes?”

			“Of course, I heard, you old fool. The racket quite put me off my second lunch. What of it?”

			“We have reason to believe someone in the clan betrayed the rest to Morgana and Greigor, endangering the entire clan and the life of the dragon under the Secret Keeper’s protection. We have tested everyone else in the clan and would like the chance to strike you off the list.”

			“You suspect me? How rude,” Spetrah said. Yet, his voice altered slightly, as if he had suddenly become busy doing something else as he answered. The sharpness in his tone also softened. Dexter looked at Pop-pop, who frowned towards Gheras as if they were communicating their suspicions with their minds.

			“Spetrah,” Afenim began in an authoritative tone of his own, “I demand you open this door right now or we will be forced to smash through it. Do you hear?”

			“Yes, yes,” Spetrah called, sounding like he had moved quite a way away from the other side of the door. “I’ll be with you in a moment. I’m just getting my boots.”

			“Is there a back door to this tree?” Gheras asked, his eyes now slits of suspicion.

			“There is not a back door,” Afenim began, “But there is a door in the…”

			A rustle of the branches above them all halted his sentence. All five heads looked up to see an elderly faerie, with a very long white beard and similar golden boots to Afenim, scamper along a thick branch near the top of the tree. Gheras raised his staff and aimed his crystal towards the faerie. The peridot crystal lit up briefly and Spetrah screamed out in fear as he floated out of the tree and down to the ground in front of Afenim like a fuzzy, old feather.

			“There was little need for that, wizard,” Spetrah grumbled after landing. “I wasn’t running away or anything. My door sticks in the hot weather so I decided to use the top entrance. I demand an apology right this minute.”

			Gheras simply hobbled over to the faerie’s blue door and pushed it open with his staff. “It seems to be working fine enough now,” the wizard shrugged.

			“Well, I never,” Spetrah cheered, his little arms raised aloft. “You’ve fixed it for me! It is a miracle!”

			“Yes,” Gheras replied, his voice dribbling with sarcasm. “That’s what it is. A golden miracle.”

			




Chapter Twenty-six

			Spetrah

			“UNBIND ME THIS MINUTE, YOU WRETCHED BAG OF STINKING OFFAL!” Spetrah shrieked after Gheras clamped a pair of magickal handcuffs upon his twig-like wrists. “I AM INNOCENT! AND DON’T THINK FOR ONE SECOND MY TREE DID NOT TELL ME ABOUT YOUR LITTLE SNITCH, BI-FAE!”

			“I don’t need Dexter’s bi-fae powers to know that is a load of old tosh,” Gheras told them all. “I can see by your aura, you silly creature.”

			“Erm, Master Gheras,” Dexter asked, lifting his hand as if in classroom, “what is an aura?”

			“An aura, my young man, is an energy field every creature on this planet has surrounding them and I can see it. I can tell when someone is upset, happy, unwell, and in this case, guilty and angry just by the colour of their aura energy. This faerie here is a muddy soup of dark reds, dark pinks and dark greens.”

			“Oh. And what does that mean, please?” Dexter asked.

			“It means he’s full of anger, jealousy and lies,” Gheras told Dexter.

			“But,” Dexter began, not quite knowing how to phrase the next question, “if you can see all that, why did you need me to hold their hands?”

			“Because, my young knight, the curse of my knowledge is that only Sasha and I can see people’s auras. Most people don’t believe in such things. Fortunately, when you hold the hands of this creature, we will all see the quake of his lie. So, if you wouldn’t mind holding his hand, we will see for ourselves if he is just a bitter, little faerie or the culprit.”

			“STEP AWAY FROM ME, HUMAN!” Spetrah spat. “I WILL NOT BE HANDLED BY SUCH A FOUL BEAST.”

			“Don’t be afraid, young Dexter,” Gheras said with a reassuring tone. “He can’t hurt you while he wears my special handcuffs.”

			Dexter almost told Gheras how unafraid he felt until he remembered the wizard’s ability to read his aura-thingy. Instead, he, gulped, nodded and carefully clasped Spetrah’s hands. The entire world began to judder and shudder as if it were one giant telephone set to vibrate. Even before testing Spetrah’s innocence.

			“See?” Gheras said with the air of smugness only he can pull off without looking arrogant. “We have our traitor.”

			“TRAITOR?” Spetrah squealed with contempt. “TRAITOR? IF ANYONE’S THE TRAITOR IT IS ALL OF YOU!”

			“Do you mind calming down, young man?” Gheras coolly asked the apoplectic faerie. “If you carry on like this you are going to blow the top of your skull clean off. Now, in a gentler voice, why do you regard your clan as traitors?”

			“Because they are not my clan,” Spetrah hissed after taking one or two deep breaths. “They are this usurper’s clan.”

			“And what is that supposed to mean?” Afenim asked, quite taken aback. 

			“I was supposed to be the leader of the clan and you know it. I was the oldest and earned my golden boots before you. Yet, after a few poisonous words into the council’s ears, they chose you to take the leader trials and then had the audacity to push me to the edge of the wood to live out my days. They didn’t even invite me to attend ring-making practice anymore. All because I intimidated Afenim the limp.”

			“I am not and have never been intimidated by you, Spetrah,” Afenim sniggered. “And I never whispered poison into the ears of the council to have myself appointed leader. Dexter Booth can test this second statement if anyone thinks otherwise. This is not about anything I have done, Spetrah. This is about your jealousy which leads straight back to Glenart choosing me as a partner and not you. That is when this resentment of yours began.”
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			To understand what in all the monkey-mounds of Middletwit the two furious faeries were gabbling on about, we must first travel back in time to when they were both much younger and wore darker and thicker hair upon their little faerie heads. At the time, both faeries were handsome, intelligent, and magically able creatures and showed much promise in the eyes of the then clan leader, a female faerie called Emersha. Legends speak of her formidable leadership, her heart made of pure gold, a smile that could melt the fury of an ogre, and how everyone adored her. The elders say she even frightened Morgana enough to never cross mighty Emersha in battle. Yet, as much as the legends speak of Emersha’s beauty, the two males only had eyes for a faerie their own age, called Glenart. Glenart the Sage, as she would later be known, because of her wise counsel, was also Emersha’s only daughter. She had her mother’s warm yet strong blue eyes, and just like Gheras the Wise, although she did not tell anyone, and not even her own husband, she carried the gift of aura reading. And just like Gheras, Glenart learned the special kenning (the faerie word for meaning) of each colour through trial and error. After watching each member of the clan and how they reacted to certain situations, she worked out what each colour meant. Just as Gheras did. And, as soon as she met both Spetrah and Afenim in faerie high school, she saw immediately the good faerie out of the two, and who needed a little work. She at first tried to help Spetrah, yet soon fell in love with Afenim.

			“I’m sorry, Spetrah,” Glenart said at the time, hand on her little heart. “I will always be your friend.”

			“One must follow one’s heart,” Spetrah replied, trying to sound reasonable. Yet, in his mind, and painted within his aura for Glenart to see, swirled all kinds of angry and resentful colours. And even though Spetrah used his wits and guile to hide his true thoughts from the clan, the darkest of all emotions grew and grew until Spetrah became the little bearded bag of nastiness they all saw by his treehouse. After watching the love of his life fall into the arms of his old friend before marrying him, and also suffering the humiliation of watching Afenim grow to take the leader test ahead of him, Spetrah snapped.

			“I am going on holiday,” Spetrah announced to the clan a few months before Dexter joined hands in the faerie ring. “I wish to see if the white cliffs of Dover are indeed as white as they say they are or are just painted regularly.”

			However, his plans turned out to be just another lie and really he had decided to find Greigor and Morgana and offer them the secrets of the clan in return for him taking over as leader after they killed Afenim. If only Glenart had not been heavily pregnant and bedridden. She may have worked out his dark scheme by seeing his aura. Life, sadly, never makes it easy for its kinder creatures, does it? Just ask the poor blobfish if you don’t believe me.

			[image: ]

			“So, what now?” Pop-pop asked after Dexter showed Spetrah for the conniving liar he is. “Do they have such a thing as a faerie prison?”

			“Well, normally we… erm…” Afenim stuttered, nodding his head towards Dexter. “Erm… end his…”

			“They would exterminate me,” Spetrah cut in. “For goodness sakes just say it, you weak-minded fool.”

			“Well, that’s a little barbaric,” Siti gasped. 

			“You can take me home if you prefer,” Spetrah suggested with a grin that could scare the fur from a tiger’s back. “I promise to be good.”

			“I think I’ll decline your amazing offer. Thank you all the same,” Siti replied. “Although, there must be something other than extermination.”

			“Isn’t exterminate like killing?” Dexter asked.

			“Sadly, yes, Wee-man,” Pop-pop replied and hugged his grandson close.

			“Oh,” Dexter offered. He didn’t like the sound of that at all.

			“I will speak with the council, Gheras. I’m sure Glenart will have a few innovative ideas of her own,” Afenim said.

			A series of twittering and squeaking erupted from the robes of Gheras the Wise.

			“This time I have to agree with you, old friend,” Gheras replied as he looked towards his own tummy. “It is more than time for tea and Afenim must do what he will for his clan.”

			Pop-pop looked at his watch. “My goodness, it’s time we were getting T-dex back to his mum and dad.”

			“Awww,” Dexter moaned, not ready to go home just yet, and really wanting to see what happened with Spetrah. “Can’t I stay a little longer, Pop-pop? Please?”

			“I’m afraid not, Wee-man. We promised your dad we would have you back by six. You have school in the morning, remember? We can say a quick goodbye to the rest of the clan, though, if you like.”

			Dexter felt another moan rise in the back of his throat, as is the nature of most children his age, and some much older, until he thought about the looks on his school friends’ faces after telling them all about his adventures with Pop-pop, Siti, Gheras the Wise and Sasha.

			“Okay,” Dexter simply said. This shocked Pop-pop and Siti as they were expecting more of a struggle to get him home. It did not surprise Gheras the Wise and Sasha, who both smiled a little smile. You see, they saw his aura change from a rainbow flecked with dark red blobs to the bright orange flowers of excitement.

			




Chapter Twenty-seven

			Such Tales to Tell

			“So, little knight,” Gheras began as they all appeared by his mound in L-Wood after earlier saying goodbye to the faeries with promises to Sylcra that they would return, and leaving the found ten-pound note with a chatty lady called Brenda in the gift shop, “I’m guessing you may have one or two questions before you go home?”

			Dexter frowned up at the three adults. He had so many questions to ask, he really didn’t know which one to choose. “Well, firstly, Master Gheras, how come Pop-pop has magick but my mum doesn’t have it? And how come I have magick but Uncle Paul and Auntie Lucy don’t seem to have it? Is it only because they are older? But why didn’t they have it when they are younger? Does my friend, Thomas Lloyd, at school have it?”

			“Well, that is a lot of questions for a firstly,” Gheras sniggered. “Allow me to start by saying, magick doesn’t always stay within the family. As an only child, it’s harder for you to see. But, for instance, I was the only one with the special gene in my family and I had six other siblings and my mother and father. Not one of them had any magick in them. I’ve seen the magick gene, as I call it, jump three generations before appearing again. And if it does happen in the same family, it can produce two very different magick users.” A chattering squawk from his midriff halted Gheras, before he said, “Exactly, Sasha dear. My wise friend points out Morgana and her sister as a perfect example. Where Morgana is vengeful and cold, Nimue is kind and warm. But, again, I’ve met some siblings who share the gift and both were good in some cases and some bad. I suppose, and I could have just said this from the start, but magick, as your Pop-pop has already told you, is a cheeky monkey with no rules of its own. You have magick in you and that is that. If and when the others in your family begin to show signs of harbouring the magickal gene, we will deal with it then. Does that make sense?”

			“I suppose,” Dexter shrugged. “Is it like my mum can eat bread but Auntie Lucy can’t because it makes her sick or something?”

			“Yes,” Gheras grinned a gummy grin, “that’s exactly like it.”

			“But, Pop-pop said we all have magick and some just forget it when they get older.”

			“That’s also true to some degree. Everyone does have the tiniest amount within them and then they just give up believing in it. Is it not magick that keeps your heart beating and your brain ticking over? It did just appear to start up all by itself, did it not?”

			“I suppose,” Dexter mused.

			“Don’t just suppose, young knight. Believe. Because, once you give up seeing the magick in the everyday, a little piece of you withers and dies. That’s why it is harder to teach an adult magick. They have to then start believing all over again before the magick can ignite inside them. You see?” Dexter nodded. “Fortunately, you, my boy, believe already and so it is easier to lead you in the right direction. If not, can you imagine an unbelieving adult sitting in a faerie ring and following Afenim’s instructions without scoffing or arguing?”

			A thought struck Dexter. “I didn’t need a wee as we kept the ring up and we had faerie food and drink. Why not, Master Gheras?”

			“I will answer that in the form of seven golden rules, young knight,” Gheras sniggered. “Rule one, always remember that magick is a cheeky monkey. Rule two, if something happened during the day that seems inexplicable, even though you’ve sought every possible answer through science and logic, then it’s magick at work. Rule three, if someone or something appears out of nowhere without rhyme or reason only to disappear and you have not eaten or drunk anything strange, rule two applies. Rule seven, if in doubt, revert to rule one. Understand?”

			“But what about the rules you missed out, Master Gheras?” Dexter asked.

			“What was rule one again?” Gheras asked.

			“Erm,” Dexter rolled his eyes into his skull in that age-old way people do to dislodge a thought, “magick is a cheeky monkey?”

			“Exactly!” Gheras exclaimed before yawning.

			“You’re tricking me again,” Dexter giggled.

			“Right, Wee-man, I’m sure Master Gheras will stop by and answer more questions another time, but for now, I think he may need his rest. And you need to tell your mum and dad all about your adventures. Okay?” Pop-pop said.

			Dexter looked at Gheras and remembered what a battle this one tiny man had won today, mostly by himself, and understood what Pop-pop meant. “Okay. Can I speak to you again another time, Master Gheras.”

			“Absolutely,” Gheras replied, stifling another yawn.

			A few moments later, they said their farewells to Gheras the Wise and Sasha. Dexter giggled as little Sasha stuck a tiny red hand out of Gheras’ vine cloak and gave them all a jolly, little alien wave.

			“I wish we’d taken some photographs, of Melaog and Sylcra and all the other faeries, Pop-pop, to remember them all.”

			“Shall I tell you a little secret?” Siti asked, leaning as close to the front seats as her safety belt allowed.

			“Yes, please!” Dexter liked secrets.

			“While you were busy with Sylcra, and when you were riding Melaog, I took some pictures,” Siti replied. This news shouldn’t have surprised young Dexter because Siti took more pictures than anyone in the entire world. Yet, somehow, within the maelstrom of all the excitement, Dexter had forgotten this fact.

			“Really?” Dexter asked. “You took actual photographs of Melaog the Mighty and my friend Sylcra, Siti?”

			“I really did,” Siti replied. “Even when we were flying. Well, apart from when the gryphons attacked. And as soon as I’ve edited them, I will get them over to you.”

			“Awwww, thank you, Siti,” Dexter replied. “Nobody I know has real photographs with faeries, never mind photographs with a huge red dragon who talks,” Dexter added.

			“You must promise to get your bath and go to sleep for your Mum, though, T-dex,” Pop-pop told him.

			“I will try,” Dexter said.

			Before he knew it, Dexter arrived home. He rushed, as giddy as a shopping bag full of dancing kippers, from the car to the house, gripping his magick conch shell, to hug his parents and tell them all about his adventures.

			“And I saw a dragon and werewolves and all kinds of other strange animals, Mum!” Dexter jabbered on arriving home.

			His mum and dad were as excited as he and bombarded Dexter with many questions. “Were you scared when you saw the dragon, Dex?” His dad asked. 

			“A little, Dad, but she is literally the most beautiful thing I have ever seen in my whole life. And she and Master Gheras gave me this shell to blow in if I ever need her. Listen.” Dexter raised the shell to his lips and blew. Sadly, however, in all his excitement, he forgot to wipe his lips and only made a trumping sound after blowing into the shell. “Oops,” he said, feeling a little silly. He then wiped his lips and tried again. The beautiful, haunting sound the shell produced even shocked the two cats, P.J. and Kane, who had come trotting into the room to welcome Dexter home.

			“How did you do that?” His Dad asked, much impressed.

			“Well, Melaog whistled the tune into the shell and Gheras trapped the notes with his magick so that anytime I blow into it and I’m in danger, she will come.”

			“Can I try, please, bud?” Dexter’s dad asked. 

			“Okay,” Dexter replied and passed over the shell. But, however hard anyone else tried, Dexter’s dad, mum, or even Pop-pop, the only sound they made sounded the same as the trumping noise Dexter made when he forgot to wipe his mouth.

			“What was it like travelling from Burrstone to Ripley by ley-line?” his mum inquired after her attempt on the shell.

			“Like walking from the front door to the kitchen, wasn’t it Pop-pop?”

			“Exactly as simple as that, T-dex,” Pop-pop replied with a wide, proud smile.

			Soon enough, however, just like anything else in this strange, old world, including this first tale of Dexter Booth and his adventures with Pop-pop, Siti and the very last dragon, Dexter’s storytelling had to end. He gave Pop-pop and Siti a huge thankful hug, and after they left to go to their own home, across the dark borders into Lancashire, Dexter had a nice, hot bath. He then climbed into bed wearing summer-fresh pyjamas and sighed the biggest sigh he had ever sighed in literally his whole short life as he placed the shell on his bedside table. Dexter found it strange that before climbing into bed, he did not feel at all sleepy. Yet, as soon as his head hit the pillow, little Dexter Booth, beloved scamp of Mum and Dad Booth, and grand-scamp of Pop-pop and Siti, with his two cats protecting him at the end of the bed, fell into a deep and satisfying sleep and dreamed of his first flight atop a beautiful red dragon.

			Over in the woods surrounding Ripley Castle, however, Spetrah managed to somehow escape his captors and disappeared to who knows where with just a flick of his little, pointy ears. Because faeries can do such magick. 

			How did he manage to escape? You may wonder. Well, we shall save the explanation for another story. A story that will no doubt include much more of Melaog, Sylcra and magick with a “k”. A future tale that will definitely contain more questions from Dexter Booth, silliness from potty Pop-pop, sensible reflections, heroism, and nice breakfasts from Siti, strange antics and mind-blowing magick from Gheras the Wise and lovely Sasha, and much, much more. We may even get to meet the famous wizard, Merlin. You never know.

			I don’t want anyone to worry about Spetrah doing anything nasty, though. Everyone will be as safe as the gold in Fort Knox until next time. Goodnight or good day.

			The end… for now.
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