






About the Book



Ethan, Lily, Saxon and Roana have cracked the code, only to find that the Moon Pearl is being sent by ship to the land of the invaders. The four children must give chase to save the precious stone. The fisherfolk can help. So can Fox, a smuggler who will do anything for a pouch full of Roana’s gold. But the sea is far more dangerous than the land. There are sea monsters and wild storms – not to mention the deadly warship they are chasing.


Will Fox’s stealthy black ship, the Owl, carry them to safety, or will the Moon Pearl remain in the hands of their enemy?
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Prologue



On the fourth floor of the Palace of Tira, Captain Malish strode into the Royal Nursery. At his heels was a small, stooped man, who sniffed constantly as though he had a bad head cold.

‘This is where the princess and her friends were last heard,’ Captain Malish said, gesturing into the room, ‘before they disappeared into thin air. See if you can do better than my useless guards, Sniffer. I’m counting on you to find those children and the Sun Gem. Emperor Raef is counting on you to find them. I hope you won’t disappoint us.’

Sniffer breathed deeply, reading clues from the dusty air, as Captain Malish walked to the door.


‘One more thing, Sniffer,’ Captain Malish added. ‘Let’s keep this just between you and me. We don’t want to worry Governor Lazlac about all this, until we’ve solved the problem.’

Sniffer nodded, snuffling thoughtfully to himself as his eyes scanned the room. Captain Malish left him to it.

The Royal Nursery was a large, airy room, filled with toys. Three beds were pushed up against the wall and a wooden castle, filled with painted knights, ladies, horses and dragons, took up the centre of the room. Long bookshelves were crammed with toys and hundreds of books.

Sniffer dropped onto all fours. He crawled along the floor looking for any signs of disturbance, any clues as to who had been in this room and where they had gone. He searched the bookshelves, the toys, the furniture, the beds. Finally he searched the timber panelling.

On one section Sniffer noticed something that no-one else had seen. The grooves in the panelling had collected a light film of dust. But one panel had smudges of clean wood showing through the dust – fingerprints. Sniffer checked this panel carefully. He sniffed the wood. He knocked the panel softly and heard that, unlike the others, it sounded hollow.


He inserted his fingertips under the ridge at the bottom of the panel and pulled. The door to a dumbwaiter slid open, revealing a deep black chute. Sniffer found the rope pulley and started to haul it up. Ten minutes later he was showing his find to Captain Malish.

‘They escaped down this way, Captain,’ Sniffer announced, lifting the panel with a theatrical flourish. ‘It probably leads down into the kitchens.’

‘That’s ridiculous!’ Captain Malish exclaimed. ‘No man could fit into that tiny space.’

‘No man could,’ Sniffer agreed. ‘But a child could. Especially a girl child.’ Sniffer picked something up off the tray of the dumbwaiter. It was a hair. A long, curly, honey blonde hair.

‘Princess Roana,’ spat Captain Malish. ‘We are going to find that brat. And when I find her …’

He spun on his heel, striding for the door.

‘Search the kitchens, Sniffer. Search the whole palace. Take twenty guards with you. Take fifty! Just find that child.’

[image: image]

At that moment, Princess Roana was sitting on the bed in the palace cook’s bed chamber, with three other children and a large dog. In her hand she held a tiny open box. Nestled inside, on a square of black velvet, was a huge round ruby. Its deep red heart glinted softly in the firelight.

‘I can’t believe we found the Sun Gem. It is so beautiful,’ breathed Princess Roana.

She reluctantly closed the lid of the tiny box and popped it back into the larger wooden cigar box that kept it secret. Roana, Ethan, Saxon and Lily had discovered the cigar box hidden in a sack of corn. It was a puzzle box. Once you knew the secret, it was easy to open, but it had taken Ethan hours to solve the mystery.

Roana put the box by the bed. ‘Now we should all get some sleep.’

Outside the western window, the nearly full moon was sinking to the horizon. It would soon be dawn.

‘Oh, really, your highness?’ laughed Ethan, his brown eyes dancing with mischief. ‘Since when did we obey your orders?’

With that Ethan bashed Princess Roana over the head with a plump feather pillow. Princess Roana gasped in shock. Then she picked up a pretty embroidered cushion and smacked him back.
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Sniffer



Sniffer prowled down the staircase of the palace. Behind him tramped twelve Sedah guards, dressed all in black. The sharp tips of their cutlasses glinted wickedly in the light of the candles burning in the wall sconces.

Down one, two, three flights of stairs. They marched through the dim corridors. Maid servants and lackeys scuttled out of their way, staring nervously after the threatening black shadows of the Sedah soldiers.

Sniffer was enjoying this. He felt a rush of adrenalin. So close now. Any moment those brats would be his.


Sniffer threw open the thick, iron-hinged door that led to the kitchens. Apprentices and scullery maids melted away. The heat in the kitchens was stifling. A large joint of beef sizzled on a spit over a huge fire. A second fireplace was banked with hot coals for warming pots of sauces and stews.

The servants huddled wide-eyed against the walls. The kitchen was filled with the mouth-watering scents of roasting meat, pungent herbs and baking bread, but underlying it all was the salty smell of fear.

‘What’s going on?’ demanded the head chef, as she continued stirring a delicate sauce in a large copper pot. Cookie was a well-rounded woman, fierce and loyal, and known to be a tyrant in her domain.

Sniffer ignored her and the other staff. ‘The entrance to the dumbwaiter is somewhere down here,’ he barked, enjoying his newfound authority. ‘Those children must be here – and one of them is the princess. The captain’s orders are not to harm her. Search carefully and leave no pot unturned.’

The Sedah soldiers nodded and started to search, knocking over pots, pans, sacks and crates in their thoroughness.

‘What’s all this chaos in my kitchen?’ cried Cookie, her face damp and pink with steam and sweat. ‘His lordship will be furious if his luncheon is ruined!’

Sniffer ignored her, snuffling quietly to himself as he examined the walls of the kitchen. The servants hurriedly moved away, fear blanching their faces.

‘What’s in here?’ demanded Sniffer, rattling a door that was padlocked shut.

‘That’s my pantry,’ Cookie replied, lifting the heavy pan of sauce away from the coals with her work-worn hands, nicked with dozens of fine scars.

‘Open it then,’ said Sniffer.

‘No-one goes in there but me,’ protested Cookie. ‘Otherwise my best ingredients disappear.’

Sniffer’s eyes lit up. ‘Open it,’ he demanded.

Cookie huffed and puffed as she fumbled through the heavy ring of keys that hung at her waist. It took her a few minutes to find the thick iron key that fitted the lock. Sniffer snuffled impatiently. Finally Cookie found the right key and clicked open the lock. The door swung open.

Inside was a small room lined with shelves groaning with jars, bottles and boxes. Sniffer impatiently shoved past Cookie and into the room. At the far end was a sliding door, set halfway up the wall. Sniffer raced to this and lifted it up. Inside was a dark chimney-like space that stretched up into the blackness.

Hanging down in the space were two thick, worn ropes. Sniffer hauled on the ropes and down shot the small shelf from the nursery four floors above. Sniffer snorted in satisfaction. He whirled to interrogate Cookie, who was standing by the door jamb, her hands on her ample hips.

‘Someone has been in this pantry this morning. Where are they now?’ demanded Sniffer, hauling himself up tall to intimidate the cook.

‘That’s what I’d like to know,’ cried Cookie in a fury. ‘Look! Someone has taken my egg and bacon pie, a roast chicken, lemon tarts, a jug of custard and a jug of lemonade that I had prepared for his lordship’s luncheon. I leave my pantry unlocked for half an hour while I am out picking herbs and one of your thieving guards comes in here and steals all my hard work,’ Cookie fumed. ‘I am going straight to Lord Lazlac to complain. I’ll teach your lazy thieving soldiers to sneak in here and steal my food.’

With this Cookie descended upon the unfortunate Sniffer, berating him with voice and apron. Sniffer ducked for cover. His quick eyes noticed the evidence of a surreptitious feast – crumbs of pastry, a dish of chicken bones sucked clean, empty jugs and a crumpled cloth on the floor. But no sign of what he expected to find – four irritating, grubby children and a large dog.

Sniffer scurried out from under Cookie’s apron back into the kitchen. The twelve Sedah guards looked at him expectantly. He stared back at them. What now? Where were those children?

‘Search the gardens,’ Sniffer muttered. ‘Search the rooms above the kitchens on every floor. Search every room. Don’t let anyone leave the palace without checking their credentials. Report back here to me.’

The soldiers nodded and left, a few heading out into the kitchen garden, the rest heading back through the kitchen door to search the palace. Cookie muttered ferociously under her breath about thieving soldiers and stolen pies.

Sniffer turned to the group of frightened servants huddling near the fire. He snuffled over to a girl with long curly hair. He yanked out a strand of her hair. The girl yelped in shock.

Sniffer pulled out a long golden hair from his pocket and held it up to the window to compare the colour. He snarled in disappointment. It was not the same hair. He threw the offending strand onto the fire where it sizzled, curled and burnt, giving out an acrid stench.


Sniffer peered and prodded at the younger servants, checking their foot size, hair colour and height. None of them matched the statistics he had carefully gathered in his memory. Cookie watched from the pantry doorway.

‘Well,’ she huffed in annoyance. ‘I suppose I had better go and explain to his lordship that luncheon will be delayed and not quite what he had ordered.’ She swept out of the kitchen, barking over her shoulder, ‘The rest of you, get on with preparing those vegetables, and for the Moon Goddess’s sake, don’t let that joint burn or you’ll be looking for a new job scrubbing the sewers!’

Sniffer ignored this exit. He sniffed at a young pot boy who was smudged with ashes from the fire, then snuffled over to a young girl with long chestnut hair who was sobbing into her apron.

Outside the kitchen door, Cookie picked up her skirts and ran as fast as her hefty girth would allow her. She ran down the corridor past the scullery, the butler’s pantry, the laundry and the linen stores. She raced up and up the servants’ stairs, down more twisting corridors until she came to her own tiny room in the servants’ quarters. She frowned as she heard muffled squeals and giggles.

She flung open the door. Four startled faces turned towards her. Her royal highness, Princess Roana, garbed in a long white nightdress, was caught in the act of thumping a smaller girl over the head with a thick feather pillow. White fluffy gosling down fluttered in the air. Charcoal the kitten leapt gracefully after a drifting feather, batting it with her paw.

The two boys, Ethan and Saxon, guiltily dropped their own feather pillows. A large red-gold dog quickly slunk off the bed and down onto the floor, curling nose to tail into as small a space as possible.

Cookie glanced around in disbelief at the floating feathers, the eiderdowns and comforters scattered in disarray, the filthy packs on the floor and, lastly, the four children in nightshirts standing on her bed.

The children scrambled to the floor, hastily picking up pillows, eiderdowns and feathers in a belated effort to return the room to normality.

‘My dears,’ whispered Cookie, tears of panic glistening in her eyes, ‘the Sedahs are looking for you. Even now that snivelling tracker is searching the kitchens for you while a troop of soldiers are combing every room in the palace. We must get you away from here, to safety.’

The four children wilted visibly. They had only just bathed, changed and hidden from their pursuers. They had had no sleep for hours. They were exhausted and frightened.

‘Pack up your things,’ Cookie exhorted. ‘There is no time to change. Try to hide any evidence that you have been here, for the Sedahs will certainly search this room. Be very quiet. I have an idea to smuggle you out of the palace. I’ll be back as quickly as I can.’

Cookie turned and ran from the room, carefully locking the door behind her. The four children leapt to work, remaking the bed, folding up comforters, picking up feathers and burning them on the fire, sweeping up any sign of dog hair, packing away their meagre belongings.

When Cookie returned in ten minutes, they were lined up, green cloaks over their white nightgowns, packs over their shoulders and boots on. Cookie had retrieved their filthy clothes from the laundry and found a sack to hold them, while in the other hand was another bulging sack.

‘Come with me,’ she ordered in a whisper. ‘Move quickly and quietly. The soldiers are everywhere, searching the palace.’

They all followed without a word.

First went tall, strong Saxon, his face wary, with no sign of its usual mischievousness. Next went the smallest – Lily, her honey blonde hair hanging nearly to her waist, carrying Charcoal, the kitten. Third was Princess Roana, her hair dyed nut brown and cropped short like a boy’s. Next came Ethan, Lily’s brother, determined and watchful, his bow strung and arrow nocked. Lastly came Aisha, the dog, her black-tipped ears pricked and her liquid golden eyes searching for danger.

The oddly dressed group slipped down corridors and stairs, following the ample Cookie. Aisha’s claws clicked loudly on the flagged stone floors. Everyone winced to hear them, sure the noise would give them away.

At last Cookie came to a narrow side door, which she peered through cautiously. Outside was a wide driveway, which was empty. Cookie tutted, gesturing to the children to huddle in the shadows. The sound of wheels crunching on gravel indicated that someone was coming. The children pressed back against the walls.

Through the crack between Cookie’s girth and the door frame, Ethan could see a dilapidated horse-drawn cart clopping up the driveway. A horrible stench wafted through the doorway. The driver was a ragged-looking fellow with a dirty face. He pulled on the reins and the fleabitten nag came to a halt near the door.


Cookie opened the door wider, peering up and down the driveway. The driver grinned at her, revealing a mouthful of blackened rotten teeth.

‘Come on,’ whispered Cookie to the children. ‘Jake is going to take you to a safe place in the city – an inn run by my brother, Albert. He is your only hope to escape from the palace. Up you jump. You can hide in the cart.’

Four pairs of eyes swung from Jake to the cart. Four noses realised what was piled on the back of the cart.

‘Please hurry,’ whispered Cookie urgently. ‘That Sniffer could be here any moment.’

Everyone reluctantly shuffled out into the sunshine. The back of the cart was piled high with palace rubbish – rotting cabbages, soggy tea leaves, slimy potato peelings, chicken bones, carcasses, entrails, carrot tops, broken glass, powdery ashes, smashed crockery, soggy tomatoes and eggshells. The smell was already rank in the early morning sun.

Cookie pushed Saxon forward impatiently. Jake jumped down from his perch. Wordlessly he used a pitchfork to lift up a mound of soggy rubbish, just behind the driver’s seat. He shrugged, indicating that the space was for the children. Everyone took a deep breath and climbed up into the stinky rubbish.

Only Aisha leapt up with alacrity. Lily cuddled Charcoal in her arms, quietening her with soft strokes and murmured endearments.

‘Farewell to you all,’ Cookie murmured, her eyes bright with worried tears. ‘I hope we can meet again in better circumstances. My brother Albert should be able to help you find safety.’

Cookie grabbed Roana by the hand and pressed something into her palm, squeezing her fingers tightly around it.

‘Princess, please give this to my brother. Don’t let anyone else have it. Destroy it if you must.’

Roana glanced down at her hand. There was a tightly scrolled ribbon of paper, about five centimetres wide, with a few seemingly random letters visible. Roana squeezed Cookie’s hand in return, nodding her agreement. Cookie stepped back.

Jake draped filthy sacks over the five of them, then piled up rubbish over the top. Underneath, Roana thought she was going to gag. She pulled a fold of her embroidered nightgown over her nose to filter the smell. The others closed their eyes, thinking of pleasant things to take their mind off the smothering stench of mouldy sacks and rotting waste.

‘Quiet, girl,’ soothed Lily, stroking Aisha gently to keep her still.

Jake grunted in satisfaction as he checked the cart load. There was no sign of the illicit passengers.

Cookie pressed her second sack into his hand. Jake opened it and sighed with gladness. Inside were three loaves of freshly baked bread, a jar of honey, fresh tomatoes from the kitchen garden and a brace of rabbits. Jake’s family would be well fed tonight, for the first time in weeks. How his wife would shriek when she realised the sack held plentiful fresh food instead of the mouldy crusts and vegetable parings he usually salvaged from the palace rubbish bins.

Jake saluted in gratitude, then clicked mildly to his sway-backed nag. The horse shambled forward, straining with the load. Their progress was painfully slow. After a few minutes a harsh voice demanded that the cart should halt. Ethan, Lily, Roana and Saxon all held their breath anxiously.

‘Who goes there?’ demanded the Sedah guards on the palace gates. ‘We have orders that no-one is to pass out of the palace without good reason, until further notice.’

‘ ’Tis Jake Garbageman,’ replied the driver in a low voice.

‘And what have we here?’ came the response. ‘Is anyone on board?’

The four children hunched down into the splintered boards of the cart. Ethan and Lily both pressed down on Aisha’s neck warningly. Aisha quivered with the effort of keeping quiet, while she could smell danger and blood all around.

‘Kitchen filth and garbage,’ replied Jake enthusiastically. ‘Like as not I have a few rats on board as well. Would you like me to check?’

He picked up the pitchfork and tossed a handful of pumpkin peelings down near the soldier’s feet.

‘Thanks but I’ll do it,’ replied the guard, wrinkling his nose against the smell.

He grabbed the pitchfork and jabbed it vigorously into the mound of rubbish. He jabbed the sack of filthy clothes, speared Ethan’s cloak, missed Lily’s foot by a whisker and thrust his way down the cart load, murdering cabbage heads, entrails and fishbones. Roana gasped involuntarily as the pitchfork grazed her leg.


‘What was that?’ demanded the guard immediately, turning rubbish more vigorously. ‘I heard something on the cart.’

‘Just the rats,’ laughed Jake. ‘Look, here’s the little blighter.’

Jake rummaged in the pile behind his seat and hauled out a large brown rat by the tail. He waved it towards the guard’s face. The rat’s eyes and teeth gleamed in the sunlight. The guard leapt back in shock.

‘Do you want me to park my cart just over here until your orders say I can leave the palace?’ Jake asked eagerly, pointing to a shady spot right beside the guards. ‘I could do with a little nap.’

‘For Krad’s sake, get out of here,’ ordered the Sedah guard in disgust, holding his nose.

Jake tucked the brown rat into his pocket and clicked to his nag, looking disappointed at missing the chance to have a nap. The palace gate clanged shut behind them. The sound of the city came in waves, muffled by the sacks and garbage above the children’s heads.

Roana kept her eyes closed tightly, imagining the cart crawling with ravenous rats. A terrifying flashback came to her of the swarming mountain of rats they had encountered in the underground tunnels below Tira. The cart swayed and rumbled through the city streets. At last it pulled up and stopped.

The children stayed still. The cart shook as Jake clambered down. There was the rumble of a low voice as Jake calmed his horse, then the scraping of pitchfork on wood as their hiding place was revealed.
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The White Horse Inn



Jake gestured to them to climb down. The children now saw the brown rat that had disgusted the Sedah guard. It was peeking out of Jake’s pocket, twitching its whiskers curiously. The cart was parked in the cobbled courtyard outside a prosperous-looking inn. A brightly painted sign creaking in the wind announced this to be the White Horse Inn.

The four children scrambled down with Aisha at their heels. They stared around apprehensively. An officious ostler bustled out of the inn door, rubbing his hands at the sound of a potential customer. When he saw four filthy children, a large dog and a garbage cart he scowled furiously.


‘Be off with you beggars,’ shouted the ostler, flapping his leather apron at them as if he was shooing chickens. ‘Begone. We have nothing to give you. And get your stinking garbage cart out of my courtyard!’

Jake the Garbageman whispered in the ostler’s ear, shrugging over his shoulder at the children huddling by the fleabitten horse. The ostler stared at the children in total disbelief.

‘Master Drummond isn’t here,’ the ostler pronounced rudely. ‘You lot will have to come back later if you wish to see the Master.’

‘Do you have that bag of gold we picked up in your father’s treasure chamber?’ Saxon whispered to Roana. ‘Pass me a couple of gold crescents.’

Princess Roana fumbled in her pack, found the small leather pouch, and drew out two gold coins, emblazoned on one side with a flaming sun and on the other with the crescent moon. Saxon took the coins with a quick grin of thanks. He sauntered confidently over to the ostler and tossed him one gold coin.

‘My friends and I require two rooms for the night, the best you have, hot baths, and make sure the sheets are clean, if you please. We have had a rather uncomfortable and smelly journey.’ Saxon smiled sweetly at the ostler.


The ostler took the coin and bit it with one chipped and yellowed tooth, to see if it really was gold. The tooth left a small dent in the soft metal. He rubbed the coin greedily and slipped it into the pocket of his apron.

‘Of course, sir. Right this way, sir,’ he replied, bowing obsequiously. ‘Would you like me to take your luggage, sir?’

‘No, thanks,’ replied Ethan, clutching his pack closer. ‘We can manage.’

Saxon gave the other coin to Jake the Garbageman and shook his grimy hand vigorously, thanking him profusely for getting them safely out of the palace.

Jake was overcome with excitement at the soft shine of the precious metal. It was the first time he had held real gold in his fist. He shook hands eagerly with each of the children and laughed uproariously when Aisha sat and lifted her paw politely. He shook paws with her in great delight.

‘Wait till I get home and tell Maisie,’ he muttered, shaking his head. ‘She’ll never believe me. A sack o’ tucker and a real gold coin! The Sun Lord smiled on me this day!’

‘Excuse me, Jake,’ asked Lily tentatively, gesturing to Jake’s pocket. ‘The rat …’


‘Oh,’ chortled Jake, revealing his blackened teeth. ‘This is me little mate Percy. Keeps me company on the rounds. He’s a real little character, Percy is. Gave that guard a fright though, didn’t he?’

The children all laughed in relief and shouldered their packs.

Jake scrambled up onto the cart, waved cheerily at the four children, clicked his tongue at the horse and plodded off.

Roana swept into the taproom of the inn with her head held high, as if she was entering a royal ball. She seemed to forget that she was dressed in a filthy nightgown, secondhand boots and a stinking riding cloak. Saxon sauntered in whistling, his eyes darting around to take in all the sights.

The taproom was dark and smoky, with only a couple of customers sipping ale at this early hour.

Lily stumbled, overcome with weariness, her chocolate brown eyes clouded with pain. Her shoulder and calf ached where she had been wounded by the Sedah soldiers just a few brief weeks before. She had nearly died in the clutches of the fearful Octomon sea monster, and then in the clutches of fever. She had been saved first by the magical Merrow folk, who lived under the sea, and second by the careful nursing of Mereworth’s healer, Saira the Wise.

Her recuperation, however, had been short. The four children had ridden their horses across the land of Tiregian, chasing after the Sedah soldiers who had taken Ethan and Lily’s parents, Willem and Marnie, Roana’s mother, Queen Ashana, and her brother, Prince Caspar, when the Sedahs had attacked the sacred royal dawn ceremony in the forest. The children had discovered the secret tunnels under the city of Tira, which Roana knew led up into the palace dungeons. There they had found the prisoners languishing in pitiful conditions, under heavy guard.

They had escaped time and time again from the enemy soldiers who sought them, and especially from the terrifying tracker, Sniffer. Now Lily was so tired she just wanted to sleep, even if it was in a corner of the smoky, noisy taproom. Ethan saw her stumble and came to help her, offering his arm. Aisha pushed her nose against Lily’s leg, nudging her with concern.

The ostler noticed the beautiful red-gold dog, with her black-tipped ears and nose, and the white star on her chest. He snorted in disgust.


‘No dogs allowed,’ he ordered. ‘You can lock it in the stables.’

Roana dug in her pack and pulled out another gold coin. She pressed it into the ostler’s palm. She smiled dazzlingly.

‘I am sure you can make an exception for this dog,’ Roana murmured. ‘You see, she is our guard dog, and becomes uncontrollably vicious when she is separated from us. We would not wish for any of your staff to be injured. I can assure you, you will all be quite safe if she stays in our room.’

The ostler looked torn, staring first at the large dog in the taproom, then at the small gold coin in his palm. Greed won. He nodded, glancing at Aisha with grudging respect. Then the ostler shouted for the serving wench, who bustled out of the kitchen, wiping her damp red hands on her skirt.

‘Peg, show our young guests up to our finest chambers,’ ordered the ostler. ‘Make sure you get them anything they require – especially those baths. We want to make them very welcome at the White Horse Inn.’

The young serving wench looked surprised at the filthy new arrivals, but bobbed a shallow curtsey and led the way out of the taproom, up some narrow, dark stairs and along a corridor.


Peg showed the children into two tiny rooms under the eaves, each with two narrow beds. It was nothing much, but compared to sleeping in tunnels and on the forest floor, it was more than adequate.

‘I’ll run you all a hot bath downstairs,’ murmured Peg. ‘I’ll be up in a tick to fetch you when it’s ready.’

‘Do you think you could organise someone to wash our stuff?’ Saxon asked with a winning smile. ‘It is all disgustingly filthy!’

Peg wrinkled her nose in silent agreement and left the room, carrying the sack of filthy clothes and a big pile of cloaks smeared with rotting vegetables and blood.

‘Saxon, by the blessed Moonmother, what do you have on your boot?’ exclaimed Lily, laughing.

He lifted the hem of the white nightshirt to look at his boots. Perched precariously on his left foot was a grey and bloody piece of unidentified offal. Aisha sniffed it appreciatively.

‘Oooh, yuk,’ moaned everyone.

‘Aisha, no,’ warned Lily.

Saxon grimaced ruefully, and bent and removed the disgusting item from his boot, throwing it in a waste bucket in the corner.

‘I wonder what this is?’ Roana asked, opening her hand to reveal the crumpled, damp scroll of paper that Cookie had given her. The children looked at it curiously. Roana partially unscrolled it to reveal more jumbled letters.


‘H

PR

R

ES

SE

ELP

INC

OA

CAP

DAH

ESS

NA

E’



‘The letters certainly don’t seem to make any sense,’ Saxon said, reading over Roana’s shoulder. ‘It must be some sort of code.’


‘Well, we may discover what it means when we meet Cookie’s brother,’ Roana remarked, taking off her boots and carefully hiding the scroll in the toe of one. ‘I do hope Master Drummond is as lovely as his wonderful sister.’

‘I am sure Cookie wouldn’t have sent us here unless she was sure he would help us,’ Lily reassured her.

‘Let’s hope Sniffer hasn’t picked up our trail,’ Ethan added, peering out the window.

Ethan scouted out each room and examined the corridor, his brow furrowed in concentration. Roana bounced on the bed, testing its hardness.

The four children gathered in the girls’ room to discuss possible plans while Aisha sprawled on the floor, fast asleep. Very quietly, almost under her breath, Lily recited the verse that had been revealed to them by the rose quartz crystal, while Saira the Wise had been in a trance.


‘Five travellers true, a treacherous journey to take

A princeling to save, a kingdom at stake,

Fire, plague, sea and snow must test,

To the ends of the land they make their quest,

To fetch sun and moon and blade

so the bright magic is whole again made.


The sun is dimmed under Tira to seek

The blade is hidden in the caverns deep,

The moon and stars under sea lost their power.

The princeling imprisoned in a snowy tower.

When all is done the five may rest

When ice is conquered to win their quest.’



Everyone shivered at the mysterious power of these enigmatic words.

‘Well, we found the Sun Gem dimmed under Tira,’ Lily murmured. ‘Now we need to seek the Moon Pearl, the Star Diamonds, the Sun Sword itself, and rescue Roana’s brother, Prince Caspar. All with that horrible Sniffer on our trail, and his Sedah soldiers.’

Her head began to ache with tiredness and hopelessness.

‘Not all today!’ laughed Saxon, his black eyes sparkling. ‘Let’s enjoy our success for a few minutes at least.’

‘Yes,’ Ethan agreed. ‘But Lily’s right. Lazlac and his henchmen will be on our trail in no time. We can’t risk them finding the gem, or Roana. We need to hide the Sun Gem really well.’

‘Could we hide the Sun Gem somewhere here in the inn, such as up the chimney, or under the floorboards?’ Roana suggested.


‘If the Sedahs track us here and search the rooms they could find it,’ Ethan replied. ‘Or one of the staff might find it when they’re cleaning the rooms.’

‘Could we hide the gem inside my pack, wrapped up in one of the bandages?’ Lily offered. Ethan and Saxon both shook their heads.

‘Too risky,’ Ethan said. ‘A pack is easily stolen and it is probably the first place the Sedahs will search if they catch us.’

The children racked their brains for further suggestions but nothing seemed ideal.

‘We shouldn’t stay here too long,’ Saxon mused. ‘Once we have rested and prepared – and eaten, of course – we should head out to try to find the Sea Dragon.’

Lily laughed. ‘Sax, you are always thinking of your stomach!’

‘Well, it’s hungry work being tracked by Sniffer and chased by Sedah soldiers and escaping in garbage carts,’ Saxon retorted ruefully. ‘What hope would we have if my growling stomach gave us away at the crucial moment?’

‘None at all the way your stomach growls,’ laughed Lily.

‘Sax, let’s have another look at that note you pilfered from Lord Lazlac’s desk,’ offered Ethan.


Sax pulled out a crumpled piece of parchment, which was covered in scrawled numbers.


22 10 2 3 14 1.

24 1 13 14 1 2 15 4 21 15 18 21 21 14 13.  12 18 16 10 1 2

6 18 3 17  23 24 3 14.  21 4 23 10 1  22 24 3 17  2 3 10 1 2

24 23   2 14 10  13 1 10 16 24 23  3 6 24   13 10 8 2.

21 10 9 21 10 12



Folded inside the parchment was another piece of paper with the message they had deciphered. Each number stood for a letter of the alphabet, starting with R for 1, and following on from there.
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The message read:


Master,

Orders fulfilled. Cigars with note.

Lunar Moth Stars on Sea Dragon two days.

Lazlac.




‘Well, we certainly found the cigars,’ said Roana.

Everyone smiled when they remembered how frustrated they had been to find that the puzzle box held seven smelly cigars, until they had discovered the tiny compartment hidden in the lid where the Sun Gem was concealed.

‘Now let us hope that we are right in supposing that the Lunar Moth Stars might mean that the Moon Pearl and Star Diamonds are on board the Sea Dragon and will be sailing for Sedah in two days,’ Ethan added, with a warm grin.

Suddenly Aisha leapt up and ran to the door barking, warning them that someone was approaching. It was only Peg, coming to tell them that a hot bath was ready and that their clothes were being scrubbed, beaten and boiled in an attempt to make them clean again.

For the second time that morning, they all took turns to have a hot bath and wash the grime of their adventures from their skin. For the second time that morning, they all climbed into clean sheets, and pulled feather comforters up to their chins. This time there was no pillow fight, no excited whispering, no interruptions.

All four fell asleep, in their two little bed chambers, almost as soon as their heads touched the pillows. Charcoal slept curled in the crook of Lily’s knees, while Aisha stretched out on the floor by the bed, one ear carefully cocked as always for any strange sounds or sign of danger.
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That afternoon, while the children slept peacefully at the White Horse Inn, Sniffer waited nervously outside Governor Lazlac’s office. The Sedah soldiers had searched every room in the palace, every outbuilding, every nook and cranny.

Every vehicle and person leaving the palace had been examined. They had found nothing. Sniffer had personally searched dozens of rooms with his usually unfailing thoroughness. Nothing.

He had returned again to the kitchen and the pantry. He had cross-examined servants. No-one had seen or heard anything. That impertinent cook had repeated her story about finding the pantry robbed and demanded he find the thieves.

Sniffer had even searched the cook’s room himself on a whim. The room was spotless. The cook must have been a secret smoker because there was a faint smell of burnt cigars in the room, but there was no crime in that.


Now he had to report to Governor Lazlac that the quarry had disappeared into thin air once more. He chewed his fingernails.

They must have left the palace grounds. But how?

Sniffer pulled out a long curly golden hair from his pocket. He sniffed it lovingly.

‘I will find you, Princess,’ he muttered to himself. ‘I’ll find you. All of you.’

Perhaps he should just check with the guards on gate duty once more and find out exactly what vehicles had left the palace grounds that day. There must be some clue, somewhere.

Inside the office he could hear Governor Lazlac shouting at someone. Things were not going quite to plan – the Sun Gem had disappeared and the Governor’s missive to Emperor Raef had been stolen from his bed chamber while he slept.

Couriers were running hither and thither with messages. Convoys of chests and crates were being escorted down to the port under double guard. Governor Lazlac was taking no more chances.
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When the children woke it was late afternoon. Their clothes and cloaks were washed, dried and folded in a neat pile out in the hall. They dressed and wandered down to the taproom for hot tea and a very late lunch.

Ethan, Saxon and Roana were dressed in brown breeches, white cotton shirts, dark green woollen cloaks and sturdy leather boots. With her long golden ringlets cut short and her hair dyed brown, Roana looked like a village boy instead of a royal princess.

Ethan had his bow hung in its usual place over his shoulder, with his quiver on his back. Lily wore her ankle-length blue dress with its tight bodice, wide skirt and white petticoats, with a green cloak and black boots. Charcoal peeked out from her pocket, twitching her whiskers, although the kitten was growing rapidly and would not fit in a pocket for much longer.

The taproom was largely empty, with just a couple of customers in the far corner. The children chose a table as far from the doorways and other customers as possible.

In a few minutes Peg hurried back with a huge tray laden with steaming food and a large jug of ginger ale.

The four children stared hungrily at the tray as Peg set it down on the table.


‘Hungry, are yez?’ Peg laughed. ‘Well, we’ve hot roast beef, gravy, baked potatoes, pumpkin and beans. There’s also a chicken and leek pie in case you don’t like beef, but leave a morsel of room because I’m baking a cherry tart with custard for pudding.’

Everyone’s mouths started to water at the list of these culinary delights, as well as the delicious smells wafting from the tray. Aisha’s tail thumped joyfully under the table at the mention of food.

Peg laughed again. ‘And I’ve a large bone in the kitchen for the dog, so don’t go feeding her all that lovely beef. Enjoy!’

Aisha happily followed Peg out to the kitchen to feast on a beautifully smelly old joint bone. Peg had even thought of Charcoal, bringing her out a bowl of scraps and a saucer of milk, which she lapped under the table.

Saxon poured large glasses of bubbling ginger ale, while the others served out plates laden with hot food.

There was no conversation as everyone happily munched their way through the first helping of main course. The beef was finely sliced and swimming in rich brown gravy. The potatoes were golden and crunchy and salty. The chicken pie was light and flaky, filled with creamy chicken and leek sauce.

‘I know we have cherry tart still to come, but this pie is so delicious I just have to have another slice,’ sighed Saxon, helping himself to another large wedge.

‘What a feast,’ agreed Roana, her blue eyes sparkling with enjoyment. ‘I think my lovely Cookie must have some influence in Master Drummond’s kitchen. Anyone for more baked potatoes?’

‘Yes please,’ asked Ethan. ‘And a little piece of pumpkin. Thanks.’

There was very little food left on the tray by the time everyone pushed their plates away, sighing with contentment.

‘That was simply delicious,’ Lily pronounced, stretching happily.

‘After lunch, we should head out and see if we can find out anything about the Sea Dragon and its cargo,’ suggested Ethan, sipping on his ginger ale.

‘We need to be very careful,’ Saxon added. ‘Tira is probably crawling with Sedahs. Not to mention pickpockets and ruffians. We still need to think of a good way to hide the gem and Roana’s gold.’

‘I had an idea when I woke up about where to hide you-know-what,’ whispered Lily. ‘We could sew it into the hem of Roana’s cloak. No-one would ever think to look for something there, so if we were searched it should be safe.’

‘That is an excellent idea,’ enthused Roana. ‘We could double and even triple sew it to make sure it could not come undone. At last, my hours of boring embroidery lessons may finally become useful! I can do a stitch so tiny it is invisible!’

‘I can’t imagine you being such a meek and dutiful student, Roana,’ Ethan grinned. ‘I am sure you gave your poor embroidery mistress some royal cheek.’

‘I did indeed,’ admitted Roana. ‘Much to my mother’s chagrin. I was well behaved in languages, geography and history because I could see the point in all of that. But embroidery!’

The other three were silent. They had all learned to read, write and figure numbers but not in a school room. They had learned at the kitchen table, taught by their parents. Sometimes they had difficulty imagining Roana’s privileged upbringing as a royal princess.

‘My father had a little trick he used for hiding money when he travelled to buy cloth and supplies,’ Saxon said, tactfully changing the subject. ‘He had a cord attached to his money pouch around his neck and he hid the pouch inside his clothes so it would be harder for a pickpocket to find it.’

After each consuming a generous slice of cherry tart with custard, they requested needle and thread from Peg, and retired upstairs to set to work. Soon the Sun Gem was carefully triple sewn, with tiny invisible stitches, into the hem of the green riding cloak that Roana had borrowed from Ethan. Roana could feel the power of the gem pulsing through her fingertips as she sewed.

Saxon fashioned a strap for the money pouch. Ethan burned both the original and decoded messages in case they were stopped and searched.

Regretfully they burned the curious puzzle box, pushing it into the hottest part of the fire with the poker. A strange exotic smell filled the room as the timber smouldered. The four watched the flames tentatively lick the box, then flare into a greedy, leaping blaze. Saxon used the poker to crush and crumble the box until it was just a pile of glowing coals and ash.

Now there was nothing left to link them with the stealthy adventures of their night in the palace. The evidence was completely destroyed.
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Master of Disguises



They had finished all their preparations when Peg knocked on the door once more.

‘Master Drummond has returned and wishes to speak with you,’ she murmured shyly.

Roana retrieved the curl of paper from her boot and hid it in the palm of her hand. The four children and Aisha followed Peg downstairs into the taproom. Peg waved them towards a large round man with rosy cheeks, who was waiting alone at a table by the window, then she scurried back to the kitchen.

‘Good afternoon,’ the man smiled, offering them each a cup of steaming tea. ‘I am Albert Drummond. I am told that my sister sent you from the palace, hidden in the back of a garbage cart.’

The children nodded. Master Drummond looked remarkably like his sister Cookie, and the children immediately felt they could trust him.

‘A most curious form of transport for her to choose!’ Master Drummond exclaimed. ‘However, I am happy to have you in my humble inn. I hope my staff have looked after you well?’

‘Peg has been lovely,’ replied Lily. ‘She even managed to get our clothes clean again after our journey – no easy task!’

‘The lunch was absolutely wonderful too,’ Ethan agreed.

‘Good,’ Master Drummond continued. ‘I presume my sister sent you here because you are in some sort of trouble, and you need my help.’

Roana handed the bedraggled ribbon of paper to Master Drummond. ‘Cookie asked me to give you this,’ she explained.

Master Drummond looked around carefully, checking that there was no-one else in the taproom. He rose and fetched a broom from beside the fireplace and brought it back to the table. Carefully he fastened one end of the paper ribbon to the end of the broomstick, then wound it tightly round and down the wood. He glanced down the stick, reading the letters on the paper ribbon.

Master Drummond whistled low, thoughtfully assessing Roana.

‘Your highness, I am honoured to have you here,’ Master Drummond whispered, bowing his head. ‘I am happy to help you and your friends in any way I can.’

Roana flushed, conscious of her ragged clothes and shorn hair. ‘I thank you kindly, sir,’ she murmured.

Saxon and Ethan glanced surreptitiously at the ribbon of paper, rolled around the broomstick, wondering what was written there. Master Drummond laughed and showed them the message. With the ribbon of paper curled around the broomstick, the letters lined up in a different order so they now made sense.

 

‘HELP PRINCESS ROANA ESCAPE SEDAH’

 

‘My orders from the palace,’ Master Drummond joked. ‘Cookie has the same broomstick in the palace kitchens – you can only read the message if you have exactly the same size stick as the one the message was written on.’


‘Who would have thought that Cookie could be so clever?’ Roana cried.

Master Drummond chuckled, throwing the ribbon of paper onto the fire, where it burst into flames immediately. ‘Well, working in the palace requires multiple skills. Now, what can I do to help?’

‘We need to leave Tira undiscovered as soon as possible and head to the port,’ replied Ethan.

‘The port?’ Master Drummond asked, puckering his brow. ‘The port is crawling with Sedah soldiers. No, I think it is better if I take you out of the city to a safe hiding place in the countryside. I know of several cottages that would be ideal.’

‘It is imperative we go to the port, Master Drummond,’ Roana replied, her voice strong and regal. ‘I cannot tell you why, but we must go there. The future of Tiregian and my family may depend upon it.’

Master Drummond did not laugh at this pronouncement or Roana’s grave demeanour. He examined the faces of each child carefully, considering Roana’s words.

‘All right then,’ he decided. ‘To the port. Is there anything else?’

‘We need to check on our four horses,’ Lily added. ‘We left them tethered in a clearing with our gear, on the eastern side of the city, a couple of days ago. I pray that no harm has come to them.’

‘I also need to find a sea captain called Fox,’ Saxon said. ‘Our friend Saira said he may be able to help us.’

‘Aaah. The mysterious Fox,’ Ethan grinned. ‘I wondered when we might find out more about your friend Fox.’

‘We should also send a message to Cookie, to let her know that we escaped safely,’ Roana added. ‘Perhaps she could get a message to our parents. They will be worrying.’

Roana felt inside her shirt and touched the amethyst heart locket she wore there. It had been her mother’s, stolen by Lord Lazlac on the fateful day the Sedahs had invaded. Roana had stolen it back from his very bedside last night. Now it comforted her with thoughts of her mother.

Master Drummond nodded silently, his mind ticking.

‘Draw me a map of where you left your horses and I will send my stableboy to fetch them,’ he decided. ‘I can stable them here until you send for them.’

‘Thank you, that would be wonderful,’ breathed Lily, her face shining with relief. ‘Also, I need to get some more herbal potions. I’ve used up nearly everything in my pack.’

Master Drummond laughed. ‘You certainly ask for a lot! Well, you’d better talk to Peg and see if she can help you with your herbs.’

Lily smiled her thanks.

‘I think it would be best if you split up to leave the city,’ Master Drummond suggested. ‘The Sedahs may have briefed the guards on the gate to look out for a dog, a girl with a kitten and three boys, one with a very posh accent.’

Here he grinned at Roana, who flushed crimson.

‘I can lend you some things to make you look like servants running chores,’ Master Drummond continued. ‘You should all walk separately through the guards on the gate and across the bridge, spread out over half an hour or so. I will take your packs and weapons in my cart and meet you at the western port in a couple of hours. Hopefully I may be able to discover something about this seaman Fox for you by then. I know a few of the owners of the inns down near the port. They should be able to tell me something.’

Everyone nodded. The plan made perfect sense.

Master Drummond sent Peg to fetch some paper and a quill. Roana sketched a map of the clearing where the four horses had been tethered to graze and where their extra gear was hidden. Then the four children and Master Drummond composed a coded note to Cookie.

‘How can we let Cookie know we are safe, and what we plan to do?’ asked Roana, her brow furrowed in concentration. ‘Should we send Cookie a broomstick note like the one she sent you?’

‘No,’ said Master Drummond. ‘That code is just for emergencies. We’ll have to think of something that looks more ordinary.’

‘We need to use a code that Cookie will understand but no-one else will,’ Lily suggested.

‘How about a note about something mundane and boring, like housekeeping or shopping or fish or vegetables … but really it is about us,’ said Ethan.

‘Something to do with food and cooking,’ added Saxon. ‘If it is signed by Master Drummond she will know it is about us escaping.’

‘Perhaps we could talk about eggs,’ Lily grinned. ‘Eggs symbolise both the golden sun and the white moon, in harmony together – new beginnings, spring, hope and all that!’

‘Oh, Lily! I’m sure it doesn’t need to be quite that symbolic!’ laughed Ethan. ‘But then again, why not eggs?’


They wrote several drafts of the note, changing and improving it, then Master Drummond copied it out in his neat, businesslike handwriting. It was addressed outside to Mistress Cookie Drummond, Palace Kitchens. Inside it read:


Dearest Sister,

Thank you kindly for your gift of eggs. Please tell the farmer that they arrived fresh and unbroken this morning. They were so good I have decided to share them with my friends down in the port. They are preparing for a sea voyage so will welcome some fresh farm produce.

If you need any high quality fish for the palace kitchens, let me know.

Best wishes, your loving brother
 Albert.



Jed the stableboy was despatched to deliver this note to Cookie at the palace, then to hasten to the clearing on the eastern side of the city to collect Moonbeam, Nutmeg, Toffee and Caramel, together with their saddles and bridles.

Peg was sent to gather various servant props, while Ethan carefully unstrung the precious bows and stowed them in a barrel, with the packs, cloaks, arrows and some food supplies. The barrel was cunningly fitted with a false bottom and topped up with ale, so anyone searching the cart would think it was a simple barrel of ale.

The children were too polite to ask why Master Drummond had such a handy hiding spot on his cart, or why he seemed such a master of disguises.

‘Best we don’t talk about it for all our sakes,’ winked Master Drummond. ‘ ’Tis always handy to have a secret hiding spot, whether hiding something from cut-throats and pickpockets, the authorities of Tira or now the Sedahs.’

Lily was dressed in a white mob cap, hiding her curls completely, and a rather dirty apron. She carried a basket and some shears, and her cover story was a journey to pick herbs in the meadows by the river.

Saxon was disguised as a fishmonger returning from the city market to the fishing boats. He carried a huge pannier that smelt strongly of fish. He wore a filthy smock, smeared with blood and fish scales, and his hands and face were also fishy.

Roana had a big cap pulled low over her face. She carried an empty sack, her fingernails caked in dirt and a large muddy smear on her cheek. She was now a farmer’s son, returning from delivering potatoes to the White Horse Inn. Roana, at her insistence, was the only one to wear her green riding cloak. She imagined she could feel the fiery gem glowing in the hem of her cloak.

Ethan was transformed into a chimney sweep. Black soot darkened his face and hands and he carried a sweep’s brush. The distinctive white streak of hair at his temple was also blackened. His mission was a blocked chimney at one of the inns at the port. Ethan felt strangely vulnerable without his bow and arrows.

‘Perfect,’ grinned Master Drummond. ‘You all look the part. You will notice the attention to detail – the blood and dirt under the fingernails, the tools of your trade. The Sedahs will not even look at you twice! Remember to say as little as you can and try to talk like a pauper’s child, especially you, Princess.’

He looked at Aisha. ‘Hmm, one left to disguise. Ethan, rub some dirt into Aisha’s coat – she looks a little too well cared for. She can ride on the back of the cart with me. It is better she is not seen with any of you. I’d better take that cat too.’

Aisha objected to having dirt rubbed into her beautiful coat. Her black-tipped ears cocked quizzically and her eyes stared reproachfully at Ethan as he rubbed dirt along her nose and into the white star on her chest.

She looked even more aghast when she was tied onto the back of the cart with a frayed piece of old rope. Charcoal was reluctantly tucked away into a sack at Master Drummond’s feet.

At last Master Drummond was satisfied with everyone’s appearance and with their rehearsed speeches about the planned chores outside the city walls. The children were made to practise over and over again, as Master Drummond pretended to quiz them about their origins, their intentions and their occupations.

Master Drummond climbed up onto the seat of the cart, behind the huge grey draughthorse that pulled it. ‘Giddup, Judy,’ he said, clicking to the horse.

‘See you all at the port in two hours,’ he whispered over his shoulder.

The cart laden with barrels pulled slowly out of the courtyard, the massive horse straining with the weight. The four disguised children followed after him, slipping inconspicuously into the river of humanity that made up the streets of Tira. The last they saw of the cart was the forlorn face of Aisha, whining piteously, disappearing into the crowds.

The streets of Tira were busy with city folk bustling about their afternoon routines. Grubby children ran and played, ducking beneath horses’ hooves and cartwheels. Housewives walked home with brimming shopping baskets. Fishmongers plied their trade, selling the last of the day’s produce.

Black and white cows were herded from the marketplace by a ragged young boy, leaving steaming piles of dung in their wake. Mangy dogs snuffled among the scraps in the gutters. An old woman wandered the streets with a basket of crusty, hot pastries, yelling, ‘Meat pies, get your meat pies.’

The streets were narrow and cobbled, with buildings overhanging on either side. Washing was strung between the windows above the street.

Saxon ducked and swore as he dodged a yellow, malodorous waterfall being poured from a second-storey window into the street below. He looked up. A servant had emptied a brimming chamberpot out the window.


‘Oi,’ yelled Saxon, annoyed. ‘Watch where you’re throwing that! You nearly soaked me!’

‘Skip it, squirt,’ yelled back the servant, laughing in a raucous voice. ‘Be grateful the pot just held the night water and not the master’s night soil! Anyways, you look like a wash wouldn’t hurt ya.’

‘She can talk!’ muttered Saxon, stalking around the yellow puddle. ‘These city folk are disgraceful.’

Roana looked scandalised, wrinkling her nose in distaste. ‘You mean these people just throw their waste out into the street?’ she exclaimed. ‘That is absolutely appalling behaviour!’

‘Why do you think that true gentlemen like Saxon and myself always walk on the outside of fair ladies like yourself and Lily?’ Ethan chuckled. ‘It is so that we get covered in the chamberpot contents and your most esteemed royal highness stays clean!’

Lily and Roana giggled. The children flitted through the streets almost invisibly. No-one noticed their passing.

As they came closer to the western city gate, all pedestrians were pushed to the side of the road by the passing of a convoy of Sedah guards, protecting an overladen cart. The soldiers threatened anyone who did not move quickly enough or who looked too closely at the cart. An old woman stumbled and fell, and would have been crushed by the wheels if a passerby had not hauled her to safety.

‘Those look very much like the crates that were stored in the Great Treasure Chamber,’ Ethan whispered to Lily.

A guard glared at him, and he quickly averted his eyes from the cart that seemed to be bearing away the treasure of Tiregian. Ethan wondered if the Moon Pearl and Star Diamonds might even be on board that cart.

He felt a shiver of apprehension ripple up his back. Ethan clutched his chimney brushes more tightly, wondering if they would be much use if it came to a fight at the city gates.
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Escape from Tira



Saxon was the first one to reach the massive, iron-barred western gate. A group of seven Sedah guards stood at the open gate examining every person and vehicle that passed.

The guards searched underneath carts and carriages. They emptied sacks and parcels, leaving the hapless owners to retrieve their belongings from the gutter. They questioned travellers of all sexes, ages and walks of life.

Saxon swaggered up to the gateway, pretending a bravado he did not feel. He was told to turn out his pockets himself, the Sedahs obviously repulsed by the blood and gore on his person. It was clear that he carried nothing out of the ordinary, and he was quickly sent on his way.

Saxon heaved a secret sigh of relief as he hurried across the arched sandstone bridge, high above the rushing water of the River Bryn. To his right was the distant mist of the Jigadee Falls, steaming high into the air in a rainbow haze. To his left were rolling green meadows, fading into the far away blue of the sea. Saxon was oblivious to the beauty of the landscape, the apparent peace of the afternoon.

The road continued south-west towards the port, six kilometres from the city walls. Saxon set off, walking quickly, his smelly fish pannier over his arm, resisting the urge to stare back anxiously at his friends waiting to cross the bridge.

Roana waited ten minutes, then joined the queue of farmers, fisherfolk, foresters and villagers waiting to return to their homes outside the city gates. She felt the bag of money burning against her chest and the weight of the Sun Gem striking her calf as she walked.

She thought her true identity, her true sex, the hidden wealth she carried must be clear to all who saw her. She mumbled and murmured her way through the interrogation, certain her accent would give her away. She blushed violently as the guard rolled his eyes at her responses.


‘On your way,’ snarled the guard, waving her on. Roana nearly slipped in her anxiety to be gone.

‘Halfwit,’ growled the guard loudly to his colleague, twirling his finger at his temple. ‘This is a country of idiots.’

Roana did not turn around but hurried over the pale golden bridge, cradling her empty sack to her chest, hardly daring to breathe. It took all of her will to walk steadily and casually away down the road, and not to drop her sack and run with all speed after Saxon.

Lily was next. She hurried towards the gate, her skirts sweeping the mud of the cobble stones. A curious guard stopped her with a stroke to her cheek. Lily stumbled in shock, nearly dropping her wicker basket.

‘So where are you off to in such a hurry, pretty maid?’ he flirted. ‘Cat got your tongue?’

‘No, sire,’ Lily replied. ‘My mistress sent me to fetch her some willow bark and feverfew from the meadows by the river. She’s a terrible fever and dreadful sores, we hope tisn’t the Black Pox. She’s awful sick.’

The guard stepped back three paces, looking pale.

‘Well, on your way then, wench, and be quick about it,’ he ordered, turning to question a young boy behind her.

Lily was halfway across the bridge, her heart bursting, when a shout went up from the guards behind her. Lily started to walk faster, steadfastly refusing to turn around.

‘Hey you, girl, come back,’ yelled one of the guards. ‘Come back!’

Lily walked faster. She heard the sound of running footsteps behind her and panicked, her breath rasping in her throat. Should she run? Should she protest her innocence? What would the Sedah guards do to her when they caught her?

Ethan surged forward, firmly clutching his ridiculous chimney brush. He took a deep breath, ready to rush into battle to help Lily. He knew it was hopeless. They would both be easily overcome by the heavily armed Sedah guards.

‘Hey, miss, you dropped your shears,’ murmured the young guard who had stroked her cheek. ‘Your mistress would be mighty angry with you if you went home without them.’ He passed the shears over hurriedly, still nervous of the risk of contagion.

Lily wanly smiled her thanks and hurried on over the bridge, her stomach doing backflips. Ethan skulked back into the queue. He was vastly relieved to see Lily finally hurrying onto the road on the other side of the bridge. At last it was his turn. Ethan marched up to the guards.

‘Luvly afternoon, ain’t it?’ Ethan grinned, waving his broom jauntily in the air.

The Sedah guard glared at him.

‘What’s your business?’ asked the guard in a bored tone.

‘Blocked chimbley,’ Ethan replied cheerily. ‘Awful nuisance but the innkeeper wants it fixed before tonight’s trade. Expecting a busy night, ’e is. ’Ope I gets it fixed before nightfall or me boss’ll tan me ’ide.’

The Sedah guard glared at Ethan’s grubby face and filthy hands.

‘All right. All right,’ the guard muttered wearily. ‘Enough of your chatter. Pass on.’

Ethan virtually skipped across the bridge. They had done it! All of them were safely across the bridge and out of the city. Now to the port of Tira to see if they could discover the whereabouts of the Sea Dragon.

The road from Tira headed west, through flat green-gold meadows and fields, lined with gently swaying red poppies and blue cornflowers, before heading south towards the ocean and the main port. The meadows were empty, with the grass growing tall and unkempt, as the local animals had been seized by the Sedahs.

Ethan soon caught up to Lily and they walked together. A few minutes later they came up to Roana, and they all walked companionably, relishing the warm sunshine and the exercise after a day cooped up inside.

They smelled Saxon before they saw him. The fish blood on his clothes had ripened to a strong stench in the late afternoon sun.

‘Pooey,’ joked Ethan, waving his charcoaled hand under his nose. ‘What lovely perfume you’re wearing, Sax!’

‘I cannot believe what putrid travelling companions I have chosen,’ Roana complained with a wide grin. ‘If it is not horse manure, it is garbage or rotting fish. Give me Lily’s lavender water any day!’

‘Well, it worked,’ Saxon retorted. ‘Those Sedah guards couldn’t wait to get rid of me!’

‘You should have seen their faces when I told them my mistress might have the Black Pox!’ Lily crowed in delight.

‘They thought I was a blithering idiot,’ added Roana ruefully. ‘I could not get two words out without stammering.’


‘Well, who’s the idiot now?’ smiled Ethan. ‘Those guards let the most wanted fugitive in the country just waltz out of the city under their noses, carrying the treasured Sun Gem hidden in the hem of her cloak!’

The four children grinned at each other in relief and happiness and pride. They were one small step further along their journey.

‘I must say that I thought it was all over when that guard called me back to give me the shears,’ Lily giggled. ‘I thought my heart was going to stop beating altogether!’

‘I thought I was going to have to rush out to save my little sis by fighting off the whole Sedah army with a chimney brush!’ Ethan joked. ‘Maybe they would have sneezed to death choking on my soot!’

Everyone laughed in delight as they walked down the hill towards the outskirts of the port village. Yet the feeling of levity did not last long. At the right of the road was a copse of trees, blackened and burnt. The remaining leaves were shrivelled brown, as though it were late autumn, not mid-spring, and the ground was coated in a thick mantle of black ash. Nestled in the shelter of the copse were the remains of a small farmhouse, now an untidy tumble of charred timber and fallen stones.


Their sense of disquiet grew once they entered the port village, which seemed strangely silent after the bustle of Tira. There was no-one about.

Small stone cottages nestled down the steep cobbled street towards the harbour wall. Every second building seemed to be an inn, with names like the Blue Dolphin, the Seamen’s Rest, the Smuggler’s Haven and the Good Ship Inn. There were chandlery shops, sailmakers and carpenters’ workshops, but most of these were shuttered and locked. A curtain twitched from an upstairs window as they passed.

The children huddled close together and walked quickly and quietly towards the harbour wall.

‘And there is our next challenge!’ Saxon whispered, pointing out into the harbour.

The scene below in the port was a stark contrast to the deserted village behind, with crowds of bustling people working on the busy quays. Ships and boats of all sizes were moored in the shelter of the stone breakwalls.

Dominating the port were five black tri-masted ships, their massive yellow sails furled and black cannon primed. Long, thin vermilion flags fluttered from the masts, and from each stern flew the red, black and grey banner of Emperor Raef – two cutlasses crossed with a red eye glowing above. The tip of each cutlass dripped with teardrops of bright blood.

Forlorn and neglected, three crimson Tiregian ships floated nearby, their decks empty and their rigging sagging. At their sterns, Emperor Raef’s banner flew instead of the usual flaming suns of Tiregian. In between these tall ships bobbed lesser craft – barges, cargo ships, fishing craft and pleasure boats, all moored securely.

The scene at first looked gay and colourful, with sailors swarming and flags fluttering. Ethan noticed something odd. The water was not blue, or grey or even black like the seawater they had seen at Mereworth on a stormy day. It was crimson, curling out to the harbour mouth like little fingers of flame.

‘Look at the water,’ Ethan whispered. ‘The colour, it is red like …’

‘Blood,’ replied Lily tonelessly.

‘Blood?’ repeated Roana in surprise.

The source of the blood soon became clear. Beached on the shoreline were three enormous black and white creatures. Ropes and nets held their massive bodies. They struggled uselessly against their imprisonment on the land, their sides heaving and labouring. Thin pink water sprayed from their spouts.


Blood poured from spears and harpoons embedded in their sides. The blood ran into the sea in creeks and rivulets, returning home. A mournful song filled the air – a song of grieving and infinite sadness.

Sedah sailors ran hither and thither, wielding machetes, spears and daggers, hacking and killing. Lily stared with tears in her eyes.

‘Whales,’ she breathed. ‘They are murdering whales.’

Ethan hugged her tight.

‘We can’t do anything, Lily,’ he murmured. ‘There are too many of them. We can’t interfere.’

‘Why would they do that?’ asked Roana.

‘Meat. Oil. Bone,’ listed Saxon. ‘We don’t eat whale meat but the Sedahs obviously do. I’ve heard that the Sedah women smear whale oil on their cheeks and lips to make themselves more beautiful.’

Lily shuddered in disgust. The whales below had stopped struggling. The sad singing ceased. Lily turned away, overcome with grief and loathing.

‘Look,’ Saxon cried in excitement. ‘I think that might be the Sea Dragon.’

They all looked to where Saxon pointed. One of the five ships was the focus of plenty of activity. Soldiers and sailors swarmed, loading crates, barrels and sacks. Ropes were being mended. A crane lowered cargo down into the hold. Dozens of Sedahs stood on guard on the gangplanks and wharf, holding wicked cutlasses and long pike staffs. Other soldiers guarded the convoy of cargo wending its way down the wharves.

‘Let’s take a closer look,’ suggested Ethan. They all moved closer to the harbour wall.

‘I’m sure that’s the Sea Dragon,’ said Lily, trying to spell out the letters on the ship’s painted name-plate.

‘Do you think we can possibly get on board?’ asked Roana without much hope.

‘Not in daylight,’ replied Saxon firmly. ‘At least not here.’
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Down below, a sharp-eyed Sedah guard noticed a group of four children up behind the harbour wall, watching the loading of the Sea Dragon.

He reported to his superior.

‘Sir,’ saluted the young soldier. ‘Just reporting potentially suspicious activity. Four children, sir. They are loitering up near the wall, observing the preparations of the Sea Dragon, sir!’


‘Where, Burgis?’ the officer asked, wrinkling his nose slightly. Burgis always had an odd smell about him. Burgis pointed.

His superior lifted a spyglass and focused on the wall. There he saw four young people, apparently three males and a female, exactly as the warning had stated.

‘Any sign of a dog?’ asked the officer with sudden enthusiasm.

‘No, sir,’ replied Burgis. ‘But it could easily be hidden by the wall.’

‘Good work, Burgis,’ beamed the officer. ‘Better run as fast as you can with a message for Captain Malish and his tracker. I will send a couple of guards up to interrogate the children. Show Captain Malish’s men back here and give them any help that they require. You are excused from your duty here for as long as they need you.’
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A whistle sounded from the road behind them. Lily and Ethan recognised a low whining noise.

‘It’s Master Drummond with Aisha,’ whispered Ethan.

The four children melted away from the wall.


Master Drummond had the lid off his secret barrel.

‘Here, give me your disguises,’ he whispered urgently. ‘We don’t have much time. You may have been observed from the port. Here are your packs, cloaks and weapons.’

Ethan freed Aisha, who leapt around everyone’s knees, wagging her tail furiously and licking everything in reach. Her tail thudded against the cart wheel with a loud thwack that sounded painful, but she was too excited at being reunited with her beloved family to notice. Everyone patted Aisha soothingly, rubbing her head and ears until she calmed down.

Lily released Charcoal from her sack and scooped her into her pocket with a gentle murmur and a stroke. Charcoal purred in satisfaction and settled back to sleep.

Saxon stripped off his blood-smeared smock, Lily her mob cap and apron, Ethan handed over his sweep’s brush and Roana her sack. They scrubbed their faces and hands with wet rags Master Drummond gave them. Cloaks, packs and quivers were hurriedly put on, and bows restrung.

Ethan ran his hands lovingly over his beloved bow with its freshly waxed bow string of flax-linen and leather grip. His father, Willem, had carved the bow for him from a single piece of yew timber. The arrows were painted yellow and green and fletched with grey goose feathers, stored in a leather quiver. He immediately felt stronger and more confident with them slung across his back.

‘Now I have news of your friend Fox,’ whispered Master Drummond. ‘He will meet you at the fishing village of Ainsley, three kilometres to the west, at dusk tonight. You should head there now and keep yourselves hidden from the Sedahs. Good luck with your task. Now I must go.’

Master Drummond waved hurriedly and then clicked to the beautiful draughthorse, Judy. ‘Giddup, girl. Gallop on home.’

Judy obeyed immediately, pulling strongly on the laden cart. The four children, with Aisha at their heels, set off at a quick pace, heading west to Ainsley.
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Dungeon Feast



Cookie was singing about her work in the palace kitchen. She was making an apple pie, rolling out the pastry with a huge wooden rolling pin, folding it over and over, then rolling it flat again.

She was completely ignoring Sniffer, who prowled up and down from pantry door to kitchen door, snuffling and frowning, searching vainly for clues.

Cookie felt again the little flour-stained note in her apron pocket. The eggs had been delivered safely, unbroken, and were going on a sea journey. She had no doubt what the note was referring to.

Two Sedah guards came up from the dungeons.


‘Time to collect the pig slops, Mistress Cookie,’ sneered one of the guards. ‘We have plenty of hungry swine to feed down below.’

‘Don’t you “Mistress Cookie” me, you rogue,’ bellowed Cookie, raising her rolling pin above her head. ‘It’s Mistress Drummond to you.’

By the kitchen door were a line of huge buckets filled with kitchen scraps – vegetable parings, stale bread, left-over lard, rinds and the scrapings of the oatmeal pot. The guards hefted a couple of buckets in each hand.

Cookie turned away. She picked up two thick slices of mouldy green bread and, sandwiched between the two, she inserted the note from her apron pocket.

Then she wedged the revolting bread down the side of another bucket, which was filled with much more appetising ‘scraps’ – thick slabs of hot roast pork, chunks of apple sauce, roast potatoes and vegetables in cheese sauce.

‘Lord Lazlac asked me to prepare special rations for some of the poor Goddess-forsaken prisoners you are tormenting down there. He doesn’t want these prisoners to die,’ Cookie said in an indifferent voice. ‘He said you’d know who they were.’


One of the guard’s eyes lit up greedily as he smelt the delicious aromas of the roast pork.

‘Smells too good for stinking prisoners, no matter who they are,’ the soldier replied, his mouth watering. ‘It smells a lot better than our guard rations.’

‘I wouldn’t try it if I were you,’ Cookie said, feigning indifference. ‘The pork’s a few days old and starting to turn. And look at this bread – it’s seriously green. I don’t want you vomiting in my kitchen. Bad pork can give you severe stomach gripes, but it won’t kill you. I have some more here if you really want to try it.’

‘No thanks,’ replied the guard, who was looking a little green himself. ‘We’ll leave it for the prisoners to suffer.’

Cookie breathed a secret sigh of relief. She hoped the food she had specially prepared for the queen would reach her, and that the queen would find the note she had hidden in the mouldy bread. She hoped that the queen would understand that Princess Roana and the other children were safe. Lastly, she hoped that the Sedahs would not find the note, or discover its hidden meaning.

But there was nothing she could do about it now, so Cookie returned to her singing and her apple pie.


At that moment a rather scruffy-looking young Sedah soldier raced into the kitchen, accompanied by a peculiar aroma. Cookie sniffed and frowned. Sniffer wrinkled his nose in distaste.

‘Sniffer, sir,’ cried Burgis, his voice quivering with excitement and importance. ‘My name is Burgis. Captain Malish has sent me to you with news.’

Sniffer looked around the kitchen cautiously.

‘Come over here and tell me quietly,’ responded Sniffer, his eyes keen with interest.

Burgis came closer. Sniffer obviously found his close presence uncomfortable but listened carefully as Burgis whispered in his ear. Sniffer’s eyes shone with excitement. His nose quivered and snuffled.

‘Good work, Burgis,’ Sniffer replied. ‘Show me the way. I will call my guards.’

With Burgis trotting at his heels, Sniffer strode out of the kitchen to find the guards, who were still fruitlessly searching the palace.

Cookie stopped pressing her pastry into the pie dish. She had dug such deep holes into the base with her thumbs that she was sure the pastry was completely ruined.

A young apprentice strolled into the kitchen carrying a basket of fresh fish from the markets, wrapped in newspaper.


‘Pooh,’ he cried, his nose wrinkled in distaste. ‘What is that terrible smell in here? It smells like something has died.’

‘It is probably that fish you’ve brought me,’ raged Cookie. ‘I said fresh, you idiotic boy. I can’t serve that to the governor. Oh, never mind. I see I will have to buy the fish myself. How I’ll ever get supper ready on time with no-one with any brains to help me, I don’t know.’

Cookie tore off her apron, fetched her basket and shawl, and stormed out of the kitchen. The hapless kitchen boy looked at the giggling maids and shrugged his shoulders.

‘What’s got into old Cookie now?’ he asked. ‘The fish is fine – just what she asked for. And what is that peculiar smell?’

‘One of the stinking Sedah guards was here,’ chuckled one of the maids. ‘I think that was what got up Cookie’s nose. Anyway, she’ll calm down again. You know she is a total perfectionist when it comes to food. I am sure that barbarian Lord Lazlac doesn’t even notice the difference.’

Cookie hurried all the way to the palace gates.

‘Idiotic kitchen boy bought off fish,’ barked Cookie to the guard when she was challenged. ‘I’m running late preparing Lord Lazlac’s supper.’


The guards raised their eyebrows and waved her on. Cookie ran all the way to the White Horse Inn, her large figure quivering at the unexpected exercise. At the inn she found her brother supervising the stabling of four beautiful, obviously well-bred horses.

He had just removed a fine lady’s sidesaddle, inlaid with gems, and was looking closely at the horse’s motley brown coat. After a couple of weeks of hard riding and being out in all weather, her dyed coat was starting to look slightly patchy. The very roots of each hair were growing back pure white.

‘Some of the best hunters I’ve seen,’ Albert mused to himself. ‘But this poor girl looks a tad grubby at the moment. I think we will need to top up the colour on that coat.’

He stroked the horse’s flanks gently.

‘Well, hello, Cookie darling. What is wrong? You looked puffed.’

Cookie impatiently blurted out her story about Burgis and Sniffer and the pie and the fish. Albert listened patiently.

‘That horrible Sniffer is on his way down to the port now to look for those blessed children,’ Cookie continued with tears of fright streaming down her face.


Standing by the stable, still saddled, was Lily’s beautiful chestnut horse. Albert vaulted onto its back.

‘Don’t worry, Cookie, my sweet,’ he soothed. ‘You go to the market and buy some more fish. I will head down to Ainsley and warn the children.’

Albert galloped out of the courtyard and through the town centre towards the western gate once more. Cookie heaved a massive sigh of relief and trudged back to the palace, via the fishmonger.

‘I’m riding for the quack,’ Albert shouted to the guards on the bridge. ‘He’s down at the port and my poor mother has the fever. It may be the Black Pox.’

The guards waved him on hurriedly.

‘That’s the second case of the Black Pox we’ve heard about today!’ commented one guard to the other. ‘Sounds like we might have a plague on our hands soon.’

‘Governor Lazlac won’t like that,’ said the other guard. ‘He’s really having a bad day today. All sorts of fracas up at the palace.’
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Down in the dungeons, the guards banged on the door of the royal cell. Inside lay a group of prisoners, most of them wearing grubby and torn silk. One was her royal highness, Queen Ashana, mother of Princess Roana and Prince Caspar.

Lily and Ethan’s parents were also imprisoned here – Willem, Royal Master of Horse, and Marnie, a gifted healer and herbalist.

‘Come on, Queenie,’ bellowed the guard, who fancied himself something of a comedian. ‘Come and get your pig slops. Actually, the slops smell better than usual today. Maybe it’s your lucky day and the food is edible.’

Willem stood up from his spot on the filthy, damp straw. Marnie barely raised her head at the ruckus. Willem fetched the bucket and carefully carried it over to where Queen Ashana lay motionless in the straw.

His nose could not believe the aroma he was smelling. There was meat in this bucket. Real meat, hot and delicious, with gravy and vegetables. They had not had real food for weeks – only stale bread and kitchen scraps.

The only odd detail was the two slices of mouldy green bread, wedged at the side. Willem pulled the stale bread out of the bucket, so it did not spoil the rest of the food.

‘Not stealing her royal highness Queen Ashana’s food before she has a chance to devour it herself, are you?’ asked Lord Mortimer, in a mocking voice. ‘That surely would be treason!’

Lord Mortimer lay by himself, over to the side of the cell, with his head resting daintily on his hand, propped up on his elbow. The king’s cousin still looked like a dandy, with his soiled cravat and his flowery waistcoat. His thick black hair, no longer curled, was pulled back with a crimson velvet ribbon, although he now had an inch of steel-grey hair growing at the roots.

Willem gritted his teeth in dislike, but smiled politely.

‘No, my lord,’ Willem replied, waving the green bread in the air. ‘Just removing the mouldy crusts. Would you like them yourself?’

Lord Mortimer sneered in disdain. ‘Thank you, but I would rather starve, my good man.’

Lord Mortimer returned to filing his fingernails on the stone flagging of the floor. Willem carried the bucket of roast pork over to Queen Ashana and tried to rouse her gently, waving the bucket under her nose so she could smell the contents.

‘Your highness, you must eat,’ he whispered gently. ‘You must keep your strength up.’

Queen Ashana stirred and sat up, looking in disbelief at the bucket of food.


‘Oh, praise the blessed Moonmother!’ Queen Ashana cried. ‘Food!’

The queen began to gobble at a piece of meat in her fingers, all manners forgotten. The ladies-in-waiting gathered around, eager to sample this novelty.

‘Willem, here, take some food,’ ordered Queen Ashana.

‘Thank you, your highness,’ replied Willem. ‘Let me take some food for Marnie. I am worried about her.’

Willem was still holding the two pieces of mouldy bread, and he dropped them in disgust. The sandwich fell apart, revealing a floury piece of paper with writing on it. Willem picked it up surreptitiously. Everyone was concentrating on the bucket of food.

On one side of the paper was written ‘To Mistress Cookie Drummond, Palace Kitchens’. On the other side was:


Dearest Sister,

Thank you kindly for your gift of eggs. Please tell the farmer that they arrived fresh and unbroken this morning. They were so good I have decided to share them with my friends down in the port. They are preparing for a sea voyage so will welcome some fresh farm produce.

If you need any high quality fish for the palace kitchens, let me know. Best wishes, your loving brother

Albert.



Willem was puzzled. The bucket of delicious food – the first edible food in weeks – with a note hidden in mouldy bread, sent just hours after Ethan and Lily had visited them in the dungeons. It all seemed too coincidental.

But why hide a note about eggs? Unless it was a code! Willem’s heart raced with excitement.

What if, just what if the eggs referred to Ethan, Lily, Saxon and Princess Roana? Then the note was saying they arrived safe and unbroken this morning and were preparing for a sea voyage. It seemed too far-fetched to be possible, but what other explanation could there be?


Yes, of course, this Cookie may have dropped the note in the bucket when she was preparing the food. It may simply be a note from a brother to a sister about eggs and fish. But someone had gone to a lot of trouble to prepare this food, and it looked like they had gone to a lot of trouble to hide this note.

Willem’s heart filled with hope and joy to think they might have friends on the outside, who knew they were here and might be able to help them. He hid the note in his pocket and went to fetch some meat to share with Marnie.

When he was sure no-one was watching, he whispered his theory about the note to Marnie. She was filled with hope and joy. Oh, if only her precious children were safe! Her cheeks glowed with a bright spot of colour.

Later, Willem shared his thoughts with Queen Ashana.

‘Cookie!’ squealed Queen Ashana. ‘Oh, Cookie is one of the most wonderful, generous people alive. She must be helping them.’

‘Please don’t tell anyone about this, your highness,’ begged Willem. ‘Not even Lord Mortimer. We must keep it a secret between Marnie, you and me. Our children’s lives may depend upon it!’

Willem was so determined to destroy any evidence that he smeared the note in some gravy and cheese sauce and ate it.
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Down at the port, the light was fading fast. Sniffer arrived with his entourage of armoured soldiers. Burgis showed him where he had seen the children watching the Sea Dragon. Their footsteps were obliterated by the port guards, who had already tried to find them without success. Sniffer swore. It was impossible to tell anything from these tracks.

Sniffer found the tracks of a horse-drawn cart heading back to Tira. He found some fresh silver fish scales and the bristles of a brush that smelt strongly of soot, but nothing useful. He searched wider, examining the tracks that led down to the beach.

Always at his heels trotted the enthusiastic Burgis. Sniffer found him unbearably annoying – whether it was his interfering presence or his cloying smell, Sniffer wasn’t sure.

Finally Sniffer searched the narrow roadway that led further west, to the fishing village of Ainsley. In the last of the light he saw the large pawprint of a dog. Just in front was the perfect, narrow print of a girl’s boot. Sniffer smiled triumphantly. ‘At last!’

‘Fetch me some more lanterns,’ he barked to Burgis. ‘Come on, men. I have found the trail.’

Sniffer loped off into the darkness, stopping every few minutes to check the footprints in the dusty track with his lantern.
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Blessing of the Fleet



It was dusk when Ethan, Lily, Roana, Saxon and Aisha rounded the last bend and wandered down into the fishing village of Ainsley. The dirt streets were empty, and the cottages were dark. But a waft of merry music and the light of many fires beckoned them down to the beach.

The fisherfolk of Ainsley were celebrating. Bonfires burned on the sand. Lanterns hung in the trees and from the bows of the fishing boats pulled high above the tideline. Long tables were set up on the sand, covered in colourful cloths and laden with platters of delicious food.

A band played lively, cheery music – fiddles, drums, flutes and guitars. Children, dressed in their festive best and crowned with wildflowers, danced in the sand. A troupe of gaily dressed gypsies performed – juggling fiery torches, walking on their hands, performing acrobatics, dancing on stilts. The four children were entranced by the colour, movement and noise of the festival.

Ethan inched closer to a woman who was serving food behind one of the tables. ‘Excuse me, mistress,’ he asked politely. ‘Have you seen a seaman called Fox?’

Saxon was asking the same question of a salty old fisherman who was draining a tankard of golden ale.

‘Aye, laddie,’ the fishwife replied. ‘Fox will be here for t’ blessing of t’ fleet. ’Tis t’ full moon, you know. Tonight we ask t’ Moonmother t’ bless our boats and nets, and fill them with t’ harvest of t’ seas. Coom join in with your friends. Eat. Drink. Dance with us. Bring us good luck. We’ll let Fox know you seek him.’

Saxon received a similar reply. The children searched the crowds, asking several people for Fox, but no-one had seen him. They were jostled and bumped by the happy crowd. The first woman Ethan had spoken to came over with a large tray of crispy calamari.


‘Here,’ she smiled merrily. ‘Try this. They are quite delicious and need to be eaten hot.’

The children crunched on the hot calamari – golden fried on the outside and thick and chewy on the inside. Lily took an extra piece and fed it to Charcoal, snuggled in her pocket. Charcoal nibbled it daintily, licking the crumbs off her long white whiskers.

A fisherman pressed tankards of ice-cold, foaming apple cider in their hands. The bubbles tingled their tongues and fizzed tiny bubbles on their skin.

Someone else offered them a platter of herbed mussels stewed in onion and tomato, which they slurped straight from the shell. The fisherfolk talked and laughed and ate and drank.

To the west, the sky was streaked scarlet, hot pink and delicate violet. To the east a huge glowing moon, full and round, rose slowly from the sea. It was cheered with great welcome by the gathered crowd.

The band switched tunes and played a slow lilting melody. A young fishermaid sang a hauntingly beautiful song to welcome the coming of the Moon Goddess. Bands of young children carried baskets of fragrant wildflowers down to the sea and tossed them on the crashing waves.


‘Bless our fleet, oh bountiful Moonmother,’ prayed one of the village elders, his eyes closed and his arms raised to the east. ‘Share with us the harvest of the sea and the blooming of the earth. Thank you for the gift of precious and beautiful life. Let us never take it for granted.’

The moon rose majestically from the eastern horizon, lighting a rippling golden path across the inky sea.

‘Look how beautiful it is,’ whispered Lily. ‘I have never before seen the moon rise from the sea like a great golden disk.’

‘The full moon again,’ added Ethan. ‘That means it is a full month since the vernal equinox, a full month since the Sedah invaded Tiregian.’

Everyone was silent. It seemed a lifetime ago, that fateful dawn, when the Sedahs killed King Radnor in the forest clearing and took over the land. Then they had been innocent children. Now they seemed so much stronger, older and wiser.

Roana felt the amethyst locket hidden inside her shirt. It held a plaited braid of black, gold and white hair, a lock from each member of her family. She blinked back tears at the thought of her father murdered in a treacherous ambush, her mother imprisoned in the dungeons of Tira and her younger brother kidnapped. The hope of her family, of her country, rested with her now. It seemed a very heavy burden.

The music changed again, the band swinging enthusiastically into a lively dance tune.

‘Come on,’ shrieked a fishermaid, about Roana’s age. ‘Why so mournful? Tonight we dance around the bonfires. Tomorrow is soon enough for long faces!’

She grabbed Ethan by one hand and Saxon by the other, and dragged them into the dancing, laughing crowd. Lily and Roana shrugged and giggled, following closely behind. They didn’t know the exact steps but improvised, copying the fisherfolk stamping their feet and clapping their hands. No-one minded.

The rhythm of the music pounded in their blood, making their feet dance and their bodies sway, almost despite themselves.

Aisha watched them patiently, flopped under a table licking up scraps of food as they fell from above. Charcoal played under a tree, beside the abandoned packs, leaping at shadows and chasing her tail.

At last the children gave up dancing and fell down, laughing and tired, into the soft sand. Their friend, the old fisherwife, came over with a large plate of steaming hot fish and salty fried potato.

‘Eat up. No sign of Fox yet, but he’ll be here soon,’ she smiled. The children grinned their thanks and devoured the food gratefully.

The fire jugglers threw their torches higher and higher into the air. The torches twisted and turned, flaming through the dark sky, and were deftly caught before spinning up into the air again.

A gypsy touched a flaring torch to his mouth, and breathed out, a blazing, roaring fire demon dancing from his lips. The acrobats tumbled on the soft sand, spinning cartwheels and backflips with breathtaking speed.

The music grew faster and faster as the dancers whirled wildly. People laughed and talked and chattered. The flames flickered and leapt. It was beautiful.

A loud shout shattered the darkness.

‘Stop,’ shouted Sniffer. ‘Don’t anybody move!’

The music ceased suddenly. Everyone froze. There was no sound except the lapping of waves. Then there were screams, chaos, yells and fleeing bodies. Ethan grabbed his bow and quiver, then clutched Lily by the hand.

‘Come on,’ he whispered furiously. ‘It’s Sniffer!’


Ethan dived into the shadows under the food tables and crawled as fast as he could. Lily, Roana, Saxon and Aisha followed. Ethan did not know where he was leading them. Just away. Away from the screams. Away from the fleeing bodies. Away from the terrifying shadows of the black Sedah guards. Away from the memory of that terrible snuffling voice.

The Sedah guards rampaged through the festival, knocking over a few tables of lovingly prepared food, kicking out fires and tipping over barrels of carefully hoarded ale.

And over everything could be heard Sniffer’s voice screaming, ‘Find those children. Find that dog!’

Ethan looked back for just a moment and noticed something surprising. The fisherfolk were running, screaming and yelling. But they weren’t running away. They were running back and forth. Running into Sedah guards. Knocking things flying. Knocking out lanterns. Causing chaos and confusion. Causing a diversion.

The fisherfolk were making it very difficult for Sniffer and his guards to find Ethan and Lily, Roana and Saxon. They were putting themselves in danger to help the children escape.


Sniffer stooped as if to pick something up. Their new friend, the fishwife, tipped a large platter of marinated octopus over Sniffer’s head. Red sauce dripped down his face. Slimy octopus clung to his hair, his eyebrows, his shoulders. Sniffer bellowed with rage. He spun around to abuse his attacker, but she was gone.

Ethan reached the cold dark shadow of the beach beyond the bonfires and started to run. He glanced over his shoulder again to make sure everyone was following him.

He ran and ran, his bow and quiver bumping on his back. Behind him the others ran blindly in the darkness, struggling in the soft sand. Their hearts hammered.

A long arm grabbed Ethan from the dark. He grunted in shock. A strong body gripped him tightly and a huge hand covered his mouth with a suffocating oily rag. Ethan tried to scream. Aisha growled, low and menacing, her whole body rigid with threat.

Lily stopped running and reached for her bow. Roana crashed into her back, sending her flying. Saxon skidded to a stop. They all stared in terror at the tall dark shadow who held Ethan captive.

‘Don’t scream,’ growled the shadow. ‘Don’t make a sound. I am Fox. I am told you seek me.’


He released Ethan, who fell back, nearly gagging from the strong smell of the rag that had covered his mouth. Aisha relaxed, sniffing Fox uncertainly.

Saxon took a deep breath.

‘Hello, Fox,’ he said nervously. ‘I am Saxon of Kenley, son of Rodney the tailor. We have been told that you might be able to help us. There is something belonging to my friend here that we would like to retrieve from the Sedahs.’

‘You are all rather young, are you not, to have the might of the Sedah army on your tails?’ barked Fox. ‘Do you have gold? I don’t risk my hide for anybody unless they have good hard crescents in their pockets!’

Roana nodded weakly, a bit overawed by this tall stranger speaking from the shadows.

‘I hope you have plenty,’ Fox added. ‘I believe you already owe me for a wrecked rowboat, several daggers, a number of my cloaks and some silk shirts.’

The four started, looking guilty. They were too shocked to speak.

‘Well, I don’t owe Emperor Raef any favours, so you may as well come along,’ Fox snapped. ‘We can work out the terms and conditions on the Owl.’

Ethan and Lily glanced at each other, rolling their eyes slightly. But obediently they followed the dark shadow in front of them along the black shoreline. Away from the bonfires their eyes quickly adjusted to the paler light thrown by the marbled full moon, which was now silvery white and high in the sky.

‘Ethan,’ whispered Lily in a quavery voice, ‘I’ve lost Charcoal. I took her out of my pocket when we were dancing and left her sleeping on our packs. Our packs are lost back in Ainsley too.’

Ethan squeezed Lily’s arm in sympathy.

‘I’m sorry, Lily,’ he whispered. ‘You know we can’t go back for her, or for the packs. She could be anywhere by now, frightened by all the noise and shouting. Someone will find her and look after her. We can find her when the Sedahs are gone, and it’s safe.’

Lily blinked away sudden tears. She loved her little kitten. She had rescued Charcoal from the ruins of a burned-out village the Sedahs had destroyed. Her playful games and sweet nature had cheered them up many a time when things had seemed tough.

Fox led them along the beach. There was something odd about his dark shadow, as though he were misshapen or hunchbacked. Roana felt a clutch of fear around her heart, to be following this mysterious stranger to wherever he was taking them.

At last Fox stopped. Drawn up high on the sand was a black rowboat, very similar to the one they had ‘borrowed’ near Goldcoin Cove.

‘Help me drag it down to the water,’ ordered Fox. ‘I hope you kids are handy with an oar. It’s a long row.’

‘Where are we going?’ asked Ethan curiously.

Fox laughed and threw his arm out towards the horizon.

‘To the Owl. To the Owl, with a wily wild Fox!’ he vowed theatrically.

The children looked puzzled.

‘Soft and silent she slips through the night, swooping after her prey. Dark and silent as a shadow. Mistress of the night!’ Fox ended with a flourish, like an owl diving after its prey.

The children looked at each other in alarm. Could Fox be completely insane? Was he dangerous?

‘To my ship,’ explained Fox impatiently. ‘My ship, the Owl.’

Out on the horizon, the children could just make out a darker shadow, a black hole against the star-spangled sky.


There seemed to be nothing else they could do. It was either follow the half-crazy Fox to the Owl, or stay on the beach and risk being found by Sniffer and the Sedahs. Everyone bent their backs and started dragging the rowboat down towards the surf.

The boat was ankle deep in water when a soft thud of a horse’s hooves made them pause. They pushed harder, thrusting the boat out towards safety.

‘Fox. Fox,’ called a soft voice. Fox gestured to the children to pause.

The horse trotted closer. In the dim moonlight, they could just make out a familiar figure. It was the large shape of Master Drummond, riding Lily’s own Nutmeg.

Nutmeg was a beautiful chestnut hunter, about seventeen hands high, with three white socks and a white blaze down her nose. Her fine breeding showed in her high-stepping gait, her strong, lean body and her intelligent eyes.

Lily gave a cry of delight and ran to her beloved horse. Aisha bounded around in excitement, wagging her tail furiously and licking Nutmeg on the nose. Nutmeg whickered in welcome.

Lily buried her face in Nutmeg’s neck, breathing in her sweet familiar scent, stroking her strong, steady body. Ethan also ran to stroke the horse, weaving his fingers in Nutmeg’s chestnut mane.

Master Drummond stooped down.

‘We don’t have much time,’ he warned sternly. ‘Cookie told me that the Sedahs were after you again. You must have been careless. I rode to Ainsley and arrived just moments before the Sedahs. I tried to reach you through the crowd to warn you, but I was too late. All I could do was enlist the help of the villagers to create a diversion so you could escape.’

Master Drummond smiled. ‘I spread a few rumours about why half the Sedah army was chasing four grubby urchins. Anyway, I thought you might need these.’

Master Drummond handed down four shabby, travel-stained packs.

‘Did you find my kitten?’ asked Lily.

‘No,’ answered Master Drummond regretfully. ‘I will ask the fisherfolk to look out for her. Now you had better go. The villagers can’t hold the Sedahs off forever.’

Lily clutched his arm.

‘How are our horses, Master Drummond?’ she asked anxiously.

Master Drummond smiled at her.


‘Your other horses are all well too and happily guzzling on my very best oats,’ he laughed. ‘Now go.’

‘May the Moonmother bless you,’ smiled Lily in relief. ‘Please look after them for us. We will be back for them soon.’

‘Don’t you worry, little miss,’ assured Master Drummond. ‘Your horses will be fat and feisty when you return, ready for more adventures. Now you look after yourselves and make sure you do indeed return.’

Ethan grinned. ‘We will, sire, don’t you worry. And thank you again for your help. We really do appreciate it.’

Master Drummond looked down at Roana, standing on the beach. He bowed low from the waist.

‘And you, little master,’ he said softly. ‘May the Sun Lord keep you safe on your journey and return you to us very soon.’

Roana blushed and nodded gravely. Fox glanced at Roana curiously, his keen eyes assessing her swiftly.

Lily and Ethan gave Nutmeg one last caress, then threw their packs into the boat. Ethan encouraged Aisha to scramble into the bow. Fox leapt aboard, followed by Lily and Roana. Saxon and Ethan shoved the boat hard, to propel it out past the surf.

Master Drummond waved farewell, then turned and galloped off up the beach, sand flying up from Nutmeg’s hooves. The boys had just leapt into the boat and grasped hold of the oars when a shout from the shore caught their attention yet again. It was Master Drummond.

‘Wait,’ he called softly. ‘We have something for you.’

From the shadows a stout figure struggled up the beach. When it came nearer they could see it was the fishwife from Ainsley. She held something in her hands.

‘I found your kitten,’ she called proudly. ‘She were nearly speared by that Sniffer. But I tipped a tray of my best octopus over his head. Terrible waste of good food! But it stopped him. I followed as fast as I could.’

Lily tumbled out of the boat to snatch little Charcoal into her arms. She gave the fishwife a huge, sodden hug.

‘Thank you. Thank you,’ Lily cried, kissing Charcoal on the nose.

‘We saw you clobber old Sniffer over the head with octopus,’ Ethan laughed. ‘It was one of the funniest things I’ve ever seen. I didn’t know you were doing it to save Lily’s kitten!’

‘ ’Twas my pleasure,’ the fishwife answered gravely. ‘I’d rather die than let a bunch of Sedah bullies get the better of a band of Tiregian rebels, even if they are children. Especially when one is, well, you know …’

She glanced at Roana, then dropped her eyes shyly, bobbing a deep curtsey.
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The Owl



Ethan and Saxon rowed strongly. The dark shadow on the water grew in size, until they could see the shape of the boat. On either side of the bow were painted two large round eyes, which glimmered eerily in the moonlight as if watching their arrival.

‘The Owl,’ announced Fox proudly, as the rowboat pulled alongside.

At the stern was a rope ladder so they could clamber up easily. Fox led the way aboard the Owl, after firmly tying the rowboat to the stern. Aisha was hauled up by Lily and Ethan.

The Owl was a two-masted schooner, about twenty-five metres long. It was fast and manoeuvrable, and could be handled by a small crew, making it an ideal smuggling boat. The Owl could outrun most ships on the ocean. It could slip into small hidden coves, collect its booty and slip away without being seen.

Fox led the way down some steep stairs into a narrow passageway. To the left was a door to a small cabin, while to the right were two berths, one above the other. The passageway led forward to the main saloon cabin, with low head room. Here Fox lit a couple of lanterns, which cast a flickering orange glow in the small space.

‘Take a seat, me laddies and lassie,’ welcomed Fox, gesturing to the polished oak table and benches. ‘Let us discuss your business proposal.’

In the warm lantern light they could see their host clearly for the first time. He was a tall man with bright red hair, swept back into a ponytail like a fox’s brush. He had a closely cropped red beard and a gold hoop earring in his left ear. His face was tanned from the sun and deeply wrinkled around his pale blue eyes.

Fox wore black breeches and a thin black silk shirt, similar to the ones they had borrowed at Goldcoin Cove. Saira had said these silk shirts were worn by the smugglers as camouflage, and also to help protect against arrow wounds.

His hands were strong and capable, with thickly calloused palms. He wore a sheathed cutlass at his waist, a dirk in an ornately carved scabbard in his belt and a dagger in his boot. Despite his jokes and poetry, he was a formidable character.

The most unusual thing about Fox was a small creature sitting on his shoulder, cuddling into his neck. It was this that had given Fox his misshapen silhouette on the beach. The creature was small and brown, with a wrinkled, wise face and two bright, inquisitive eyes peering at them. The children all stared at the creature in amazement.

‘This is Mia,’ laughed Fox, noticing their gaze. ‘Mia is my monkey, and the love of my life, after the Owl, that is. Careful, she bites, and she hates strangers.’

The four children sat around the table, eyes agog, with Aisha staring anxiously at the strange creature. Haltingly, Saxon told the story of the Sea Dragon, the ship that should be sailing tomorrow for Sedah and the Nine Isles. He was not sure how much to tell Fox, and how much to withhold.

‘There is something on board that ship, which belongs to my friend Roan … Rowan,’ Saxon explained. ‘And we need to get it back. We were told you might be able to help us.’

‘Something on board that ship?’ asked Fox disbelievingly. ‘And you want me to get it back for you? I am a smuggler, not a pirate. It would be madness to attack a fully armed Sedah warship, laden with the stolen treasures of Tiregian. We would be blown to smithereens. Have you seen the cannon on that ship?’

Saxon nodded hopelessly.

‘What about taking it by surprise?’ asked Ethan. ‘At night? In the middle of the ocean? They would never see us coming.’

‘We have gold,’ added Roana. ‘Gold to pay for your trouble now, and for the boat we lost.’

Fox hesitated at the mention of gold. Mia the monkey patted him gently on the head.

‘As you said, the Sea Dragon is laden with treasure,’ Lily said, pressing the advantage. ‘There would be plenty for you and your men.’

‘Plus it would be a patriotic duty to stop those thieving Sedah invaders from stealing our Tiregian treasure,’ pronounced Roana passionately.

‘Why should I care about patriotic duty?’ swore Fox angrily. ‘What did King Radnor ever do for me? Fox and Owl and Mia just look after themselves.’


Mia chattered angrily at the children who had dared upset her beloved master.

‘As the fisherfolk of Mereworth say, the boat is much safer in the harbour but you do not catch any fish there,’ Saxon added quietly.

Fox laughed, slapping his thigh.

‘Right you are, lad. It would be a great adventure to get the better of those Sedah scoundrels, and my coffers are looking woefully empty at the moment,’ he said. ‘Okay, here’s the deal. Fifty gold crescents to cover my time, and the boat. That’s just to get you on board the Sea Dragon. If you get what you’re looking for, we get any extra treasure we can find. Deal?’

Roana went pale feeling the coin pouch tucked into her waist. She knew they did not possess fifty gold crescents.

‘Ten crescents,’ said Saxon quickly, before anyone else could reply.

Fox rolled his eyes.

‘You get the treasure, remember?’ Saxon added enticingly.

‘Your father’s son!’ Fox replied, chuckling. ‘Thirty crescents.’

‘Fifteen,’ snapped Saxon.

Fox looked around at the four anxious, tired faces leaning towards him. Mia chattered excitedly in his ear, as if counselling him.

‘Twenty crescents, but you kids are on galley duty,’ Fox replied, in a softer tone. ‘Stumpy, my cook, had an unfortunate brawl in the inn last night and will need to sleep it off for a few days.’

Saxon looked at everyone seated around the table. Ethan nodded. The girls nodded too.

‘It’s a deal!’ said Saxon.

Fox spat in his hand.

‘Shake hands – smuggler’s honour!’ Fox ordered.

Everyone spat in their palms and then shook hands all round. Mia crept down Fox’s arm and shook hands solemnly with everyone too. Fox leant over and pulled out a ceramic bottle from the locker beside him. He pulled the cork out with his teeth.

‘Let’s drink to a successful business partnership,’ Fox cried.

Fox poured out a huge slug of brown liquid into a rather battered tin mug. He downed the whole mug in one gulp. Lily could smell the strong fumes of the liquor from across the table. Fox poured another long slug and passed it around the children.

Each one took a tiny sip. The smell felt like it was singeing the hair out of their noses. The liquor burnt their tongues and throats. It tasted terrible. Roana coughed and spluttered. Lily gagged.

‘Oh, what a bunch of sooks,’ complained Fox. ‘We’ll make sailors out of you yet.’

He grabbed the brimming mug and knocked it back, smacking his lips in satisfaction.

‘You’re right,’ Fox concurred. ‘It is rotgut, and will probably be the death of me. That is, if a Sedah cutlass doesn’t get me first!’

No-one could answer. Their voices still didn’t work after the sip of rotgut.

‘Now I have a riddle for you all,’ Fox added mysteriously. ‘I wonder if you can solve it. Not many people seem to.’

Fox looked around at the four children, with a challenging grin.

‘There is a farmer travelling to market with a fox, a delicious plump goose and a sack brimming with corn,’ he went on. ‘The farmer comes to a wide rushing river, where there is a tiny canoe moored. He can only take one thing across at a time. If he leaves the fox with the goose, the fox will gobble the goose, but if he leaves the goose with the corn, the goose will eat all the corn. How does he cross the river with everything intact?’

The children stared at each other mystified. Their brains were too tired to work, and the riddle seemed impossible.

‘I told you it’s hard,’ chuckled Fox. ‘You think on it, and see if you can give me an answer by the end of our voyage. Okay, enough pleasantry. Hand over the twenty crescents, then I will show you to your sleeping quarters.’

Roana fumbled under the table into the money pouch slung at her waist. She counted out twenty gold crescents. The pouch was woefully thin now with only a couple of coins left.

‘Here you are, Master Fox,’ Roana croaked. ‘Twenty crescents.’

‘Not Master, just plain old Fox,’ replied Fox, sweeping the coins off the table and into his pocket. ‘Follow me. The crew will be back on board soon. We’ll set sail on the ebbing tide in about half an hour.’

Fox led the way forward, past the narrow galley and a couple of canvas hammocks. Mia rode on his shoulder, waving cheekily at the following children.

‘There are few luxuries on this boat,’ he said over his other shoulder. ‘You can sleep in the sail hold. Everyone takes turn in the galley and with the chores. And you, missy, had better stay out of sight until we are a long way off shore.’ He raised an eyebrow at Lily. ‘The crew don’t hold with females on board, except for Mia, of course. They reckon it brings bad luck.’

Lily nodded and Fox turned back to open a small door, which led into a black cave. The lantern showed a pile of neatly folded canvas sails on the floor. There were a couple of round portholes, which were the centre of the owl eyes painted on the bow. Up above was a partly opened hatch leading to the deck. Mia swung up through the hatch and peered out into the darkness above.

‘It’s a fine night, so leave the hatch open to give you some air,’ suggested Fox. ‘If you need to pee, it’s straight over the side – easier for the laddies than the lass!’

Fox laughed uproariously. The children smiled uncertainly. It was hard to know how to take their host.

‘Good night, sleep well,’ Fox grinned. ‘By morning we’ll be far from shore.’

Fox withdrew, taking the lantern with him. Mia waved cheekily at them from Fox’s shoulder and blew them a kiss.

Aisha whined, her tail low and her ears drooping. She was not sure that she liked Mia at all. Glad that the strange little creature was gone, Aisha sniffed around and found a sail to her liking. She turned around three times, then settled down to sleep, black-tipped nose to black-tipped tail.

The others followed her example, suddenly feeling exhausted from the day’s adventures. Soon everyone was asleep.

In the middle of the night Ethan woke. He felt hot and cramped in the sail hold. He stood up and explored the hatch opening with his fingers. He pushed gently, opening it wider. Pulling himself up with his arms, he hauled himself out onto the deck.

It was a beautiful night. Stars blazed in the sky in a way Ethan had never seen before on land. He stretched and breathed deeply, relishing the fresh, clean air and the breeze ruffling his hair. The schooner was sailing. Taut with wind, the pale sails pulled the Owl skimming across the sea. The boat skipped and danced under his feet like a live creature. It was easy to believe the Owl really was flying, swooping, chasing her prey.

Ethan lay down on his back on the hard deck and stared up at the vast star-filled sky above. A blazing white fire streaked across the sky. A lucky shooting star! Ethan closed his eyes and made a wish. He wished with every fibre in his body. He wished until his bones ached and his clenched fingernails dug into his palms.


Then he climbed back down to the sail hold and went back to sleep.
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Lily was woken by a spluttering sound. Aisha jumped up and climbed over everybody to investigate. It was still pitch black but Aisha nudging open the door let in a strong smoky smell, and the louder sound of sizzling.

Everyone yawned and stretched, then scrambled out of their sail nests. Lily remembered Fox’s warning about females on ships, so stayed put, but the others pushed their way out.

The galley was small and stuffy, and hot from the fire burning in the stove. A couple of lanterns swung from the low oak ceiling beams.

A stocky man with well-muscled arms was hunched over the iron range, wielding a small frypan that spluttered with melting butter. He opened a small door in the range and stoked the glowing coals. The man had scruffy grey hair, sticking up in tufts underneath a black kerchief. He was dressed all in black, like Fox, with a face twisted by a ferocious scowl, and wore a large gold earring.


‘Otto, say hello to our paying guests,’ murmured Fox, who was drinking something from an enamel mug at the table, with Mia cuddled into his neck.

‘Bleeding landlubbers,’ Otto muttered under his breath.

‘I trust you will be polite to them,’ Fox continued. ‘By the way, what are your names? Not that I expect you to give me your real ones.’

‘I am Saxon of Kenley, as you know,’ answered Saxon. ‘This is Ethan, and Rowan and Aisha and, er …’

‘Oh yes, the fair maiden,’ Fox remembered, gently stroking Mia’s fur. ‘Tell her it’s all right to come out. We are a long way from Tiregian now.’

Lily came out from the sail hold, holding Charcoal in her arms.

‘And this is Lily, and Charcoal the kitten,’ finished Saxon.

Otto scowled even more ferociously, if that were possible. He lifted the hot frypan threateningly as if wielding a weapon. Fox lightly touched his cutlass.

‘Well, Otto, although they are paying customers, they’re here to help,’ Fox smiled. ‘Perhaps Rowan can take over cooking the bacon and eggs, Ethan can carve the bread and Lily might like to make a fresh pot of coffee – the kettle’s boiled.’


‘I had better cook the eggs and bacon,’ grinned Ethan. ‘Rowan’s not such a good cook. His mother never taught him how!’

Roana pulled a face, but obediently started to use the large dagger to carve thick slices of bread and slather them with butter. Otto huffed over to the table and flopped down, glowering at everyone in the cabin, including Fox.

Ethan started frying long strips of streaky bacon. When they were cooked he cracked brown speckled eggs from the basket and fried those. Under Fox’s direction, Saxon assembled thick sandwiches of hot bacon, egg and dripping butter. Lily made large enamel mugs of strong, milky coffee.

‘There’s not much room down here,’ suggested Fox. ‘You might want to eat up on deck. Take a couple of these up to Carl and Jack above. By the way, how did you go with my riddle?’

Saxon and Ethan shrugged noncommittally, while Roana frowned and Lily became very interested in a small knot of fur on Charcoal’s neck.

‘Use those brains,’ Fox ordered. ‘That’s why you have them.’

The children grimaced at each other. It was too early for riddles.

Everyone filed up the narrow steps into the darkness of the cockpit. To the west, the silver moon was setting, while to the east, the pink glimmering on the horizon revealed that it was nearly dawn. Saxon took the provisions aft to the crew, while the others crept forward to find a comfortable seat on the cabin roof, between the two masts.

The tangy salt air, the fresh morning breeze, the slap of waves on the hull and the surging of the schooner through the water combined to create a perfect setting for a shipboard breakfast. Aisha had a platter of bread crusts soaked in pan drippings, bacon rind and egg crumbs. She gobbled this up hungrily, then looked plaintively up at the others, begging for a scrap or two more.

‘Oh, go away, Aisha,’ complained Lily. ‘You’re worse than Saxon. I’m hungry too. You’ve had yours!’

Aisha turned her red-golden back, her black nose in the air, and curled up in a ball with an injured sigh. Charcoal teased Aisha – playing with a crispy bacon rind, patting it with her paws and batting it around the deck, before licking it delicately.

‘I’m offended too, Aisha!’ exclaimed Saxon indignantly. ‘What do you mean “worse than Saxon”, Lily? I don’t stare at everyone with big saucer eyes, hoping they’ll give me food!’


‘Oh no?’ laughed Roana. ‘I’m sure I have seen you looking rather puppyish when it comes to dinnertime!’

The others laughed, licking their fingers and trying to catch the last crumbs. The sandwiches were so good that no-one left any extra scraps for Aisha. They sipped on the coffee, watching the sky turn into a magnificent wash of scarlets, pinks, oranges and golds.

‘What do you think of Fox’s riddle?’ asked Roana. ‘It is driving me insane. I have been thinking and thinking about it, and I cannot see how the farmer can cross the river without the goose or the corn getting eaten. If he takes the fox across first, the goose eats the corn, if he takes the corn first the fox eats the goose, and so on, around and around in circles.’

‘There must be a clever solution,’ Saxon assured them. ‘There always is with riddles. It will come to us at some stage.’

‘I just hope we’re not the geese in the riddle,’ Ethan added. ‘We’re trusting Fox to help us for a pile of gold coins. Let’s hope the Sedahs are not prepared to pay him more.’

‘I think our Fox is trustworthy,’ Lily said. ‘He just feels like a nice man.’


Ethan raised his eyebrows at Saxon, with a small ironic smile. But he felt reassured. Lily had a good sense for people.

After breakfast they washed up, boat style. Saxon tied a soft canvas bucket to a long rope, which he threw over the back of the boat to fill with seawater. They sluiced the frypan and knives, scrubbing them clean. The water sloshed and slopped so much they were all soon saturated.

The cool seawater felt so nice that they splashed and played, getting water everywhere. Saxon tipped an entire bucket over Ethan’s head, who retaliated with a full bucket of his own. Lily and Roana were not to be left out, and soon their clothes were completely soaked.

Otto and Carl stared at them as if they were mad, which only made the children laugh more. Only Charcoal stayed well away, preferring to stay dry.

When they had had enough of splashing and soaking, they all staggered back to the cabin roof again to lie in the sun and dry off. Saxon soon grew restless and suggested that they set off to explore the Owl. This did not take long.

The aft of the ship was the storage hold, with a passageway down the centre, and storage bins to each side. These storage bins were used to hold the treasures smuggled from exotic lands – barrels of brandy and wine, bales of lace and silk, weapons, tobacco and chocolate. The hold was largely empty now, but faint smells lingered of the treasures brought across the sea on the Owl’s last voyage.

Also aft was the ship’s stores, with sacks of flour and sugar, boxes of fruit and vegetables, wheels of cheese, barrels of water and rum, and sides of bacon and smoked meat. A thick watertight bulkhead, with a narrow door, separated the hold from the rest of the ship. Next were the steps up to the deck, the berths for Carl and Otto on the right and, to the left, Fox’s cabin. The captain’s cabin was small and spartan, with a narrow bunk, a small navigational desk, a couple of lockers and a washstand.

The main saloon held the large table and benches, with the galley on the starboard side. This led to a tiny space for Jack and the cook to hang their hammocks and store their sea trunks, then at the very front of the ship was the sail locker where the children slept.

After the adventures of the last few weeks, it was incredibly relaxing to be sailing. For the rest of the morning the children curled up on sailbags on the deck and chatted, snoozed, daydreamed and ate, while the Owl skimmed over the ocean.


Ethan spied the laughing faces of dolphins, swimming alongside the schooner. They all rushed to the bowsprit and clung to the rigging, watching the dolphins surfing below. There was only a thin strut of timber holding their weight, and below was the dizzying, surging power of the ocean. The dolphins smiled and laughed, jumping clear out of the water as if showing off for the entertainment of the humans above.

Aisha barked and lunged at the side of the boat, her tail wagging, unsure what these strange creatures were.

At last the dolphins peeled away from the Owl and dived deep under the water. The children returned once more to their sailbag cushions to speculate about the Moon Pearl and the Sea Dragon. Where could they be?
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The Herb Garden



At first light, Sniffer was once again down on the beach at Ainsley, with Burgis tailing him everywhere he went. The beach was a scene of carnage – tables overturned, platters smashed, chairs broken, dead wildflowers churned into the sand.

Sniffer scoured the sand carefully. There were hundreds of footprints, running back and forth. There were stilt marks and handprints from where the acrobats had tumbled and walked on their hands. There were animal prints from the nighttime scavengers who had come to clean up the dropped food.


Slowly, methodically, Sniffer searched, snuffling and whispering to himself. Burgis always crept a few metres behind. At last Sniffer found a scuffle of prints that seemed promising, over by the overturned tables. It looked like several people had hurriedly crawled on hands and knees. Occasionally, overlaying the crawling scuffles, was a large pawprint.

Moving faster now, Sniffer followed the tracks. On a bush he found a snagged hair. The hair was long and curly and honey blonde. He smiled, sniffing it lovingly. He tucked the hair away in his pocket, next to the other one he had found in the palace dumbwaiter.

Sniffer observed where the four children had stood up and started to run, the prints sinking deep into the soft sand. He recognised the footprints – one set large and broad, one slightly smaller, one narrow with a high arch, one small and sturdy.

He observed where a fifth person, a tall man, had intercepted them and then joined them. He followed the prints until they finally walked down into the sea and disappeared completely.

Sniffer rubbed his head. He had lost them. He had lost them again. Governor Lazlac would be angry. Governor Lazlac would be furious. Governor Lazlac did not tolerate mistakes.

‘Where are they?’ asked Burgis excitedly, coming up next to Sniffer.

‘Swallowed by the sea,’ spat Sniffer. ‘Oh, for Krad’s sake, couldn’t you have a bath? You stink!’
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Down in the palace dungeons, Queen Ashana, Lord Mortimer, Willem, Marnie and their fellow prisoners had just eaten from a steaming pail of porridge, sweetened with cream and honey. This delicious breakfast had been partially disguised by an overlay of bread crusts, apple peel, strawberry tops and cherry pips.

Once again Willem had found a crust of mouldy bread, with a floury note wedged inside it.


My Dearest Cookie,

Our friend Rowan safely embarked on his sea journey last night, only slightly delayed, and was most grateful for the fresh eggs you sent with him. He believes it will be two or three weeks before he returns to Tira, but he plans to bring you back a thank you gift.

Your loving brother,
 Albert.



Willem glowed with secret excitement. Their friend in the kitchens was still looking after them, and it seemed as though the children were safely away.

Things got better still when a contingent of Sedah guards arrived at the dungeon door. There was a sound the prisoners had not heard in weeks. A rattle, a clunk and a click. Then the door swung slowly open. Lieutenant Foulash and Captain Malish stood there, wrinkling their noses against the stink of the filthy cell. Captain Malish saluted mockingly.

‘Ashana. Mortimer,’ Captain Malish snarled. ‘For some reason, Governor Lazlac has decided to show you some leniency. He is worried about your health. You are to be taken up into the herb garden for half an hour each day.”

Marnie gasped in pleasure, thinking of plants and sunshine and fresh air. Willem gripped her hand tightly.


‘You will be accompanied by thirteen guards,’ Captain Malish continued. ‘If you try to escape, you will be killed. If you try to talk to anyone from the palace, you will be killed. If you move a muscle out of line, you will be killed. Do I make myself clear?’

Queen Ashana inclined her head slightly.

‘Follow me then,’ growled Captain Malish.

Queen Ashana lifted her skirts, for all the world as if she were in the palace reception hall, and not in a filthy dungeon. She swept out of the cell, her head held high in the air. Her ladies followed suit.

Captain Malish ground his teeth in annoyance. Willem and Marnie were the last to leave. The group was hustled down the dark corridor, through the circular guardroom that formed the hub of the underground tunnels, and up the narrow, grimy spiral stairs. The stairs came up into the base of the south-western tower. This small guardroom was also heavily fortified and guarded.

The soldiers scouted ahead to check that the way was clear, then the prisoners were jostled outside through a narrow door. After weeks of imprisonment, the climb up the stairs was exhausting. After weeks in the darkness, the sunshine was blinding. After weeks of stench and filth, the fresh, clean air was overwhelming.


One of the ladies swooned. Another stumbled and fell. Queen Ashana swayed unsteadily on her feet but was held up by one of the gentlemen-in-waiting. The guards lifted their pike staffs to beat the two ladies to their feet. Willem and Marnie rushed to help the fallen women.

The sorry party stumbled and swayed, helping each other, as they moved out into the sunshine. The guards led them to a walled herb garden, near the main kitchen gardens.

The garden had stone pathways laid out in lovers’ knots. Sweet-scented herbs spilled out of the carefully tended beds. Butterflies and bees danced in the air, shimmering in the warm spring air. Stone pots in the centre of each bed held bay trees clipped into inverted cones, and hedges of lavender and rosemary bloomed against the high stone walls.

Queen Ashana and her ladies collapsed on a wooden bench against the wall. Queen Ashana closed her eyes, breathing in the warm, scented air.

The Sedah guards checked that the gateway at the far end was locked and bolted. Seven guards came into the herb garden to watch the prisoners, while the gate behind them was also locked. Other guards stood watch outside.


Marnie breathed deeply, greedily devouring the garden’s sights, smells, sounds and tastes. She sank to her knees beside one of the lovers’ knots, sinking her fingertips into the rich, warm earth.

‘Willem, I need your help,’ Marnie whispered. ‘We need to gather some herbs.’

While the ladies and gentlemen of the court languished in the shade, enjoying the fresh air, Marnie and Willem set to work.

Marnie dug up whole fat knobs of garlic and hid them in the pocket of her apron. She picked sprigs of mint, parsley, chives, chamomile, valerian and thyme and tucked them away. She even pulled up the flat wide leaves and yellow flowers of dandelions, growing in the cracks of the pathways. From the hedges along the wall she picked a huge armful of lavender and rosemary, which she laid in the shade. Willem helped her, picking everything as she directed.

The guards by the gateway had noticed the busy gardening of the husband and wife. One of the young guards raised his pike staff threateningly. An older guard stopped him, lifting his eyebrows, shrugging and twisting his finger next to his temple. The other guards laughed.


‘Too much time underground,’ joked one. ‘The peasants feel the need to weed and get their fingers muddy. You can tell the aristocracy, lolling on their thrones!’

Marnie flushed slightly at the teasing but kept up her work, her fingers stained green and brown, and smelling of mulch. When Marnie had collected enough herbs, she started to walk up and down, her eyes sweeping the ground.

After a few minutes, her sharp brown eyes spied a treasure. Marnie stooped to pick it up with a cry of delight. In her palm were two rusty iron nails. She slipped them into her pocket with the garlic. Meanwhile Willem had discovered a barrel of rainwater hidden in the far corner, with a couple of watering cans stored beside it.

‘Marnie,’ he called softly. ‘Water!’

Marnie walked quickly to the barrel. She trickled soft, clean water from the watering can over her filthy hands. She shivered with delight.

Quickly both of them splashed themselves clean with water, soaking their clothes, rubbing their faces, hands and arms, combing their tangled hair with slick wet fingers. The water washed away weeks of despair and darkness. Their skin tingled anew with hope and happiness.


Marnie walked briskly back to the queen’s resting place.

‘Your majesty,’ she whispered in a gentle voice. ‘Why don’t you come and wash? You will feel much better. And you should try to walk around while we are here.’

‘A wash!’ smiled Queen Ashana. ‘I have never bathed in a garden before, but it sounds like a delightful idea.’

While the courtiers and Queen Ashana washed, Marnie and Willem walked up and down the herb garden, drying their clothes and breathing in the fresh air and sunshine. Too soon, the half an hour was over and the guards, with much shouting, pushing and swearing, escorted them back into the suffocating darkness underground.

They rolled their eyes and sniggered at Marnie carrying an armload of lavender and rosemary, the former queen with her silken skirts still damp from her garden toilette, and Willem carrying a small watering can sloshing over with fresh rainwater. They did not even notice that Marnie had a pocketful of garlic, green herbs, and two rusty iron nails.

Back in the dungeon, the ladies sank once more into their corner, sighing and crying. The gentlemen started playing a complicated gambling game with pebbles, sticks and pieces of straw.

Marnie set to work. Using her fingernails, she peeled the garlic and separated it into plump cloves. Using the iron nail she shredded the garlic as finely as she could and dropped it into the watering can of water. Next she shredded her herbs, tearing them into tiny pieces. These too were dropped into the watering can. Lastly she dropped the two iron nails into the thick green brew.

Lord Mortimer reclined in his corner, watching Marnie with sardonic eyes.

When Marnie had emptied her pockets, she turned to the bunches of rosemary and lavender. Several branches of both plants were stripped of their leaves and flowers, which were tossed into the watering can. A rich aroma of crushed leaves filled the cell, clearing the air of its filthy fug. Marnie stirred the brew in the watering can with one of the denuded twigs.

Lord Mortimer curled his lip in disdain.

Marnie gathered up the armful of fragrant lavender and rosemary and began to strew it around the cell, over the piles of stinking damp straw.

Lord Mortimer laughed mockingly.


‘Oh wily witch, what spells and potions are you brewing for us now?’ he sneered. ‘A spell to blow open the dungeon door and get us out of here, I trust?’

Marnie flushed pink, but continued her work.

‘No, merely a simple spell, as you call it, to banish fleas and lice,’ she retorted. ‘Insects hate the smell of lavender and rosemary, while for us mere humans it banishes, at least temporarily, the stench of urine.’

‘And what of the disgusting potion you are brewing?’ Lord Mortimer said disbelievingly. ‘Some magical brew to overcome the guards?’

‘No,’ Marnie replied evenly. ‘A simple tisane to help us regain our health in this dreadful hellhole. None of us has eaten anything nutritious for weeks. While we have had a couple of better meals in the last day or so, we must be sadly lacking in iron and other herbal essences. By drinking my potion, as you call it, we can maintain our strength and our wellbeing.’

‘Pah,’ spat Lord Mortimer. ‘I would rather die than drink that foul goop – that revolting concoction of weeds and rubbish. I doubt very much it will do anything but give me stomach cramps. You can drink my share.’

Lord Mortimer turned his back towards Marnie and resumed filing his nails.

Queen Ashana had more faith in Marnie’s power as a healer, having seen her curative power at work. That evening, after Marnie had left her watering can potion to brew for ten hours, Queen Ashana bravely gulped some down. Some of the others followed suit, while some agreed with Lord Mortimer and preferred not to try the slimy, green potion.

Willem was inspired by the break in monotony, and the smell of the outdoors, to do some exercise. Instead of his usual vitality and strength, he felt old and tired, his muscles flabby and wasted. Willem encouraged Marnie and Queen Ashana to walk with him, doing laps of the cell. Willem stretched and lifted a loose stone. His weak muscles screamed against the unaccustomed usage. But he was determined to regain his strength, and help Marnie and Queen Ashana regain theirs.

Whether it was the fresh air and sunshine, the cold wash in the rainwater, the exercise, the sweet scent of lavender, or Marnie’s magic potion, Willem, Marnie and Queen Ashana slept better that night than they had in weeks. Each one slept long and deep, with gentle dreams and no nightmares to waken them. They slept with hope in their hearts.

[image: image]


Far, far to the north a child slept in a narrow truckle bed, in a small dark cell. The child whimpered and cried in his sleep. He tossed and turned, bunching the coarse sheets in his small fair hands.

‘Mama. Mama,’ he whispered as he woke. But Mama was far, far away and could not help him now.

A slow, desperate tear ran down his pale cheek. He did not know which was worse. The nightmares of sleep, or the long, slow, cold drudgery of day.

The room was freezing. There was no fire in the tiny grate. When he finally got up, the water in the jug had a thin film of ice glazing its surface. He had to break the ice to sip the water and splash his face. He had not had a proper bath in weeks. His white hair stood up in clumps. His ice-blue eyes, which had once sparkled with mischief, were now dull and lifeless.

Through the tiny window he could see nothing but white snow stretching into the distance. No sign of life. Spring would not come to the mountains for many weeks.

His breath left a misty patch on the window. Once he would have been entranced by snow. By the endless possibilities of cold, fluffy flakes. Snowballs. Snowmen. Snowfights. Snowsleds.

Not any more. Snow was prison.


He sighed and dressed in long black robes. Every bone in his body ached with sadness and loneliness. The tears sat just below the surface, waiting to rise.

But he would not let them see him cry. Once he had been a royal prince. Once he had been Prince Caspar of Tiregian. Now he was just Boy.

A sharp knock sounded on the door. A sallow, sharp face poked around the corner.

‘Aaah, Boy. You are already up and dressed,’ said the priest. ‘Good. It is time for breakfast and then lessons. Today we are going to study the Nine Laws of Krad, then History of Sedah, followed by Etiquette in Emperor Raef’s Court. I am pleased with your progress. We are finally making some headway.’

Prince Caspar felt a little thrill of happiness. A word of praise. It was the first kind word he had heard in weeks. Then he shook himself mentally. No. This man was his enemy. The Sedahs had murdered his family. He could never be friends with this black-robed priest.

‘Now here is your medicine.’ The priest offered Prince Caspar a small silver cup filled with a brown bitter brew. ‘Drink it all up, Boy.’

Prince Caspar knew from experience it tasted disgusting. He glugged it down obediently. It burned his throat going down.


Every morning and evening he had medicine. At night, it helped him sleep and kept the nightmares away for a while. During the day, it blunted the memories and the pain. Sometimes it almost made him feel happy.

For the first couple of weeks he had fought the medicine. He had fought, and spat, and gagged, but always the priests had held him down, holding his nose until he had swallowed it all. Now he knew there was no point in fighting them. They would win in the end. There were too many of them, and he was just a child, completely alone.

‘Good, Boy,’ said the priest, taking the cup and checking it was empty. ‘Now come to breakfast.’

The boy obediently followed the priest down the stairs to the hall. At least there was a fire there. And breakfast – usually dry, stale bread. Another dreary day had begun.
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Strategies



Towards the middle of the afternoon, Fox called Lily, Ethan, Roana and Saxon down into the cabin. He spread out a creased map on the table. Mia climbed down his arm and sat on the table staring at the map with great interest, as though she were puzzling out the shapes and symbols.

To the north was Tiregian. To the south was Sedah, and in between was a scattered line of islands and rocky outcrops – the Nine Isles – pointing like a crooked finger towards Tiregian.

‘By my calculations, the Sea Dragon probably left Tira this morning on the ebbing tide,’ Fox explained. ‘They will be roughly twelve hours behind us. The ship will be heading south here to the major harbour near Emperor Raef’s court.

‘If we sail south for eight days, with good winds, we will be deep in the Sedah Sea. The following night we can patrol back and forth about here. We will aim to intercept the Sea Dragon somewhere here at about three o’clock in the morning.

‘Most of them will be asleep then,’ Fox continued. ‘They will be close to home and feeling confident. They won’t be expecting any trouble. Now do you have any idea where they might be hiding this thing you are after?’

They had discussed this very question during the day. For something as valuable as the Moon Pearl and the Star Diamonds, they thought it could only be kept somewhere in the captain’s cabin.

‘The plan will be to try to get as close to the stern of the Sea Dragon in the dark as we can,’ Fox said. ‘We will use grappling hooks to tie a rope between us and the ship.’ He looked curiously at the children. ‘Are any of you handy with those bows you carry?’

‘Ethan is brilliant with a bow, but we can all shoot reasonably well,’ replied Lily.

‘Good.’ Fox grinned. ‘I have arrows that are designed to pull a light but strong rope. Ethan, I will need you to shoot it into the Sea Dragon’s stern when we are close enough. Then we will use the rowboat to surf along behind them.’

The children grinned at each other in excitement.

‘The five of us will sneak on board the Sea Dragon from the rowboat, gain access to the captain’s cabin and search for your possession,’ Fox continued. ‘Hopefully there will be something there to make it worth my while as well. We will slip back to the rowboat, cast off and get picked up later by my crew. What do you think?’

‘It sounds perfect,’ said Ethan, his eyes shining. ‘Do you really think we can do it?’

‘No,’ said Fox bluntly. ‘There are so many variables – whether we find the Sea Dragon at all in this vast ocean, whether we can catch them, whether they see us, what the weather is like.

‘We had all better pray for some cloud cover to hide this moon or they will see us kilometres away. But I promised to help you, the Lady only knows why. And this is the best plan I have come up with. So try and get lots of sleep between now and the night we find them. In the meantime, if we all want to eat tonight you had better get busy and catch us some fish.’


The four found some fishing rods and lures stowed in a locker. The lures were made to look like squid, with fat white bodies, huge black painted eyes and lots of purple and white trailing tentacles, with the hook hidden inside. The four of them sat on the stern, trailing fishing lines into the churning, white wake behind the Owl.

After ten minutes, Ethan was nearly hauled off the boat by a huge jerk from his fishing rod. Saxon dropped his rod and held onto Ethan, hauling him back onto the deck. Ethan started reeling the fish in, but it was much harder than he expected. The fish was fighting. He teased the fish, slowly hauling it in, then gently letting it out a little as the fish below struggled and floundered.

‘It must be a big one,’ cried Saxon in excitement. ‘It’s putting up a fearsome fight.’

Ethan nodded, his eyes shining in exhilaration, and his brow furrowed. Saxon wriggled and jiggled in anticipation, longing to help Ethan. Roana and Lily abandoned their own lines to watch in interest.

‘It’s so strong,’ gasped Ethan. ‘It feels like I’m pulling against a bucking horse!’

‘Let it out some more,’ encouraged Saxon. ‘You don’t want the line to snap.’

After fifteen minutes, the trapped creature was obviously tiring, and Ethan had hauled it close to the stern.

‘Look at its head,’ Saxon cried. ‘It’s a real beauty.’

As its silver head reared out of the water, the fish struggled in a furious frenzy. Ethan slipped and dragged and hauled, the fishing rod straining in a tight curve. The huge fish arced up, closer and closer, until Saxon grasped its flailing body and helped drag it on board. It flipped and flopped on the deck, fighting to return to the sea.

‘Come and see what Ethan caught!’ yelled Saxon, causing Jack, Carl, Fox and Otto to hurry to the stern. The animal was over a metre long, with a pale white belly, a darker silver back and delicate fins of shiny yellow. Its huge eye stared up at Ethan accusingly.

Ethan felt a mixture of elation and sadness. It was the most beautiful fish he had ever seen, and now its life force was ebbing away on the deck.

‘A yellowfin tuna,’ whistled Fox, admiringly. ‘It’s a good size too. Not bad for your first catch. We’ll have a feast tonight.’

Ethan grinned shyly. ‘I never caught anything quite like that in the river at home,’ he said. ‘I thought it was going to drag me to the bottom.’


Saxon and Ethan gutted and scaled the tuna, slicing it up into thick steaks. There was plenty to feed the whole crew, as well as Aisha and Charcoal.

As the sun sank into the west in a blaze of riotous colour, Ethan and Lily, Roana and Saxon sat on the deck eating buttery fish straight from the pan. When it was dark, they all lay on the deck looking up at the stars.

‘Mmmm, that was good, thanks, Ethan,’ sighed Lily. ‘I think that was the best fish I’ve ever eaten.’

‘It was exciting to watch you haul it in, too,’ added Saxon. Ethan smiled at the memory, flexing his sore and blistered hands.

‘Look, a shooting star,’ called Ethan.

‘There’s another one!’ exclaimed Saxon.

‘It is so beautiful,’ Roana breathed softly. ‘It is almost like a fireworks display. The stars were never this bright in the sky at home in Tira. I suppose it is because it is so dark out here in the middle of the ocean.’

‘There are no lights or lanterns or fires for kilometres,’ Lily added. ‘It feels like there is nothing else in the whole world except us on this tiny boat and a million stars!’

When they finally got up to go to bed, Saxon noticed a luminous green streak surge through the black sea. There was another, then another. The others crowded around to watch.

‘It’s phosphorescence,’ offered Jack from behind the steering wheel. Jack was the ship’s apprentice, not much older than Saxon and Ethan. ‘It looks magical, doesn’t it? Things that move through the water, like fish and dolphins, glow with a ghostly light. It’s mighty weird till you get used to it.’

They watched the glowing green streaks until their eyes ached with tiredness. In a few moments they were all asleep, curled up in their cosy nests of sail.

The next day was as beautiful as the day before. The children ate, dozed and soaked up the warmth of the spring sunshine as the Owl flew across the blue, blue sea.

It was a strange feeling to be in the middle of a vast azure world, with nothing as far as the eye could see except white-capped waves and the odd glimpse of strange sea creatures gliding under the surface.

In the late morning, Lily woke up from a light doze. The sun glittered off the sea like shards of broken glass. A large dark shape broke the endless blue. Lily blinked. It was gone. There was nothing. She looked again. Once more a large black shape breached the water for a moment and then was gone.

‘Hey, look,’ Lily called. ‘There’s something out there.’

The others all woke up sleepily from their sail bag cushions. They looked where Lily was pointing.

‘It’s a whale,’ cried Ethan.

‘It’s two whales,’ added Roana. ‘A mother and a baby.’

The whales came up together, blowing up spouts of water, like white fountains. They seemed to be playing, leaping out of the water, then crashing back with an enormous splash. The mother dived, leaving her tail upright in the air, like a giant signpost. The baby cavorted, waving its flippers and rolling over.

The children watched, mesmerised.

‘And to think the Sedahs kill those beautiful creatures to make lip balm!’ exclaimed Lily in disgust. She fingered the beautiful pearl at her throat, which the Merrow maid had given her as a gift after saving her life.

The days and nights slipped by, broken into shifts by the four-hourly tolling of the ship’s bell, which told the crew the time. The crew worked four hours on, four hours off. In their off time, they slept in the hammocks or played cards.


Sometimes Jack played the harmonica – lively dance reels and sad, sad songs of loss and death that rang out over the ocean like the singing of Merrow folk.

Mia the monkey loved Jack’s harmonica. One afternoon when Jack had been playing, Mia gambolled over, snatched the harmonica and scrambled up the rigging as quick as lightning. She sat up on one of the spars sucking and blowing, trying to make music. Jack stood for an hour below, begging and pleading with her to come down.

She finally grew tired of trying to make music and ran away, flying through the rigging like a circus trapeze artist, clutching the harmonica in one wrinkly paw.

Finally, she came down the mast right where Aisha was curled up asleep in a sail bag. Mia jumped on Aisha’s back and Aisha woke from her sleep in a fright, jumped up and ran, Mia clinging to her back like a jockey.

‘Come back before I wring your neck, you blasted monkey,’ shouted Jack, chasing the escaping monkey mounted on Aisha. Aisha ran faster round the perimeter of the deck. Saxon, Roana and Carl all tried to grab Aisha as she passed, but she was too fast.


Ethan and Lily ran up from below deck, alerted by the cacophony of shouts, barks, swearing and excited monkey chatter. They both burst out laughing to see the pained look on Aisha’s face and the mischievous face of the wicked Mia.

Aisha ran to Ethan and Lily in relief and rolled at their feet, trying to dislodge the tenacious jockey. Mia was too quick and leapt off, tweaking Aisha’s black ear as she fled.

‘Poor Aisha,’ soothed Lily, stroking Aisha gently. Aisha rolled over onto her back to have her white tummy tickled.

Mia scampered straight down the ladder into the cabin, and a few seconds later escaped through the forward hatch, this time with empty paws.

Everybody searched the Owl from bow to stern, but there was no sign of Jack’s precious harmonica. Saxon found it that night when he curled up on his sail bag and discovered something hard and sharp wedged inside.

The children were fascinated by the Owl and keen to learn all they could about sailing. Fox was happy to teach them to fill in the time as they skimmed southwards.

The Owl had two masts of equal height, with a mainsail, a foresail, two head sails and a square topsail. The winds were currently light, so they used a set of old sails, patched and mended. Two sets of spare sails were kept in the sail hold, where they slept. These included a set of strong, new sails to be used in heavy winds and storms, and another set that Fox affectionately referred to as his invisible sails, though he hadn’t explained why.

Sometimes Otto, the bo’sun, sat on the deck basking in the sun with his shirt off, patching a torn sail or splicing snapped ropes. His job was to do running repairs on the ship and keep everything in tip-top shape.

The children noticed in amazement that he had a large creature tattooed in vibrant red, green and blue across his back, shoulders and arms. On closer inspection they realised it was a dragon. Its head and fiery breath snaked down his left arm, its body, claws and wings flew on Otto’s broad back, while its long tail wound sinuously down his right arm. As Otto worked, his muscles rippled under the skin, making the dragon shimmer and tremble as if it were truly alive.

The tattoo seemed very sinister. Lily felt as though the dragon’s blood-red eye were following her as she moved around the ship, as if Otto were spying on her through the creature. She mentally shook herself and concentrated on her chores.

Every day the children had to sluice the timber deck with canvas buckets of seawater to keep the timber clean and swollen tight. They helped Jack measure the Owl’s speed using the log line. The log line was a long rope knotted at regular intervals that was rolled onto a reel. The line was attached to a small wooden triangle, which Jack threw into the sea behind the Owl.

Saxon and Ethan held the reel, feeding out the line. When the first knot hit the water, the sandglass was turned over. The sandglass took exactly twenty-eight seconds to empty. When the sandglass was empty, Jack would count how many knots had been let out. Each knot indicated how many nautical miles the Owl sailed per hour.

Another job was to regularly record the water depth with a lead line. The line was thrown over the side with a lead weight to drag it to the bottom. The lead had a hole filled with wax that picked up fragments from the ocean floor, to indicate whether they sailed over sand or rock.

Even days spent in his company did not make Otto any friendlier. He scowled every time he saw them, especially when he saw Lily cuddling and stroking her black and white kitten. He often made a sign against evil, his three middle fingers curled into his palm, and his thumb and pinky pointing out like horns. Lily tried hard to ignore him and stay out of his way.

Otto’s surly behaviour was the only sour note in the first week of their voyage, which passed like a lovely relaxing holiday, full of sunshine, splashing, eating, joke telling, sharing chores, card playing and music. Of course, holidays cannot last forever. This voyage had a very serious purpose, which drew ever closer.
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Every day, Marnie, Willem, Queen Ashana and the courtiers were escorted up into the herb garden for some fresh air and sunshine. Every day Marnie gathered fresh herbs, flowers and rainwater to make her herbal tisane. Every day the prisoners drew hope and strength and happiness from this brief respite from the oppressive squalor of their dungeon.

After four days, there was a break in their new routine. There was a thudding on the locked gate of the walled garden. An order was barked, and the soldiers leapt to attention. Marnie looked up from where she was kneeling on the paving, picking mint. Queen Ashana was walking up and down the paths with Willem beside her and her ladies trailing behind.

The gate swung open and in walked Governor Lazlac. His face was pale and gaunt, with black shadows under his eyes. Queen Ashana stiffened. She pulled herself up taller. Willem stopped momentarily, but Queen Ashana tugged gently on his arm, and they kept walking.

The queen’s silk dress was filthy and torn, and her hair was knotted and unkempt, but she still wore the unmistakable air of a royal. She had gained some colour from walking in the sunshine. Marnie’s herbal brew had helped her sleep deeply, and Cookie’s improved food had taken away the pinched, unhealthy pallor that she had suffered for weeks. Indignation at Lord Lazlac’s presence now gave her even more colour and a dangerous glint in her eye. She continued to talk to Willem, reminiscing about great royal hunts in the forest of Kenley, acting as if Lord Lazlac did not exist.

Lord Lazlac had been making his way over to where Lord Mortimer lolled on the garden bench, but he saw Queen Ashana and changed direction. He bowed slightly.


‘Madam,’ Lord Lazlac said with a twist of his mouth, which obviously was meant to pass for a smile. ‘Good day.’

Queen Ashana ignored the self-appointed governor. She held herself proudly, lifting her ragged skirts out of the dust, as though concerned they may get dirty.

Lord Lazlac flushed slightly. ‘Madam, I trust you are enjoying this beautiful spring morning,’ he growled.

Queen Ashana kept walking.

‘Willem, I fear there may be something nasty in this beautiful garden,’ the Queen remarked nonchalantly. ‘I can smell quite a dreadful stench here that not even Marnie’s beautiful lavender posies could dispel. I feel quite faint.’

Willem repressed a smile. ‘Marnie’s posies have amazing restorative power, your majesty,’ he replied.

Lord Lazlac ground his teeth in irritation. He swung around, hoping the guards could not hear. The seven guards all stared resolutely straight ahead as if they had heard nothing.

‘Madam, I trust you have enjoyed your brief moments of freedom in the fresh air,’ Lazlac snapped, a little louder this time. ‘I would not want you to do or say anything that may jeopardise the small concessions you now enjoy. It would only take a word to the guards and the cooks and your life, and your friends’ lives, and your son’s life, would be very much the worse.’

Queen Ashana stiffened. Her face went white, then grey. She stopped walking. Then a mask descended over her face – a mask of polite Tiregian royalty. She smiled with great difficulty and little warmth.

‘Why, Lord Lazlac,’ Queen Ashana murmured softly. ‘What a surprise to find you here. I was just telling dear Willem here that this exquisite spring morning reminds me of hunting in the beautiful forests of Kenley. We have had many happy memories there.’

Queen Ashana’s eyes shone brightly, as if brimming with unshed tears. Even Lord Lazlac could not fail to remember that the last time Queen Ashana had been in the forests of Kenley she had lost her husband, her daughter, her son, her crown, her throne and her land. Now she was a prisoner, totally at the mercy of this man.

‘Ahem,’ Lord Lazlac spluttered. ‘Yes. Well, spring is a lovely time of year. Both here and in my own country of Sedah.’


‘I am surprised you are not distraught to be missing spring in your own, probably far more beautiful country,’ Queen Ashana continued in a voice of icy politeness.

‘Yes,’ Lord Lazlac choked. ‘Well – I am here on my most esteemed Emperor Raef’s orders. Once my duty is completed here, I may well be allowed to return to my home.’

Queen Ashana glowed with sudden hope.

‘Pray tell, when do you think that might be?’ she asked.

‘I do not presume to guess my fearful emperor’s intentions, but once Tiregian is completely subdued, the people converted to the ways of Krad and the wealth of Tiregian sent back to my lord’s coffers, then my work will be done. I hope to return home in five to ten years’ time.’

Lord Lazlac twisted his mouth once more. Queen Ashana swallowed painfully. Willem took her arm to offer her support, but Queen Ashana did not need it. She held herself more strongly than ever.

‘I see, my lord,’ Queen Ashana retorted quietly. ‘You seem very sure of yourself.’

‘I am, madam. I am,’ Governor Lazlac said complacently.

He bowed again slightly and turned away. ‘I must have a quick word with Lord Mortma. Enjoy your promenade.’

Queen Ashana stared after him, her brain whirring. She dared not defy this man when her child’s life and her retainers’ lives were in his brutal hands. She must try to play his game. She suddenly had a pounding headache. Her shoulders felt like she had an iron sword skewered through them.

She watched Lord Lazlac and Lord Mortimer closely. Lord Mortimer had no doubt about who held the power at this moment. He leapt to his feet and swept a flourishing bow.

‘My dear Governor Lazlac,’ Lord Mortimer gushed. ‘How delightful to see you!’

‘Mortma,’ Lord Lazlac nodded. ‘I hear you have been hallucinating about this young princess you are besotted with. I hope the fresh air and sunshine has restored your faculties.’

‘I am not besotted with the princess, as you put it,’ Lord Mortimer said huffily. ‘I simply remembered the deal I made with your double-dealing master. I was to provide you with information on where to find the king unprotected. You were to kill the king, invade and take over Tiregian. I was to marry the snotty-nosed brat of a spoilt princess, Roana. Then I was to rule as king on behalf of your master.’


Lord Mortimer scowled. ‘Instead I find myself locked up for weeks in a dungeon, fed on pig slops and nibbled by rats. I have not even had a clean shirt for weeks. This was not the deal I made with Raef.’

‘You will refer to the emperor as his most fearful majesty Emperor Raef,’ Lord Lazlac retorted. ‘Well, things did not go exactly to plan. The princess was killed by a sea monster, and I have had to make other plans.’

Lord Lazlac glanced over at Queen Ashana, who was now walking around the garden perimeter with Marnie, discussing their favourite subject – their respective children.

‘In times of war, one must make contingency plans,’ Governor Lazlac smirked.

‘But the Princess Roana is not dead,’ exclaimed Lord Mortimer. ‘I saw her with my own eyes. She was disguised as a beggar child. She was with some other beggar children who swore they were on a quest to find the Sun Sword of Tiregian.’

Lord Lazlac sniggered.

‘Ridiculous, I know,’ Mortimer replied. ‘But the princess is alive, and I demand you find her and keep your side of the bargain.’

‘Demand?’ Lord Lazlac laughed. ‘I think you are forgetting who holds the keys to your dungeon. You are in no position to demand anything, Mortma. I will overlook this outburst of yours. But do not try my patience. I hope you enjoy your time in the sunshine. It will not last long.’

Lord Lazlac nodded shortly, then swept out of the garden. Lord Mortimer sank back on his garden bench, chewing the corner of one nail. Perhaps he had miscalculated. Perhaps he had made a terrible mistake.

He shook himself. No. He had made a deal with Emperor Raef and surely it would be honoured. They just had to find that irritating brat of a princess. Then everything would be as he had dreamed. King of Tiregian. Aaah – life would be good then.
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Barramon



The beautiful weather and fair winds did not hold. The breeze disappeared for six whole days, leaving the Owl wallowing in an oily sea. The sun beat down mercilessly.

The ship’s bell still rang every four hours to mark the change in watch, but there was no wind and little to do. Someone was always on watch for Sedah ships, but the horizon stayed flat and bare.

Otto muttered and cursed, glaring at Lily as if at an evil snake. Lily avoided him as much as possible.

During the heat of the day, Fox set them to making a large store of customised fire arrows. These arrows had a large tuft of flax, soaked in pitch, attached behind the arrow head.

Fox amused himself by teaching Saxon and Ethan navigation using the ship’s brass compass, which was housed in the binnacle by the ship’s steering wheel.

‘Look, the needle always swings back to the north, so we can find our way home again. Sedah and the Nine Isles are to the south, so the opposite direction,’ Fox explained. ‘And this is an astrolabe, which we use to take an angle between the horizon and a star or planet. The heaving log tells me how fast we are sailing – not that we are going anywhere right now.’

Roana’s fair skin burned and blistered under the hot sun and started to peel off in white sheets. The others turned brown. With all the salt water and sunshine, Roana’s hair started to bleach back to a dark blonde.

The only way to cool off was to dive off the back of the boat and swim in the ice-cold ocean.

Jack warned them constantly about sharks and Octomon and other sea monsters, so they never swam for long. They tried to pass the time by telling stories and jokes, while they did their chores.

‘What has three heads, two hands, eight legs, two tails and two wings?’ asked Saxon chirpily.


‘A dreadful sea monster?’ guessed Lily.

‘A weird kind of dragon?’ asked Roana.

‘A hunter, riding a horse with a falcon on his wrist!’ laughed Saxon.

Lily and Roana giggled helplessly.

‘Why did the hobgoblin cross the river?’

‘To get to the other side!’

Ethan groaned and threw his scrubbing brush at Saxon’s head. Saxon caught it deftly and, with a loud chuckle, threw it back.

‘Have any of you thought of an answer to Fox’s riddle yet?’ Saxon asked.

‘No,’ Roana grumbled. ‘It is too hot to solve riddles.’

Aisha flopped in the shade, her tongue panting, and refused to move.

Fox had already decided to ration the fresh water in case the Owl was becalmed for days. He wanted to ensure they had enough fresh water for the sail back to Tiregian.

Everyone quickly grew short-tempered and touchy. To avoid petty arguments and discord, Fox set them to work practising their fighting and climbing skills.

He organised a series of archery competitions, where everyone took shots at a small empty keg that was bobbing behind the Owl on a long rope. After each round, Fox retrieved the keg and counted the different coloured arrows. Ethan usually won easily, although Lily and Roana also scored well.

‘A lucky shot,’ cried Jack, as Ethan’s tenth arrow in a row hit the bobbing keg, while Jack’s last shot was floating away towards Tiregian.

‘Yes,’ Fox replied, clapping Ethan on the back. ‘And I think you’ll find, young Jack, that the more Ethan practises, the luckier he’ll get!’

Fox, Otto, Carl and Jack practised sword fighting, their cutlasses whirring in the air with silver flashes. The deck rang with the blows of metal upon metal, and Lily was certain she would be stitching up bloodied wounds on all the combatants. They were all skilled at practice fighting, though, and no-one was seriously injured.

Otto alone seemed to fight as if he really wanted to kill someone, but Fox was obviously the stronger swordsman and fought him off easily.

None of the children had ever fought with a sword, so Fox taught them the rudimentary skills, using wooden swords that Ethan and Saxon nailed together from offcuts of timber. Soon the four children were enthusiastically feinting and thrusting.


‘Sword fighting is all about speed, timing and balance,’ instructed Fox. ‘Speed, timing and balance. You need to practise and practise. The swordfighter who wins is the one who practises the most.’

Fox demonstrated – darting forward in a lightning riposte, balancing deftly on the balls of his feet and stopping short, gently pressing the sword tip into Saxon’s chest.

He started the four children doing exercises, attacking a sail bag hanging from a spar. They had to lunge and retreat, lunge and retreat, responding to Fox’s shouts to aim low or high. Fox instructed them on their breathing, speed and choreography. Finally, after a few hours of fighting the sail bag, Fox paired them up – Saxon fighting Ethan, and Roana fighting Lily.

‘Breathe, Rowan,’ bellowed Fox. ‘You can’t fight well without breathing. No, breathe deeply, from your stomach. Attack on the exhale, it will give your thrust more power.’

‘I can’t fight and breathe at the same time,’ Roana laughed, dropping her sword.

‘Then Lily will beat you,’ Fox retorted. ‘You are learning to fight, not learning to bash swords together!’


He looked over to the other pair. ‘Stop thinking, Ethan,’ Fox instructed. ‘You don’t have time to think. You need to react instinctively, like you do when you are firing an arrow. Let your muscles fight while your mind just observes. Yes, that’s better.’

The boys continued, Saxon leaping forward to thrust wildly at Ethan.

‘No, no, no, Saxon!’ Fox roared. ‘Keep those big feet of yours on the ground. You need to slide and glide just above the ground, or your opponent will knock you off balance and have you flat on your back with the cutlass at your throat! Glide, like this!’ Fox danced across the deck, graceful as a ballerina, his cutlass flashing like lightning. ‘Again! Yes, that’s more like it.’

He turned back to the other pair. ‘Much better, Lily.’ Fox nodded approvingly. ‘You are light on your feet, but work on your timing. Read your opponent. See how Rowan shifts his weight and drops his shoulder? Anticipate that attack and block. Watch his eyes. They will tell you a lot, but don’t forget to observe his whole body movements.’

The four children worked hard, keen to please Fox with their improvement, and enjoyed the exercise after a few days of resting on board ship. They practised for hours, especially in the cool of the morning and the early evening. The practice broke up the boredom of the long, windless days, and made them feel as if they were doing something useful.

At first they were all quite clumsy and slow, but they soon learnt to move quickly and defend themselves. Saxon, in particular, loved fighting with a sword and learnt swiftly, his athletic frame moving gracefully.

Aisha whined pitifully as they battled, circling the sword fights with her tail between her legs. She could not understand why her beloved family were fighting their best friends.

Once, Roana lashed out at Lily, and Lily lost her balance and slipped over, rolling deftly out of the way. Aisha leapt at Roana, growling warningly, her hackles raised and her teeth bared ferociously. Roana dropped her sword in shock.

‘Stop, Aisha,’ laughed Lily. ‘I’m all right. It’s just a game.’

Aisha was reassured by Lily’s tone and returned to the shade to watch, her head on her paws and her eyebrows wrinkled attentively.

‘Aisha really frightened me,’ Roana gasped. ‘For the first time ever, I thought she might hurt me.’


‘She was just warning you,’ Lily reassured Roana. ‘But you can understand how she can frighten off thugs, like the bandits who ambushed us on the way to Tira.’

Everyone grinned at the memory of their victory over the lawless highwaymen who had tried to steal their horses.

On the twelfth day, Roana, Saxon, Ethan and Lily were scrubbing the timber decks with buckets of seawater when Otto bustled past them. As usual, he made a grimace as he saw Lily working, and he made sure to walk as far as possible from where Charcoal was curled up in the shade on a coil of rope. His fingers automatically curled up into a ball, with the two outer fingers making horns, warding away Lily and Charcoal’s malevolent presence.

Saxon grimaced behind Otto’s back, imitating the bo’sun’s strutting swagger. He made the same warding sign at the tattooed dragon shimmering in the sun. The others giggled quietly, their shoulders shaking in their effort to keep their laughter silent. Saxon pulled out a pencil and a scrap of paper from his pocket. He scrawled a quick note in their secret backwards code and showed it to the others.

 

Niaga snomel no gnikcus neeb s‘yggard dneirf ruo

 


Roana, Ethan and Lily giggled loudly. Roana took the pencil and added:

 

Lrig reiracs a tem reve evah i kniht ton od i. Tirips 

live na ro hctiw a si ylil skniht eh

 

All four laughed out loud, hunched around the paper. Ethan grabbed the pencil and scribbled:

 

? hguot yllaer kool mih sekam ti skniht 
yggard kniht uoy od? speerc eht uoy 
evig oottat nogard taht t‘nseod! 
gniyfirret si retsis ym

 

Lily took the pencil.

 

gnimmiws s‘eh nehw sretsnom aes eht ffo eracs ot 
s’ti ebyam. pinrut a otni uoy nrut dna uoy esruc ll ‘i ro 
nahte tuo hctaw retteb uoy

 

Everyone laughed again, their heads together over the paper, their scrubbing brushes and buckets lying forgotten beside them. They were so distracted with their coded messages that they didn’t notice Otto creeping back, until he pounced.

‘Caught you – shirking duty again,’ Otto yelled. ‘I told you lazy landlubbers to scrub this deck, not scribble on it. Fox must have sea fever to have let you brats on board.’

The four children stared up at Otto, guilt etched on their faces, the incriminating paper between them.

‘And what have we here?’ Otto gloated, as he grabbed the paper from the deck. His self-satisfied smirk turned to a puzzled frown as he stared at the meaningless letters. The four children grinned conspiratorially.

‘Get back to work.’ Otto scowled menacingly, scrunching up the paper and throwing it overboard. The dragon on his back flexed its wings, shining with sweat, as he stomped aft to the steering wheel.
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On the evening of the thirteenth day, Saxon and Jack climbed down into the rowing boat to fish. The lines bobbed uselessly. Without the movement of the Owl, the fish ignored them, but the boys had nothing else to do except enjoy the peace and glorious sunset.


Jack was playing softly on his harmonica, a beautiful song of longing and love.

‘I’m playing the fish to come to us,’ Jack whispered.

‘Watch out you don’t play that wicked monkey to come to us instead,’ Saxon grinned. ‘I don’t feel like having my hair pulled, or my nose tweaked! I’d rather relax.’

Saxon lay back in the boat, his eyes half closed, enjoying the soothing rocking of the boat as tiny waves lapped against the hull. He was nearly asleep when the line jerked suddenly, nearly pulling Jack into the sea. He dropped his harmonica into the bottom of the boat and stood up to pull the line in.

Saxon sat up, starting in horror. A huge face lifted from the sea, barely three metres from the boat. Water streamed from its scaly flat head, and cascaded back into the sea. Huge, milky grey eyes stared unblinkingly into the boat.

‘Barramon!’ Jack screamed.

Eight metres away the creature’s long tail broke the surface, lashing angrily. Its middle humped up out of the water like a long thin bridge, rippling back down its length.

Saxon and Jack scrambled back away from the creature, yelling loudly. The Barramon opened its mouth wide, revealing a double row of needle-sharp teeth and a forked tongue. The tongue flickered, spraying the boys with slimy spit.

Saxon grabbed up an oar from the rowlock and threatened the monster, but he was just out of reach.

‘Get back,’ yelled Jack, desperately trying to drag Saxon away. ‘It breathes –’

The monster inhaled deeply then roared. Rank hot breath hit the boys in the face, scorching them with its smelly heat. Then a flame shot from its mouth, incinerating the fishing rods and lines. Jack’s clothes caught fire. His hair smouldered. His skin blistered.

Faster than an eye blink, Saxon grabbed Jack by the hands and threw him overboard. He threw him in on the side away from the monster, plunging him deep under water to extinguish the flames. Saxon hauled Jack up again, drenched and dripping, and dragged him back into the boat. Saxon turned to face the monster again. This time it was closer.

Jack cried and moaned, his body quaking with shock. Saxon stared straight into the milky eyes of the monster glaring relentlessly at him. Those eyes seemed mesmerising.

You could get lost staring into their cold, merciless depths. The monster opened its mouth again. Saxon could almost count the teeth. He felt the hot breath gently ruffle his hair. He saw the start of the red hot flame spitting from the Barramon’s mouth.

‘Saxon! Get down!’ screamed a voice behind him. The shrill voice broke the spell and Saxon stumbled and collapsed into the bottom of the boat. The flame licked and flickered over him. His clothes singed and smoked.

At the same moment, there was a series of sharp pings, a whirring noise and a swift breeze disturbed the air. Saxon could make no sense of it lying in the bottom of the boat. Yet his fall seemed to have saved him from the worst of the flame. Instead of excruciating burning, he felt only a rather pleasant warmth.

Up on the stern of the Owl a huddle of people stared in shock at the scene below them.

Ethan stood alone – feet apart, bow steady, arrow nocked. He had already let off a stream of arrows – a dozen in just over a minute. The second had found its mark, down the creature’s throat. One had hit a huge milky eye, bursting it like a jellyfish. The others had stung its head, neck, spine.

The Barramon paused in the middle of its torrent of flame. It shook its flat serpentine head, bristling with arrows, then dived, deep down to the bottom of the ocean. Ethan, Fox and Carl scrambled down the rope ladder to haul the rowing boat in. Aisha whined and cried, running back and forth across the stern.

Otto abandoned his post at the steering wheel, lashing the wheel on one side. The sails hung limp and airless. With no wind the boat did not really need steering. Lily picked up her skirts and ran as fast as she could to the sail hold to fetch her pack.

‘Roana – help me,’ yelled Lily. ‘Fetch blankets and sailbags and some fresh water.’ Roana ran below deck to gather what she could find.

Together Ethan, Fox and Carl carried up Jack first and then Saxon, and laid them gently on the deck. A nauseating smell of wet smoke, singed hair and burnt flesh enveloped them.

Lily hurried back, panting. She dropped to her knees and carefully, gently examined each boy. Charcoal ran over and sat beside her, fascinated, her tail carefully tucked around her body, as if she too were examining the patients.

Jack was unconscious. He had fainted dead away from shock. His face was pale, with a bluish tinge around the mouth. His breathing was laboured and his skin felt clammy and cold. Lily gently covered him up with a blanket. She piled a couple of sail bags under his knees and feet to raise his legs above his heart.

Saxon lay shivering and moaning and his eyes stared around in horror as if searching for the terrifying Barramon here on the deck. While his clothes and hair were singed, he was not badly burned. His drop onto the floor of the boat, and Ethan’s arrows, had saved him from the worst of the flame.

Lily covered him with blankets, moistened his mouth with water and made him as comfortable as possible on the deck.

‘Don’t try to move,’ she whispered gently, stroking his fringe out of his eyes with her fingertips. ‘Just rest quietly for a little while. You’ll be fine.’

Saxon smiled weakly and closed his eyes. His heart still fluttered uncontrollably in his chest. Gradually his breathing quietened.
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Witchcraft



When Saxon was settled, Lily turned back to Jack. His left arm and shoulder had taken the full force of the flame. Lily carefully cut the blackened sleeve of his shirt and peeled it away. The skin beneath was raw and blistering. She dribbled cold rain water over the burns. Jack flinched and woke up, his teeth chattering.

‘Poor Jack,’ whispered Lily. ‘You are fine. I am cooling down your burns with cold water. We’ll just keep you here for a little while until you are feeling a bit better. Are you thirsty? Would you like a sip of water?’

Jack nodded painfully, so Lily let him slowly sip. She kept gently soaking water over the burns for several minutes.

Fox, Carl and Ethan carefully carried Saxon down into the cabin and settled him in a hammock. Aisha followed anxiously, her tail between her legs and her ears cocked.

Otto did not go back to the ship’s wheel. He hung about, stepping from one foot to the other, glancing nervously at Lily and Jack, the tattooed dragon’s head peeking out from under his rolled-up shirt sleeves.

‘Rowan, could you please fetch me some more water for Jack?’ asked Lily. ‘I want to dress his burns now.’

Roana obediently ran forward to the cabin.

Lily delved into her pack and found a large jar of honey that Saira had given her when they left Mereworth. Using a spoon, she began to dribble honey from the jar over the burns. Then she covered up each burn with a clean cloth dressing. Lily sang quietly to herself, lost in the familiar harmony of tending to the wounded.

‘Stop your witching,’ Otto yelled, lunging forward to grab Lily. He hauled her up by her hair and she yelled in pain.

‘No more of your evil potions,’ he snarled, clapping his filthy hand over her mouth. Lily could see the snake-like head of the tattooed dragon glaring at her. It was so close she could see the minute details of the creature’s scales and gleaming fangs. ‘I knew I should have gotten rid of you right away.’

Otto jabbed his sharp dagger against Lily’s throat. ‘There’s no business for females on board a ship, especially a little witch. We’ve had no wind for days, then you tried to kill Jack by calling up a Barramon. When that didn’t work you try to kill him with some putrid poisonous potion!’

Otto started to drag Lily towards the side of the boat.

‘There’s only one way to save Jack now and that’s to slit your throat and throw you and your black cat to the Barramon.’ Otto spat on the deck. ‘The sea spirits will be appeased and the wind will come back.’

Lily struggled and kicked, gasping for breath. The smell of the filthy hand over her mouth made her want to vomit. The sharp dagger pierced her skin and she could feel a warm trickle of blood sliding down her skin and onto her linen shift.

Lily felt overcome with fear. There was no-one else on deck but the unconscious Jack. Uselessly she tried to scream and struggled harder and faster. The boat rocked sickeningly.

There was a hideous yowl. Otto stumbled, slipped and yelled. He had trodden on Charcoal’s tail, and the kitten had retaliated with a vicious swipe of claws across Otto’s bare ankle. Otto’s fingers slid for a moment from Lily’s mouth. Lily bit hard and tasted blood in her mouth. Then she screamed. She screamed as loudly as she could.

Otto swore. He dropped the dagger from Lily’s neck, pushing her towards the rail at the side of the Owl. Lily bent backwards, feeling the hard timber of the gunwale behind her and the sickening sweaty body of Otto pressing against her, pushing her backwards towards the sea and the fire-breathing Barramon lurking in the depths.

A flash of red-gold streaked towards them and knocked Otto flying. He sprawled across the deck. Lily was knocked sideways and hit the deck hard, slamming all the breath from her. She rolled over and looked up.

There, standing on Otto’s chest, was Aisha. Her teeth were bared. All the fur on her neck stood straight in the air. A white foam of slobber dripped from her mouth onto Otto’s face. She growled deep in her throat.

Otto went completely white. He stuttered and whimpered in fear, covering his face with his dragon arms.


‘Call it off,’ Otto whimpered. ‘Call off the dog before it kills me.’

Aisha glanced quickly at Lily, waiting for her command.

Lily was speechless with shock and horror. She swallowed hard, moistening her throat, trying to think what order to give Aisha.

‘Good girl, Aisha! It’s all right, girl. Leave it now,’ Ethan’s voice said calmly.

Aisha looked up questioningly, looked down at Otto’s tempting bare throat as if deciding what to do, then obediently and daintily stepped off the petrified smuggler.

Otto breathed a huge sigh of relief, only to see something equally terrifying. Standing over him, face set with fury, was Ethan, bow poised, arrow nocked and pointing directly at his heart. Otto squealed in terror, cowering against the deck.

‘Don’t move,’ said Ethan. ‘Lily, are you all right?’

Lily nodded. She was shaken and bruised, frightened and shocked, but not badly hurt. Roana ran to hug her. Aisha whined and licked Lily all over her face, checking she was still all there. Lily murmured to her softly and gently. Aisha flopped down and placed her black-tipped head in Lily’s lap, her tail thumping the deck.


A heavy hand descended on Ethan’s shoulder.

‘Well done, son. I’ll take it from here,’ murmured Fox. He pulled out his engraved silver dirk from its ornate scabbard. ‘Get up, Otto,’ Fox growled, his black eyes flashing.

Otto groaned and complained. But after a fierce growl from Aisha and a casual wave of the dirk from Fox, he struggled to his feet.

‘Apologise to the young lady,’ Fox ordered. Mia reiterated the order by jumping up and down on Fox’s shoulder, chattering angrily.

Otto shuffled and dissembled, his shifty eyes darting around the deck, as if searching for the best line of escape. Fox carefully inspected his dirk, looking for smudges. Otto scowled horribly, then muttered a barely audible apology, glaring at the timber deck.

‘Now, Lily. This man has done you a wrong,’ stated Fox gently.

‘Wrong?’ exclaimed Ethan hotly, clenching his bow with white knuckles. ‘He tried to kill my sister!’

‘Exactly,’ replied Fox, his voice soothing and calm. ‘So, Lily, I think it poetic justice that you should decide his fate.’ He began to pace up and down, as if thinking deeply.

‘We could toss him to the Barramon – as it appears he planned to do to you,’ Fox mused, playing with the gold hoop in his ear. ‘It might even bring some wind, although I doubt it. Or we could keelhaul him … you know, drag him under the keel of the ship, not that there are many barnacles on my ship. Or we could flay him with the whip and throw him into the bilges with the rats, or –’

‘No,’ cried Lily, going pale at the thought of these terrible punishments. ‘Couldn’t we just lock him up in your cabin until we get back to Tiregian?’

‘Of course not,’ declared Fox in shock. ‘I am not giving up my cabin for anybody!’

He thought for another moment. ‘We’ll lock him in the hold until I decide what to do with him,’ Fox resolved. ‘But that means that with Jack and Saxon injured, and Otto locked up, Rowan and Ethan will need to help sail the ship. That is, if we ever get any wind. I should have known better than to have a retired pirate on board my ship. It’s hard to get good help on a smuggling ship, you know!’

Roana helped Lily back to finish dressing Jack’s burns with honey and cloth. Jack was moved below deck to lie in the hammock next to Saxon’s. Aisha followed Lily everywhere like a shadow, determined not to let her out of her sight again for even a moment.


Then it was Lily’s turn to be nursed. Ethan cleaned the shallow cut on her throat with seawater, dabbed some rosemary water on it, then rubbed some arnica onto the bruises. Roana made everyone some hot tea. Lily went to lie in a sail bag in the shade to rest, with Charcoal curled up in the crook of her knees and the faithful Aisha at her feet.

Ethan and Fox marched Otto down below, into the storage hold behind the bulkhead, where the smuggled goods were usually stored. Otto was locked in with a blanket, a flask of water, some bread and a bucket. After the long journey, the stale air now smelt strongly of the bilges.

Fox did not seem to notice the smell. Ethan tried to breathe through his mouth to avoid the rank odour, but the stink, the closeness of the hold, the wallowing of the Owl in the windless ocean and the shock of the attack on his sister combined to make Ethan suddenly feel very sick. He swallowed and closed his eyes, fighting the nausea.

Burning bile rose in his throat. Ethan raced up the ladder to the port side of the ship and vomited over the side, until his eyes streamed with tears and his sides ached.

Mia clambered up his leg, climbed up onto his shoulder and patted him gently on the cheek, chattering quietly in his ear. Ethan stroked the naughty monkey on her back. Her fur was silky and soft. Mia popped her warm little hands inside Ethan’s collar, stroking him gently.

Fox came up behind Ethan and clapped him lightly on the back.

‘ ’Tis the seasickness, lad,’ Fox explained. ‘It can take even seasoned sailors really badly and often quite by surprise. Take it easy for a while, and try to keep your eyes on the horizon. It helps, believe me.’

Ethan nodded, embarrassed. He felt much better up in the fresh air. He went to sit on watch on the bow. He had Fox’s brass eyeglass, and he used it to scan the horizon regularly for sign of a sail, of land, even of sea creatures or birds. There was nothing.

Ethan sat and dreamed of the Sea Dragon. Was it still out there? Was it also becalmed or had it slipped by them on some capricious breeze? Would they find it on this vast ocean? Would they find the Moon Pearl and Star Diamonds?

He burned with frustration to be sitting there, bobbing up and down uselessly when so much was at stake.
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Storm



The storm came from the north. The wind howled and moaned around the tower, blowing snow in whirlwinds of blinding whiteness. The tower groaned and moaned in the ferocious wind.

Icy draughts and small drifts of snow trickled through the cracks in the stone around the window, falling to the floor.

Prince Caspar sat up in bed, terrified. The wind, the snow, the sounds went on and on. Caspar was sure the tower would be flung from its mountain perch and tossed into the valley below. At least that would be an end.

He pulled the blankets up around his chin and the pillow over his head to block out the ceaseless howling. He whimpered in fear and sadness and longing.

He thought about his mother, his father, his sister. He tried to re-create their faces in his memory. Already they were blurring, turning to mist, and the harder he tried to grasp them, the further they fled.

He closed his eyes and remembered the soft feel of his mother’s hand on his forehead, stroking him, calming him, chasing away the nightmares.

He tried to block out the noise of the storm by remembering his sister’s voice telling him stories when they were younger. The candles in the nursery were long since blown out, but Roana would tell him endless stories of adventure and heroics, of princes and princesses, fairies and trolls and strange magical beasts.

At last, the medicine Prince Caspar had been given at bedtime began to cloud his brain with drowsiness.

He dreamed wild dreams of snow giants battling outside his window. The giants hurled huge boulders of snow, which shattered against the tower walls, shaking them to the foundations.

The giants growled and howled, wielding massive clubs of ice. They wrestled and punched and grappled each other, tearing their snow hair by the roots.

In the dream Prince Caspar peered out the window of his tiny, cold tower room. Riding the back of the biggest, meanest snow giant was a tiny figure, dressed all in white. Caspar looked more closely. He gasped. It was his big sister, Roana. Caspar screamed and yelled, waving his arms at her.

Ice Princess Roana turned and looked at him. Then she looked away indifferently. She rode away on her snow giant, without a backward glance, leaving Caspar to the priests. Caspar sobbed and cried in his sleep, his arms straining after the ice princess on the snow giant.

When he woke in the morning, the storm was gone, but not the terrible heavy feeling of grief and abandonment left by the dream. He could not get up out of bed.

‘Come on, Boy,’ whispered the priest of Krad. ‘Get up and come down to breakfast.’

Prince Caspar turned his face to the wall.

‘I have some lovely honey for your toast this morning, and here’s your medicine. You know it makes you feel better,’ coaxed the priest.


Caspar obediently managed a small smile. He drained his medicine cup and struggled out of bed. Another dreary day.
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Down in the palace dungeons, Queen Ashana, Willem and Marnie slept oblivious to the wild storm blowing far above their heads.

The Sedah guards paused on their rounds, seeking some shelter on the battlements. There was none.

‘Krad curse this blasted country and its blasted weather,’ swore one guard to another.

The other guard just nodded. He was too cold and wet to speak.

High in his royal bedchamber, Lord Lazlac sat at his desk, his quill poised over an epistle to his master, Emperor Raef. A fire roared in the grate. Candles flickered in the draught. Outside, the wind moaned like a prowling monster.

‘Krad curse this blasted country,’ whispered Lord Lazlac, as he struggled to find words to explain the latest developments in the invasion of Tiregian.

He threw the quill down and stared moodily into the fire.


A change in circumstances required a change in plan. He needed to secure his position as governor of Tiregian, especially when so many things were going awry. How was he to implement this new plan? And how to broach the plan with his master?
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In the soldiers’ mess, Sniffer stared stonily into space. At the table behind him, Burgis laughed loudly as he lost yet more money at dice. Sniffer twitched with irritation. He could not stand living and working with Burgis and his constant smell, but that seemed to be his fate until he could find that elusive brat of a princess.

Sniffer twirled a long curly hair between his fingers. He sniffed it absentmindedly. Outside the storm was building in intensity.

He went over the evening on the beach again and again. The children had escaped with the help of an adult. They had escaped by boat. Where would they be going and why? Who was the mysterious adult? Which boat were they on and where did it moor?

There must be someone at Ainsley who knew – someone who was willing to talk for a price. He would start knocking on doors in the morning. He was sure the children would return to the shores of Tiregian sooner or later. And when they did, he would be waiting …
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Dinner was being prepared in the hot galley. Lily bent over the cast-iron stove, stirring a stew of smoky bacon and wilted vegetables. She pushed the damp strands of curly, honey blonde hair out of her eyes, frowning in concentration.

The stove suddenly lurched, swinging on its iron pivot pole. The pot nearly slid off the stovetop but Lily grabbed the handle just in time. Everyone looked up. The Owl was moving. The wind had returned.

‘All hands on deck,’ yelled Fox. Immediately everyone jumped to their feet and followed Fox on deck.

To the north, thick black clouds billowed and boiled, swept along by the racing wind.

Mia jumped up and down in the rigging, chattering excitedly. Aisha whined, pacing back and forth along the deck, unnerved by the sudden tension in the air.

Fox stared silently to the north, a deep furrow between his brows. Then he started to bark orders. The intense seriousness in his voice, which for once lacked any sign of levity, made everyone scurry about their tasks without question.

The old patched sails were taken down, folded neatly and stowed in the sail locker. A stronger storm jib was set. Items that had been left lying about were carefully stowed away. The hatches were battened down and the portholes locked.

The animals – Mia, Charcoal and Aisha – were shut in Fox’s cabin to keep them out of the way. Mia was locked in a small cage, which was built especially for keeping the monkey safe during storms. She jumped up and down, screeching in fury at the indignity of being locked away.

It was a race against time to ready the ship for the battle ahead. Closer and closer the black mountains of cloud sped towards them, swallowing the stars.

The wind slammed into the ship with a thud that knocked the breath out of them. The wind howled and keened and screamed at them. The rain followed, pelting and driving. The waves climbed and grew until they towered over the tiny hull. The wind whipped the wave tops into white froth, which danced and sprayed in a wild frenzy.


Fox huddled into his oilskins, his black eyes peering into the darkness, squinting against the storm. He hauled and fought with the ship, which was tossed by the wind and the waves. Carl huddled in the bow, lashed to the foremast, desperately trying to look ahead to see if there was any imminent danger.

Ethan, Lily, Roana and Saxon were ordered below to shelter, where they huddled with Jack in the tiny saloon. The motion of the ship – tossed, dropped, thrown, pummelled – meant the children were battered and bruised. It was impossible to judge the timing and direction of the next movement, and brace against it.

The Owl’s timbers creaked and strained. It sounded as if they were being forcibly wrenched apart.

‘What’s happening?’ cried Roana in a high-pitched squeal.

Her mind filled with visions of the hull smashing and tonnes of icy seawater pouring into the cabin, swirling around them and sucking them out into the depths.

‘Let’s tell some stories, or jokes,’ murmured Saxon, putting on a brave face, as the hull thudded into a wave as though hitting a stone wall. ‘Did I ever tell you the one about the yeoman and the troll?’


‘No jokes,’ moaned Ethan, rolling his eyes to heaven. ‘May the Moonmother spare us that!’

The waves and wind grew stronger. No-one chatted or joked.

The ship leant heavily to the port side, then threw itself to starboard. The bow rose higher and higher, until the floor was a slippery slide, with everything on board sliding to the stern. Then the bow lurched and dropped, like a rock down a cliff, and everything fell with it, down, down, down to the bow.

The ship smashed into the bottom of the drop with a sickening crunch. A cupboard flew open. Plates, glasses and cups flew through the air, smashing and shattering. Shards of glass and ceramics exploded, slicing flesh with their wickedly sharp slivers.

Everyone screamed. The air in the stuffy cabin grew hot and thick. Fear sapped the oxygen, leaving a thick fug.

Roana’s head ached. The bile rose in her throat. Her stomach lurched and somersaulted. The sickness welled up her throat and she vomited as though she could never stop. The smell rose in steamy waves.

The Owl lurched again unpredictably. Ethan was the next to vomit. Lily’s stomach heaved in retaliation. She snatched the bucket from Roana, who had momentarily stopped. Lily felt as if her head was going to explode. Soon Saxon and Jack were just as seasick as the others.

‘I’ve got to get out of here,’ Lily yelled. ‘It must be better outside.’

She struggled to the saloon door, which was battened shut. She was thrown hard against the starboard wall, banging her head sharply. She unfastened the door. The wind snatched it from her hand and banged it violently back and forth.

Fox gestured furiously from the steering wheel, ordering her back inside. He shouted but his words were snatched and scattered to the waves. Lily breathed in, savouring the salty, fresh cold air. A fork of lightning blazed across the sky, lighting up the world with its white-hot brilliance.

The world seemed to have shrunk in the fury of the storm. Lily could see in every direction to the horizon, in a perfect circle about her. It felt as if they were in the centre of a giant teacup, with the Owl bobbing uselessly in the middle. The lightning disappeared as quickly as it had arrived, plunging the world back into inky blackness.

Lily struggled to the stern, battling the wind and the rain, to where Fox was fighting the huge steering wheel.

‘Inside,’ Fox shouted. ‘Go … out … back …’ The wind whipped most of his words away.

Lily shook her head to show her incomprehension and cupped her ear. The wind whipped her hair into her eyes, stinging them. She tried to gather it back out of her face, but the wind grabbed her cloak and swirled that away from her, letting in needle-sharp, stinging rain and sending icy shivers of fear through her.

‘Go back inside,’ Fox blared straight into her ear. ‘It’s too dangerous out here. You could be swept overboard.’

‘No. I can’t,’ begged Lily. ‘Everything’s flying about, including us, and everyone’s being seasick and I feel like I am going to die in there. I can’t breathe. I have to stay on deck.’

Fox looked at her in gentle sympathy, his red hair whipped by the gale so it crackled like a real fire.

‘All right, but lash yourself tightly to the ship with some good strong rope,’ Fox barked. ‘Stay out of the way. And make those knots strong. If you go over, we’d never find you.’

Lily nodded in relief. Already she felt a bit better in the fresh air. Her steps rolled with the deck. She climbed back down into the saloon to fetch some sturdy rope.

‘Fox says I can lash myself to the mast,’ Lily explained. ‘It has to be better on deck than down here.’

Ethan nodded and reached for a length of rope for himself. Saxon struggled to his feet, wincing as his burned shoulder was knocked against the table. Roana crouched down, her face stricken. Ethan, Lily and Saxon knotted the rope firmly around their waists. Saxon checked each knot carefully to ensure it was secure.

Lily looked at Roana, raising her eyebrow questioningly. Roana shivered and trembled, sinking lower into the bench. Lily rubbed her gently on the shoulder and turned to go.

‘I’m staying down here,’ said Jack weakly, nursing his injured arm gingerly. ‘At least it’s warm and dry.’

Ethan nodded and started for the door, followed by Lily and Saxon.

‘Wait. I’ll come with you,’ Roana cried.

Ethan turned back and found her some rope, which he knotted carefully around her waist. Together the four of them struggled up on deck, latching the door behind them. They slowly made their way forward to the main mast. Every step was hard-fought. They slipped and skidded on the slick deck, grazing knuckles and knees.

Each one tied themselves to the mast and then checked one of the other’s knots, just to be sure.

The rain pelted. The wind howled and roared. The Owl climbed up, up, up a monstrous wave that reared above its puny masts. For a moment it levelled out, triumphant on the top of the world.

Then down, down, down, skidding, slipping, sliding to the black depths of the vast ocean. The Owl slammed into the bottom of the trough with a sickening crunch, for just a moment out of the wind. Then it started all over again.

Huge waves frothed and bubbled over the bow, pouring in a torrent of foaming water down the deck. The four children huddled into the mast, clinging to each other with desperate arms.

Cold water trickled down their necks. They huddled into cloaks that were saturated and heavy. Their stomachs felt twisted with fear. Sometimes one or the other would retch and heave. There was nothing left in their stomachs to vomit. They trembled and shivered.

Ethan stared at his sister, Lily, her hair plastered to her skull, her eyes closed and lips bloodless. He remembered scenes from their childhood.


He remembered Lily swinging from the tree branches like Mia the monkey. He remembered her riding Nutmeg, the beautiful royal hunter, with her curly honey hair flying in the wind. He remembered her finding the little black kitten in the ruins of Leacroft and stubbornly refusing to leave the animal behind. He remembered her brave and strong facing the bandits.

He thought about Saxon, his best friend since they were toddlers. He remembered Saxon’s endless jokes and pranks. He remembered Saxon coming back to Saira’s cottage at Mereworth with a basket overladen with silver fish, his face beaming. He remembered Saxon climbing down the cliffs to swim the rain-swollen river to get them all safely across the gorge at Tira.

And he thought of Roana. He remembered finding her unconscious body lying in the mud on the forest floor, her snow-white pony standing beside her. He remembered seeing Roana appear out of the darkness of the forest like a wraith, swearing to join them on their quest. He remembered seeing her, proud and disdainful, taking on the supercilious Lord Mortimer. And he remembered her laughing and shrieking, jumping on the bed, whacking Saxon with a pillow when they had found the Sun Gem.


Now they were all in the worst danger they had yet faced. How could the fragile Owl survive the beating of this terrible storm? How could the bright flames of his friends survive the fury of this terrible sea?

The hours trickled by. Surprisingly, their fear ebbed. It was not possible for the mind to stay in a state of constant terror for too long. As the Owl survived wave after wave, gale after gale, hour after hour, the four children fell into an exhausted doze.
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Saving the Owl



A sickening crack woke them. The crack was followed by terrifying sounds of crashing, ripping and tearing. Ethan struggled to his feet. Through the lashing rain and blackness, Ethan could see the foremast had broken, snapped in half.

The foresails were dragging in the water with rigging and ropes washing overboard. The Owl started to list dangerously, pulled to starboard by the weight of the sails and broken mast. Waves poured in torrents over the deck.

Carl scampered back towards them, fear etched onto his face.

‘Ethan. Saxon. Rowan,’ Carl yelled into the deafening wind. ‘Forward with me – we have to get the mast and sails back on deck, before it drags us under. Lily, get down below and bring Jack and Otto up. We need all hands to save this ship.’

Lily paled at the thought of facing Otto again.

‘Use your dagger, Lily,’ whispered Ethan, as everyone scrambled to obey. The safety lines were untied and everyone slithered and slipped to their appointed positions.

Jack was already climbing up from the cabin when Lily reached the door, his injured arm in its sling. She shouted Carl’s orders and Jack waved his good hand in acknowledgement.

Lily gripped her dagger tightly as she struggled to unlock the bolt on the hold door. The stench from inside the hold hit her like a slap.

Otto glared at Lily as she relayed Carl’s message. Otto remained seated, his tattooed arms crossed insolently.

‘It’s your choice,’ Lily snapped. ‘Either you come up and help us save this ship, or I lock you back in the hold to drown like a rat.’

Otto thought for a moment, then shuffled to his feet.

‘After you, my lady,’ he growled, with a sarcastic little flourish.


‘Thanks but no thanks,’ Lily replied boldly. ‘I’ll stay right behind you where I can see you, and don’t forget I have a dagger this time.’

Otto scrambled up the ladder, saluting Fox jauntily, then scampered forward to Carl as easily as if the deck were completely flat and still. Lily followed more sedately, gripping onto any handhold she could find.

Once with the others, she tied herself onto the ship and helped drag canvas sails, rope and timber back on deck. Carl directed operations. The object was to salvage as much as they could and cut free anything else.

At last the broken half of the mast was back on the deck, lashed to the railing, and the rigging and sails seemed to have been secured.

Everyone collapsed on the deck, wet and exhausted, but relieved. The Owl slowly righted herself. The schooner was no longer listing to starboard, yet the motion did not feel quite right.

Instead of the back-and-forth rocking of the ship riding up and down the waves, the Owl wallowed sickeningly.

Ethan heard a faint noise like a distant shout, whipped away by the wind. Down below, he heard the sound of Aisha howling. Ethan struggled to sit up. He saw Fox still battling with the huge wheel that steered the schooner.

He rubbed his eyes. His stomach gave a sudden lurch and his heart filled with dread. There was still something wrong.

Ethan unlashed himself from the foremast. He clung onto the rail and made his way back to where Fox was unsuccessfully trying to untangle a rope from the port side.

Fox’s grim face revealed the truth. The Owl was in trouble. Dangerous trouble.

‘Fox, what’s wrong?’ shouted Ethan over the howling wind.

‘One of the ropes that went over the side seems to be tangled around the rudder,’ Fox shouted back, directly into Ethan’s ear. ‘I can’t free it. If I can’t steer the ship we have no chance in this storm. One of these waves, this one or the next, will take us down.’

Ethan’s mind grappled with this development. He visualised the rope tangled around the rudder. Then he visualised the helpless Owl tumbled and smashed by the storm. There must be something they could do.

‘What if I dive under the boat with a dagger and cut it free?’ Ethan shouted back.


‘It’s too dangerous,’ Fox shouted, shaking his head vehemently. ‘You might be swept away. We may never find you again. You could be hit on the head by the hull of the boat. The sea is wild and vicious. It is too much for a child.’

Ethan thought about Lily, Roana, Saxon, Aisha, Charcoal, Jack and Mia. They needed Fox to captain the Owl to survive this storm. No-one else had the knowledge or expertise.

Ethan started stripping off his cloak, shirt and breeches. He estimated the distance from the top of the stern to where he imagined the rudder to be, and compared that to his rope safety line. It should be long enough.

Cautiously, Ethan double-checked the rope knotted around his waist, praying silently to the Moon Goddess that the knots would hold. With rain-slicked hands, he clumsily knotted the end of the rope to the strongest stanchion he could find. Lastly he put his belt back on, with his dagger safely tucked in its sheath.

‘Ethan,’ Fox reiterated quietly, ‘it is too dangerous.’

‘I must try,’ Ethan replied. ‘I have to do something or we will all be lost.’

Fox nodded, his eyes shining with respect and hope.


‘Good luck, Ethan,’ he cried, fervently. ‘May the Goddess guide you and keep you safe.’

Ethan stood on the stern for a moment, shivering in his underwear. The needles of rain stung his naked skin. The wind howled around him, shrieking at him to turn back. Ethan took several deep, deep breaths, filling his lungs, his blood, his brain with oxygen.

Lily sat up under the foremast. She saw Ethan in his underclothes, balancing precariously on the rail.

She stood up and screamed.

‘Ethan. No. Ethan. Noooooooooo!’

The words were whipped away and flung into the darkness.

She untied her own rope and ran, slipping and sliding on the deck, her long skirts and petticoats tripping her with their sodden weight.

She reached the steering wheel, still screaming, ‘Ethan. Nooooo!’

Ethan heard her. He turned around and smiled slightly.

‘Lily, I have to try.’

Then he jumped.

A huge wave reached up to take him. Ethan spluttered with shock. The water was icy. But still down he dived. His eyes opened wide under the water, trying to see the glimmer of the rope in the inky coldness.

Roana reached Lily a moment later, with Saxon limping behind her. The three clung to each other, staring helplessly down into the blackness.

‘For the Sun Lord’s sake, tie yourselves to the ship,’ shouted Fox. Saxon rushed to obey, tying them all safely once more.

Lily stared over the side. Long, long moments passed. There was nothing but the sea, the Owl, the storm.

‘He’s gone,’ Lily murmured to herself. ‘Ethan is gone. I will never see my brother again.’

Lily stared at the sodden little pile of clothes on the deck. That was all that was left of strong, brave Ethan. Her big brother. Huge tears rolled down her cheeks, lost in the rain and salt spray. She sank to the deck on her knees, her eyes searching the black sea in vain.

Fox covered his face with his hands, his shoulders slumped. The steering wheel stayed jammed in its position.

Saxon ran to the stern and yelled into the darkness.

‘Ethan! Ethaaaaaannnn!’


Roana hugged Lily, shaking with shock and cold. ‘How could it all end like this?’

The noise was like a slap. The wheel spun wildly. Fox grabbed for it, nearly breaking his fingers on the whirring wheel. His strong hands hauled it back under control. A broad grin split Fox’s face.

‘He’s done it,’ Fox exclaimed. ‘The lad’s done it! The rudder is free.’

Gradually the Owl turned its bow away from the driving waves. The ship stopped wallowing and started to ride the waves proudly once more.

‘Look there,’ cried Roana. ‘I think I can see him!’

Everyone followed her gaze. A glimmer of white foam revealed where something was breaking the surface of the water.

‘The safety line,’ screamed Fox. ‘Haul him in!’

Lily, Roana and Saxon all scrambled for Ethan’s safety line. They hauled and tugged. Nothing happened. They dug deeper. They called on every ounce of strength in their bodies.

The safety line started to give. Hand over hand, they hauled. The rope cut and burnt into their fingers and palms until they were slick with blood.

‘Use the winch,’ yelled Fox.

Saxon wound the rope around and around the drum and used the winch to slowly inch it in.


Roana and Lily ran to the stern to search the water.

‘He’s there,’ shrieked Lily, nearly tumbling into the ocean herself in her anxiety.

As the cold, limp body of Ethan was winched on board, Lily and Roana struggled to help him up as gently as possible. Blood streamed from a gash on his forehead and from cuts on his hands. His head lolled against his chest. He flopped onto the deck, still and lifeless.

Lily threw herself onto him, pummelling him with her hands, tears running down her face as she called his name. All healing knowledge forgotten, she shook him, then thumped him on the back with all her strength.

Ethan coughed and gagged. He vomited up half the ocean over the deck. He retched and coughed and then breathed deeply of the sweet night air.

Lily threw herself on him, laughing and crying. Roana danced a little jig of joy and threw her arms around Fox, giving him a big kiss on the cheek, much to his bemusement. Ethan was shivering violently, his teeth clattering with cold. Saxon helped Lily to lift Ethan up and wrap him in his sodden cloak.

Together they all helped half drag, half carry Ethan down into the saloon cabin, where they wrapped him in dry blankets. Otto was locked back in the hold, swearing and complaining.

Aisha howled and scratched at the door of Fox’s cabin until they let her out. She climbed up on the saloon bench and curled into as tiny a space as possible, with her head on Ethan’s lap, gently licking the blood from his fingers.

Everyone sat around the saloon table and stared at each other. The saloon was still littered with debris and shards of glass. The ship still rocked wildly. The air still smelt strongly of vomit and bilges. Yet somehow it all seemed bearable now. Somehow they would survive this night, this storm.

‘Look at us,’ Roana laughed. ‘Saxon and Jack scorched by Barramon fire, Lily attacked by a madman who thought she was a witch, and now Ethan half drowned and battered from saving our ship in a storm. Aisha and I are the only ones unscathed!’

Aisha looked up at the sound of her name and whined, wagging her tail pitifully, her eyes liquid brown and her red-gold face wrinkled with worry.

‘Exactly, Aisha! Not so unscathed, I think,’ laughed Lily shakily. ‘A princess with all her hair lopped off, dyed nut brown and dressed like a smuggler’s lad!’

Roana pulled a face and tugged at her short, streaky hair ruefully.

Everyone started to laugh. They laughed until their sides ached and their cheeks felt like splitting. They laughed until the tears rolled down their faces. They laughed until there were no giggles left.

Roana managed to make some sandwiches on the wildly rocking table, which everyone nibbled appreciatively. Roana took a couple up to Fox and Carl on the deck. Then, despite the erratic bucking of the Owl, and the keening wind, everyone down below somehow fell asleep – a deep, healing sleep with no nightmares and no regrets.

It was as though, by cutting the tangled rope with his dagger and freeing the Owl, Ethan had taken the fight out of the storm. Gradually the wind blew less strongly. Gradually the waves started to drop.

When the sun rose next morning, it was on a fresh new day. A fair breeze blew. A weary Fox and Carl handed their shifts over to Roana and Saxon. Jack and Lily made toast and honey, and tea for everyone.

‘Carl and I just need to sleep for a couple of hours,’ announced Fox. ‘Then we will drag up that scoundrel bo’sun, Otto, and supervise him making some repairs. Meanwhile, just keep the Owl floating along in a south-westerly course on the compass, and keep a good watch out for anything resembling rocks or whales or land. Wake me the moment you spot anything untoward.’

Fox curled up in a sail bag right at Saxon’s feet, with Mia the monkey snuggled into his neck.

‘Are you going to sleep there?’ asked Saxon in surprise.

‘You don’t think I’d sleep below with a landlubber like you at the helm?’ retorted Fox with a wink. In a moment he was snoring happily.

Later in the morning, when Fox had slept, Otto was brought up from the hold, reeking of bilges and rotgut. He had found the ship’s stores during the night and drunk himself into oblivion. He came up bleary-eyed but none the worse for the storm.

‘Don’t even think of trying anything, Otto,’ threatened Fox menacingly, waving his silver dirk in the air. ‘After your last escapade, you are lucky to be alive. Don’t push your luck. It’s not too late for me to change my mind about feeding you to the Barramon.’

Fox set Otto to work splicing ropes, mending broken spars and patching ragged sails. Jack, Carl, Ethan, Saxon and Roana worked under Otto’s direction. The broken foremast was securely bound to its shattered stump, making it a couple of metres shorter than the original mast, but almost as sturdy.

The crew worked steadily and patiently, repairing the damaged ship. Within a few hours, the jury-rigged Owl was sailing once more, not quite as proudly as before but still sleek and fast.

The plan had been to intercept the Sea Dragon en route to Sedah a week ago. Since then they had been becalmed and storm tossed, attacked by a Barramon and blown kilometres off course. Who knew where the Sea Dragon might be?

Fox spent ages at his desk, poring over charts, calculating likely speeds and directions. Finally he called the children down to his cabin and gravely closed the door.

‘According to my calculations, we are here,’ Fox pointed on the map, west of the finger of islands jutting north towards Tiregian. Mia immediately scampered down his arm to sit on the blue ocean of the charts.

‘We are dangerously close to Sedah, the Owl is damaged, and we have no real idea of where the Sea Dragon might be. Consequently, I have decided to abandon our search and return to Tiregian immediately.’


The four children gasped in horror. Aisha whined.

‘No! We can’t give up now,’ beseeched Ethan. ‘We must get onto that ship.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Fox replied firmly. ‘It is not worth risking all our lives and my ship for the vague hope of some treasure. We are going home.’

‘Please, Fox,’ Lily entreated. ‘Can’t we at least try?’

‘Why?’ asked Fox suspiciously. ‘What could possibly be on the Sea Dragon that is worth risking so much to find?’

The four children looked at each other, torn with indecision. Ethan raised his eyebrow. The others nodded.

‘The Moon Pearl,’ Ethan explained solemnly. ‘The Moon Pearl and Star Diamonds from the Sun Sword. We need to get them back if Tiregian is to have any hope of defeating the Sedahs.’

Fox laughed. ‘You’re joking! Four children raiding a Sedah warship to steal back one of the country’s greatest treasures?’

The children nodded. Fox stared at them in bemusement.

‘How do you know the Moon Pearl is even on that ship?’ Fox asked.


‘We don’t know for sure,’ Saxon replied, ‘but we decoded a secret message from Lord Lazlac’s desk that said they would be.’

‘You decoded a secret message from Lord Lazlac’s desk?’ repeated Fox in disbelief. ‘It said the Moon Pearl would be on the Sea Dragon?’

‘Yes,’ Lily confirmed, her face pale and earnest.

‘If the Moon Pearl really is on the Sea Dragon, it could be anywhere,’ Fox argued. ‘You would need to get on board, without being seen, and search the ship – it is virtually impossible.’

‘You are probably right, Fox,’ Roana agreed. ‘We may very well fail. It would be much easier to simply give up and let the Sedahs win. However, the Sedahs will destroy Tiregian and everything we love if we do nothing to stop them. Please, Fox. Please help us try.’

Fox fingered his beard, thinking deeply.

‘I must be mad,’ Fox replied finally. ‘Alright, we’ll spend one more night searching for the Sea Dragon.’ Fox examined the map once more.

‘Presuming they followed a similar course to us, with any luck we may be able to intercept the ship tonight if we patrol back and forth here from east to west.’ Fox indicated the planned course on the map. ‘I know it is a long shot, but this is our only hope of catching the Sea Dragon before it reaches the safety of Sedah.’

‘Thank you, Fox,’ cried Lily. ‘Thanks for giving us a chance.’

The children shivered with excitement and relief. Perhaps the Moon Pearl was finally within reach.
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Garden of Sun and Moon



Lord Lazlac preened himself in front of the mirror. He was wearing his best clothes. His sallow face was freshly shaved. He twitched his black jacket, straightening the severe lines. When he was satisfied with his appearance, he set off for the herb garden.

He nodded to the Sedah guards, who saluted smartly and stepped aside to let him pass through the gateway. Queen Ashana was walking around the walled garden with Marnie, chatting about herb-lore.

‘Rosemary is one of my favourite herbs,’ Marnie explained. ‘It is wonderful for general health if eaten regularly. I use rosemary oil salve for rheumatism, wounds, sores, eczema, and bruises, even bad breath! It is even said to prevent baldness if used as a hair wash!’

‘Perhaps Lord Lazlac could use some,’ giggled Queen Ashana.

At that moment, the man himself wandered over to join them. Lord Lazlac bowed stiffly, inclining his head slightly. Queen Ashana hid her surprise. It was the third day in a row that Governor Lazlac had come into the herb garden to chat with the prisoners.

‘Good morning, Lord Lazlac,’ she replied politely, with a nod, mindful of Lazlac’s threats against her son and her retainers.

‘Lady Ashana, how do you do today?’ Governor Lazlac grimaced.

‘Quite well, considering,’ Queen Ashana responded icily, irritated as usual by Lord Lazlac’s refusal to acknowledge her title.

‘I thought you might like to walk with me, a bit further afield today,’ Lord Lazlac suggested. ‘There is a rose garden on the other side of the kitchens which is quite lovely.’

It was on the tip of Queen Ashana’s tongue to haughtily refuse. Then she thought longingly of her beloved roses. It would be nice to have a change of scene, however briefly, even if it meant the company of this odious enemy.

‘Thank you. That would be delightful,’ Queen Ashana concurred.

‘Madam, perhaps you would be so kind as to join us,’ he said to Marnie. She had no doubt that it was an order. Together the three of them walked through the guarded gate of the enclosed herb courtyard and into the grounds outside the kitchen.

The large kitchen garden grew many of the fresh vegetables used by the palace – spinach, lettuces, tomatoes, capsicums, cucumbers, strawberries and beans. The area was neatly maintained, with raised vegetable beds mulched with straw. One of the gardeners was at work weeding.

He bowed low when he saw the queen, his hand over his heart and his eyes lowered.

Queen Ashana gazed longingly at the wide windows in the palace wall. She saw a large round figure inside, peering out the windows. The figure waved frantically.

The queen’s heart leapt. Cookie! Queen Ashana maintained her dignified face, but hidden behind her back she made a secret thumbs-up gesture towards the palace kitchen windows. Cookie waved back in acknowledgement.


On the other side of the kitchen gardens was another high stone wall with a wrought-iron gate. The motifs of the sun and sickle moon were wrought into the design. A waft of delicious perfume escaped through the gate as Lord Lazlac opened it and waved them through.

‘The Garden of Sun and Moon,’ murmured Queen Ashana softly.

Marnie stopped, in awe of the charming landscape design before her.

High stone walls sheltered the rectangular area from the wind. There were two large circular plant beds, surrounded by low box hedges, both filled with rose bushes laden with spring blooms. In one circle, the roses were pure white, while in the other circle the roses were rich gold, tinged with orangey red.

The smell was divine, heavy and rich.

A pathway of white stone flagging circled the gardens, surrounded by velvet green lawns. The very centre of the design was a circle of white paving with a tinkling sun fountain. On each side of its base were carvings of the moon in each of its different phases – full, sickle, waxing and waning.

‘The Garden of Sun and Moon symbolises the harmony between light and dark, day and night, male and female, water and earth – equal and opposite powers, without which we could not survive,’ Queen Ashana murmured.

Marnie nodded appreciatively, overcome by its tranquil beauty.

‘Quite,’ replied Lord Lazlac shortly. ‘Actually, I am planning to dig up this particular site. I am going to build a small temple to Krad here. Of course the main temple will be built down in the city. We have already started to raze blocks of houses on the south side of the city.’

Queen Ashana’s eyes filled with tears. She remembered many delightful afternoons sitting in the sunny garden, with her husband, King Radnor, at her side, talking about the day’s events, and planning court policies. Many times Roana and Caspar had run, laughing and playing on the lawns, throwing balls and playing chasings.

Now this man wanted to destroy her favourite refuge and build a temple to his own dark god.

Lord Lazlac continued talking, oblivious to the feelings of his two companions as he enthusiastically expounded on his plans for the temple.

‘The main temple will be built from black basalt and will cover most of the site. A statue of Krad, six metres high, will be carved from solid stone, and will be hoisted into place,’ Governor Lazlac boasted. ‘I have calculated that I will need two hundred slave labourers to complete the job in time.’

Queen Ashana was too upset to speak. As a queen, she was a master of hiding her true feelings. Summoning all her poise and composure, she smiled brightly and falsely, murmuring empty pleasantries.

All the time she was thinking, I hate this man. I hate this man!

It was with great relief that Queen Ashana and Marnie returned to their companions in the herb garden.

‘Why does that dreadful man torment me so?’ Queen Ashana whispered to Marnie when he had left them.

‘A small man makes himself feel greater by tormenting those who are powerless,’ Marnie replied. ‘In his case, though, I think he really believes he is being pleasant to you.’

Queen Ashana shrugged in disbelief. Her steps were heavy and troubled as they walked back down to the darkness of the dungeons.

Lord Lazlac’s steps were light and cheerful as he climbed the stairs back to his chambers. Things were going rather well, he thought to himself. Things were definitely going well.
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Far to the north, Caspar huddled closer to the meagre fire. Outside, snow howled around the tower. The cold rose up from the stone floor like a live creature winding around his ankles.

His eyes ached and his lids felt heavy. The book in his hand was a dreary tome about the Great War, when Emperor Raef subjugated the land of Sedah and conquered the Nine Isles. It was full of gory descriptions of battles and boring lists of dates.

Later, the priests of Krad would grill him about these statistics. His hand still smarted from the caning he had received that morning for dripping ink on his religious essay. His brain was numb and foggy with grief and boredom. The dates simply would not stay in his head but slid away like slippery eels.

The priest of Krad came up behind him, a parchment in his hand.

‘Ah, Boy. How are you progressing with the Great War?’ the priest asked.


Caspar shrugged, showing him the page he had tried to read six times.

‘Very good, Boy,’ the priest muttered impatiently. He knew very well that Caspar had been reading the same page for half an hour.

‘I have received a message from Governor Lazlac about you,’ the priest continued. ‘He says you are to be sent to the court of Emperor Raef in a few weeks.’

A spark of mild interest came to Caspar’s eyes. I am to leave this cold, dull place at last, he thought.

‘You will like it in Sedah. It is very beautiful and warm and sunny there.’

‘Warm?’ asked Caspar, his brain struggling to remember warmth and sunshine.

‘Yes, very warm,’ the priest agreed. ‘You will be sent to Emperor Raef’s palace to continue your studies in the ways of Krad and Sedah. At the court you will be treated like a prince.’

Caspar doubted it, after the way the priests of Krad had treated him so far, but anywhere must be better than here. Despair welled up in him again. He just wanted to go home, to be back with his family and his pets and his own room in Tira.

‘Governor Lazlac wishes you to write a letter to the former queen informing her that you are going to live with Emperor Raef,’ the priest said.


An image of his mother rushed into his memory. Where was she? Why hadn’t she come for him? Did she think of him as often as he thought of her? The tears welled up and Caspar blinked rapidly to hide them from the priest. Caspar shook his head to dispel the memory and the tears.

The priest of Krad picked up his short thin rod and pointed to a clean sheet of parchment. Caspar’s hands clenched involuntarily, anticipating the sudden swish and pain of that vicious cane.

‘Governor Lazlac has dictated the letter he wishes you to write,’ the priest purred. ‘We will begin now.’

Caspar sighed and picked up the quill. He would be careful not to spill ink on this parchment.
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Queen Ashana’s hands shook as she held a parchment covered in big round childish handwriting. Great sobs racked her and tears spilled down her face.

She turned away from Captain Malish, who stood smirking at her side, enjoying the Queen’s discomfiture.

Marnie rushed across the cell to the queen’s side. ‘Your highness, what’s wrong?’


Too distressed to speak, Queen Ashana thrust the parchment into Marnie’s hands.


To Ashana, Former Queen of Tiregian,

I am writing to you to bid you farewell. In a few weeks I will be leaving my home here with the priests of Krad and travelling to join his royal and most fearful majesty, Emperor Raef, in Sedah.

I am very excited about going to Sedah. I am told it is very beautiful there, with glorious palaces. I am learning much about the ways of Krad and of the emperor’s court, so I am very eager to see Sedah for myself.

I will not be writing to you again as the priests of Krad wisely believe it is better for me to forget my old life and embrace my new role at the emperor’s side.

Farewell and goodbye.

Yours sincerely,
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‘What short memories the young have,’ sneered Captain Malish. ‘No gratitude, any of them! A couple of weeks and he forgets his own mother.’

Marnie looked murderously at Captain Malish, who sniggered again and then left the cell.

Marnie went over to where Queen Ashana was sitting despondently in the corner, twisting the silk of her skirts between her agitated fingers. Marnie dropped down next to her and returned the parchment.

‘The letter means nothing, your highness,’ Marnie said confidently. ‘He may have been coerced into writing it. It was probably dictated to him. At least you know he is alive and well.’

Queen Ashana sobbed again at the dreadful thought of her youngest child coerced by his kidnappers in some faraway place.

Marnie read the letter again. She noticed the large looping signature, so different to the neat round handwriting above it.

‘Your highness? How do you spell Caspar? I thought it was C A S P A R?’

‘Of course it is,’ snapped Queen Ashana. ‘Why?’

‘Well, Caspar has signed the letter C A double-S P A R,’ Marnie replied. ‘It is a little unusual. I think he was trying to tell you something. Also, there is this ink blot on the R at the end of his name. It looks suspiciously to me like a little love heart.’

Queen Ashana snatched the letter back and studied the signature closely.

‘You are right,’ the Queen agreed thoughtfully. ‘That is not his usual signature, or his usual handwriting. It is so neat and grown up. Caspar always wrote in a hurry, smudging the ink and making a mess of his letters.’

Marnie smiled.

‘I think he is trying to tell you that he is not quite as compliant as our gaolers would have you believe,’ Marnie whispered. ‘I think he is trying to tell you that he still has some spirit left despite what Governor Lazlac tells you. I think he is trying to tell you that he still loves you.’

Queen Ashana smiled through her tears and picked up the parchment as though it were a great treasure. She read it again and again, then tucked it away into the bodice of her dress where she could feel it next to her skin.
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Sea Dragon



During the afternoon clouds started to gather on the horizon, slowly building up into a dark mass. ‘Do you think we will have another storm?’ asked Roana nervously.

‘No, not tonight. These clouds are too high. In fact, these clouds are good,’ Fox observed optimistically. ‘They’ll hide what little moon there is and make it harder for the Sedahs to see us.’

From midafternoon, the Owl no longer skimmed south, but bobbed in the ocean. Fox sent orders for all the sails to be dropped and folded, put away and replaced. The new sails were all black – painted with diluted pitch.


‘My invisibility wings,’ Fox joked. ‘With the moon’s face hidden, all the lanterns doused and black sails, no-one will be able to see us until it’s too late.’

Fox suggested that everyone except Jack should try to sleep, to prepare for the hoped-for arrival of the Sea Dragon sometime in the early morning.

When Jack came to wake them at midnight, it was chilly. Everyone dressed quickly in black silk shirts, black woollen caps and black cloaks over their usual breeches and skirts.

Ethan made hot coffee and cold beef sandwiches. Everyone was too nervous to eat much but they sipped on the coffee gratefully, as the warmth woke them up.

The sails were hoisted once more, and the Owl set off sailing back and forth, east to west and back again. All hands were on deck, eyes peeled to the north, searching for a sign of the Sea Dragon.

Fox gave orders that everyone was to be totally silent. The ocean was calm tonight and sounds would carry a great distance. Fox wanted nothing to give warning of their presence to the Sea Dragon.

One hour crawled by. Two hours crawled by. Eyes strained through the darkness. Many times someone gave a quick breath, only to strangle it as they realised the flash of white was not a sail but merely a splash of foam and spume.

Slowly the waxing crescent moon started to rise over the horizon. The roiling clouds scudded across the fingernail moon’s face, making it flash from dark shadow to pale silvery light.

The excited nervous feeling turned to a sick dread. What if they had missed the Sea Dragon in the storm? What if their whole voyage had been a waste of time and it was already too late?

Everyone huddled into their cloaks. It was getting colder, standing still in the breezy night air.

It was Jack, with his sharp eyes, who spied it first. He cried out softly and pointed to starboard. The horizon looked just the same – dark and empty. Fox sprang over to take a closer look. In a few moments, everyone could see what Jack had spied.

There was a light. A cheery, warm fairy light that bobbed and disappeared again, then reappeared on the northern horizon.

Was it the Sea Dragon?

‘It’s about four nautical miles away,’ Fox whispered. ‘It should be upon us in less than an hour. Remember, absolute silence and no lights.’

Fox signalled orders to trim the sails and come around. With her pitch black sails, and the cloud cover, the Owl was truly almost invisible. Everyone watched anxiously as the little light slowly bobbed closer. Soon they could pick out a pale smudge of sails against the night sky.

Half an hour later, a breath of excitement flickered around the Owl. In the darkness, Jack had finally recognised the distinctive figurehead on the prow of the ship – a proud carving of a sea dragon. It was the ship they had been dreaming about for days – the formidable, fully armed Sedah warship, the Sea Dragon.

Fox watched the approach of the ship carefully, so he could choose when to slip behind the Sea Dragon. He hoped to come up as close as possible without being seen, then use the rowboat to come aboard.

Fox whispered orders and everyone leapt to obey. Roana had to fetch an iron pot from the galley, filled with hot coals, and a couple of flares. Lily had to fetch a shuttered oil lamp, with the flame hidden inside, and a bundle of the fire arrows that were fitted with tufts of hemp soaked in sticky black pitch. These were stowed in the rowboat.

Saxon found the other specially made arrows that were designed to tow a thin, lightweight rope. The heads of these arrows were barbed to make it difficult for them to be pulled free. They were engineered to bury themselves in the timber of the ship and stay there. Fox was hoping that this embedded arrow and rope would be strong enough to tow a very light craft.

Jack, Ethan and Carl gingerly lowered the stowed rowboat and coracle down from the deck into the water, trying not to cause any splashing. Everyone went to their appointed positions and waited, breathing deeply, eyes wide.

Carl let Otto out of the hold with a stern warning, as they would need him to help crew the boat. Otto, Jack and Carl were to sail the darkened Owl no more than half a nautical mile behind the Sea Dragon and watch for their signal to be picked up.

‘Come about,’ whispered Fox when he judged the Sea Dragon had sailed past them in the distance.

The Owl surged forward, eager to be flying once more. She sped across the ocean on a tangent to the Sea Dragon, aiming to come up behind the other ship.

Fox was steering, his brow furrowed in concentration. Otto, Jack and Carl adjusted the sails as required to keep the Owl at racing speed. Ethan stood on the bowsprit, his arrow nocked and his bow aimed. Fox had told him to aim slightly higher than usual to allow for the drag of the rope. Ethan had practised this new angle time and time again on the floating keg, trailing behind the Owl.

The stern of the Sea Dragon came rushing closer and closer. By the light of the lanterns in the rigging, they could see the outlines of a dozen men on watch.

‘Fire,’ whispered Fox. Carl signalled to Ethan.

Ethan took a deep breath, checked his calculation, and fired. The arrow whistled through the air and buried itself deep in the timber stern of the Sea Dragon. The coiled rope unfurled at great speed.

Down beside the Owl, Lily, the lightest, knelt on the small coracle, clutching the other end of the rope in her hands. On her shoulder was Mia. When the arrow embedded itself, the coracle, with Lily and Mia in it, began surfing behind the Sea Dragon.

The rounded coracle was a shallow boat, extremely light, built of wicker and goat skin. It bumped and swayed wildly in the wake of the huge ship. Lily hauled hand over hand, to pull herself closer to the Sea Dragon. Soon it was towering over her head. She had to balance carefully, spray flying in her face. Mia clung on nervously, chattering in Lily’s ear. Lily’s stomach lurched and danced.

Another, heavier rope continued to pay out behind her, back to the rowboat, where Saxon and Roana waited anxiously. Ethan and Fox ran to join them.

In a matter of moments Lily bumped gently into the back of the Sea Dragon. Now was the most difficult part of the operation. Mia chattered anxiously. Lily had to quieten her with a few soft strokes on her tiny head.

Lily hitched her skirts high, with the thicker rope tied around her waist, and clambered up the steep planks of the stern, her bare toes and fingers searching for holds. The timber was slick with seaspray and the grooves were narrow.

Once she slipped, banging her hip painfully, but she regained her handhold and kept climbing. Lily had to climb past two rows of darkened windows, carefully avoiding the delicate glass. Her fingers were sore and clumsy when at last she reached the taffrail, the upper part of the stern railing with its ornate timber fretwork.

Here she found a suitable strut to securely tie the thickest rope, using the knots that she had practised over and over again with Fox. She prayed her knots would hold, as this rope would need to hold the weight of four people in the rowboat.

When Lily was sure everything was secure, she tugged strongly three times.

Immediately Fox cast off from the Owl. The Owl tacked and raced away out of sight, back into the swirling darkness of the vast ocean. Aisha stood on the side of the Owl, whining softly. She hated being separated from Lily and Ethan, but orders were orders.

Now it was the turn of the rowboat to surf and coast behind the huge ship. Saxon and Ethan pulled the rope in, until the rowboat was just under the ship’s stern. Now Roana, Saxon, Ethan and Fox took it in turns to climb up the slippery stern, though they all had the benefit of Lily’s secured rope.

At last, puffing and panting, the group reached just below the taffrail. Everyone peered through the black windows they passed, hoping to identify the captain’s cabin.

‘This looks like it here,’ whispered Fox. One of the windows was open a crack to let in the night breeze.

‘We need to get in there and have a good look around,’ Fox murmured. ‘Time for a little diversion.’


Ethan nodded, and nocked an arrow to his bow, peeking it over the railing above. Ethan could see lanterns flaming and a jumble of soldiers on the poop deck. He heard the low murmur of gossiping voices and smelt a whiff of pipe tobacco. Saxon struck the tinderbox. He touched the spark to the tuft of pitch-soaked hemp, just behind the arrow tip.

Ethan fired and the arrow whizzed forward, hitting the foredeck and smouldering into a small spot fire. Another fire arrow followed the first, piercing the forward sail, which caught on fire.

A shout sounded from the foredeck. Ethan fired a third arrow, which started another spot fire. He ducked back again, out of sight. There was the sound of running feet.

‘What is it? Where’s it coming from?’ shouted a sailor.

‘Fetch the cap’n,’ shouted another.

‘Get buckets. Form a chain!’ came the sound of panicked voices. Fire on board ship was every sailor’s worst nightmare.

A pounding sounded on the door of the cabin Fox had identified as the captain’s.

‘Fire, sir.’

A candle was lit hurriedly. The captain pulled on a jacket and breeches over his nightshirt and hurried out of his cabin.

As fast as lightning, Mia shot through the tiny crack of the window. Following Fox’s gestures and whispers, Mia unlatched the window from the inside.

Lily pulled the window open wider and slithered in. She tiptoed across the cabin, found the door and locked it. Mia ran across the floor and leapt to the security of Lily’s shoulder.

Ethan clambered in after Lily. Groping in the dark, he found a lantern on the desk and lit it. Roana, Saxon and Fox all climbed in afterwards, blinking in the sudden bright light.

The captain’s cabin was lavishly furnished, but not overly large. Across the back of the cabin, under the multi-paned stern window was a long window seat, covered in plum-coloured velvet, with plump cushions and brocade bolsters. Thick velvet curtains in the same rich colour framed the windows, tied back with wide gold braid.

To the left was the captain’s bunk, over a metre wide and curtained off with more velvet drapes. There were deep storage drawers under the bunk, and a tall wardrobe against the wall. Ornate brass lanterns hung from the ceiling on chains that allowed them to swing with the motion of the ship. Fox lit these with his tinderbox so the cabin blazed with light.

To the right, on the starboard side of the ship, a cluttered mahogany desk and a well-padded armchair sat under a small square window. Next to these was a capacious sea trunk, with bands of iron and a huge lock, fortunately fitted with a key.

The cabin wall was dominated by an oil painting, framed in ornate gilt, of a raging sea battle between the Sea Dragon and an unfortunate enemy ship, which was being blasted to smithereens. The Sea Dragon dominated the foreground with pennants fluttering, victorious.

The centre of the room was clear, with a beautiful fringed rug on the floor, depicting a tree filled with exotic birds, monkeys and a peacock, woven with crimson, blue, green and cream silks.

Everyone paused near the window seat, taking in the colourful details of the captain’s cabin. Mia scampered up the curtains of the bunk and swung from them merrily.

‘It surely makes my cabin look like a hovel,’ whispered Fox. The others grinned nervously. ‘All right, everyone, set to work.’

Silently, each person took a section of the cabin and began to search it carefully and methodically.


Ethan searched the desk, which was littered with papers, charts, quills, instruments, the logbook, a pipe, tobacco pouch, the captain’s fob chain, a decanter of rich brown liquor and a crystal tumbler. The drawers were crammed with more papers, a length of string, some sweetmeats and what looked like drafts of very bad love poems.

Roana searched the drawers under the bunk, through the bedclothes, behind the curtains and under the mattress. She found nothing but some smelly socks wedged down the end of the bunk.

Fox searched the captain’s trunk, full of clothes and books. He found only a small pouch of silver coins, which he pocketed immediately, and a bottle of perfume. Fox sniffed the perfume experimentally. It smelt sickly sweet and floral. The reek pervaded the cabin, making everyone feel sick with nerves.

Saxon searched the cupboards thoroughly, dragging out armfuls of books, papers and clothes. The only thing that he found of any interest was a map of Tiregian, which the Sedahs had obviously brought with them when they were planning their invasion. Saxon folded the map up carefully and tucked it away in his pocket.

Lily searched the walls and the panelling, knocking and pressing, looking for a secret cavity like the one hidden in the nursery of the Palace of Tira.

Hearts pounded. Stomachs clenched. Mouths were dry. They all knew they only had a few minutes before the fires would be extinguished and the captain, finding no apparent source of the conflagration, could well return to his cabin.

No-one had found anything remotely resembling a Moon Pearl, or the Star Diamonds.

Roana felt a tingling in her hands and feet, an icy sensation, similar to the pulsating burning she had felt when she touched the Sun Gem.

‘It is here. I know it is here,’ she whispered urgently. ‘But where could it be?’

The desk and cupboards had been emptied. The bunk had been stripped. The sea trunk had been tipped on the floor. There were no signs of hidden panels or moving boards. The cabin was now a dreadful mess, with the captain’s belongings strewn all over the floor.

There was a slight noise outside the cabin. The handle turned. The handle rattled. A voice swore. Then there was a shout.

‘There are lights on in my cabin and the door’s locked!’ boomed the furious voice of the Sea Dragon’s captain.


‘Go,’ Ethan mouthed urgently to Roana, who raced to the window and clambered out.

The door shook and rattled as it was nearly shaken from its hinges.

Lily followed Roana out the window. One after the other, they slithered down the stern, clambering down the rope and into the wildly rocking rowboat. Everyone felt sick in the stomach. To be so close. To be in the captain’s cabin on board the Sea Dragon and not find the Moon Pearl. It was too devastating.

But still they were in danger. They had to concentrate to escape.

Down in the rowboat, Lily picked up the shuttered lantern and with fumbling fingers opened the shutter to reveal the flame. She stood up and started waving the lantern in the direction in which the Owl had disappeared.

As Saxon clambered out the window, Ethan searched the cabin wildly with his eyes, one last time. He noticed the fine red and blue rug, covering the floor, half hidden by clothing and papers.

More shouts sounded outside. The pounding on the door had grown more thunderous, as extra hands and tools were added to the job.

‘Go,’ Ethan whispered to Saxon, who had paused half in, half out of the window. Saxon obediently disappeared from view. Fox started to climb out after him, with Mia cuddling on his shoulder.

Ethan took another look at the rug.

On impulse, Ethan ran back and pushed all the clothes and papers into a heap at the side of the cabin, revealing the beautiful rug. He yanked the rug away and threw it to the side. There, underneath, was a small trapdoor, almost invisible in the polished wooden floorboards.

Ethan pulled up a small loop of ribbon, which opened the trapdoor. Nestled under the floorboards was a small black chest. Fox climbed back in the window to help Ethan.

‘Go,’ Ethan yelled at Fox. ‘I’ll get it!’

But Fox paused by the window, his drawn cutlass and dirk glinting wickedly in the lamplight.

‘I’ll cover you,’ Fox grinned, his eyes sparkling. ‘Can’t let our precious treasure get lost at the last minute.’

The door jamb started to splinter. It would give way at any moment. Ethan picked up the chest and ran for the window, climbing out one-handed, with the heavy chest under his armpit.

The door flew open and a sallow-faced man rushed in, his night shirt tucked into his breeches, followed by an excited group of Sedah sailors and soldiers. The leader, who appeared to be the captain, was brandishing a long silver cutlass. He checked his rush when he saw Fox insolently standing by his cabin window.

Fox was indeed a dashing figure, with his red ponytail, gold hoop earring, black shirt and breeches, those wicked silver weapons and Mia the monkey perched on his shoulder.

‘Prepare to fight, you pirate,’ shouted the captain. ‘How dare you board my ship? For that you will die.’

The captain paused just a moment then rushed forward, his cutlass raised. Fox gently lifted Mia from his shoulder and handed her to Ethan. Mia scolded loudly as she scampered up Ethan’s arm and snuggled her paws into the neck of his shirt.

Gallantly Fox saluted, then stepped forward into a lightning-fast, courtly sword dance.

Cutlasses glinted and whirled in the lamplight. The Sedah captain grunted and sweated as he swished and hacked at Fox. Fox in his turn danced lightly on his toes, feinting and parrying, darting and blocking.

The Sedah soldiers and crew stood back, crowded outside the cabin door, respectfully giving their captain enough room to fight. The soldiers held their own weapons loosely, cheering encouragement to the Sedah champion and catcalling insults to Fox.

Encouraged by the noisy support of the audience, the captain screamed, spittle bubbling at his lip, as he lunged hard, striking down at Fox’s red head with the full force of his formidable strength.

Fox deftly blocked the blow with his cutlass and dirk crossed over his head. The steel screamed as the three weapons struck together with tremendous force. Grunting with exertion, Fox threw the captain back against the bunk. The captain launched forward, screaming with wild rage, his cutlass aimed for Fox’s heart. Ethan watched, mesmerised, unable to tear his eyes away.

Fox adroitly weaved and sidestepped, and the cutlass merely nicked his left shoulder, drawing a slow welling of blood. Encouraged by the sight of crimson, the captain grunted and lunged, planning to slice Fox’s red ponytailed head from his black silken shoulders.

Fox’s reactions were faster than thought. With a graceful glide and a twist, Fox slashed his opponent on the right forearm, drawing a torrent of blood.

The captain swore loudly and dropped his cutlass, grasping his wound between his fingers. He sank heavily to the floor, sweat oozing from his forehead. The crowd of Sedah sailors and soldiers surged forward as one, to help their wounded captain.

Fox deftly kicked away the captain’s dropped sword, then dragged the captain with him backwards towards the window, the dirk pressed to his throat. The soldiers paused, unsure whether to hold back, or risk their captain’s life by trying to overpower the red-haired interloper.

This hesitation gave Fox just enough time. He released the captain and darted for the window. Ethan saw him coming and slid down the rope, landing with a thud in the bottom of the rowboat. Fox followed close behind, then hacked the mooring rope free with his cutlass.

Roana and Saxon cast off the rowboat from the stern of the Sea Dragon. The momentum of the great ship carried it away from them quickly.

‘Keep signalling. Hide the lantern with your cloak,’ yelled Fox to Lily. ‘Row for your lives, boys.’

Lily stood tall, signalling with the glowing lantern while Ethan and Saxon rowed with all their might, pulling away from the huge hull of the Sea Dragon.

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief but it was too early. A peculiar sound whirred through the air. Fox grunted in surprise and then screamed in agony. He slumped over, an ornately engraved hilt buried in his back.

Mia squealed in distress, flinging herself on her beloved master’s back, cajoling him to sit up.

The second dirk flew threw the air with terrifying speed. It shuddered into the seat next to Roana’s leg, while a third fell harmlessly into the sea a metre behind the small rowboat. Then the Sea Dragon had flown out of range, swallowed up by the shadows.

‘Sea Dragon … will come looking,’ gasped Fox. ‘Must … get … away …’

Then Fox passed out.

Ethan and Saxon kept rowing away from the Sedah ship in the direction the Owl had sailed.

‘Here, Roana,’ hissed Lily. ‘You signal, and I’ll tend to Fox.’

Roana stood up to signal the Owl, while her cloak hid the light from the Sea Dragon behind her.

Lily used the dirk embedded in the seat to cut strips of cloth from her petticoat. She used these to staunch the blood around the knife stuck in Fox’s back. She took the cloaks from Ethan, Saxon and herself to keep Fox warm.

For agonising minutes, nothing happened as they rowed and rowed, hardly seeming to move. Then out of the darkness, like an angel’s wings, they saw the faint glimmer of pale moonlight on black sails.

Roana swung the lantern more wildy, making sure it was still hidden behind by her cloak. The Owl came alongside, then turned directly into the wind to slow down. Carl threw a mooring line down to the rowboat. Saxon caught it and tied it fast.

Aisha went crazy up on the deck, gambolling around and getting in Otto’s way. He aimed a kick at her, but Lily scrambled up the rope ladder at double speed to calm Aisha down.

Charcoal wandered over to watch, purring in pleasure, her long tail curled in the air.

‘Fox is badly hurt,’ Lily murmured to Carl. ‘We will need to be careful getting him on board, then I will try to treat him.’

Carl looked at Lily dubiously, but immediately called to Otto, to help haul Fox back up the rope ladder on board the Owl.

Otto’s inscrutable eyes took in the scene – Fox unconscious and deathly pale, Ethan clutching a black iron-banded chest, Saxon and Roana shaking and exhausted. And overlooking the mayhem, the witch with her black cat sitting faithfully at her feet. With her pretty face, long curly hair and big brown eyes, she looked angelic. But Otto knew better. She was the cause of disaster. And only Otto could stop her.
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Sea Dragon’s Treasure



The Owl was racing with the wind into the darkness, with Carl at the helm. Down below, Lily’s hands hovered over the dirk buried in Fox’s back. The blood bubbled up around the hilt. Fox groaned and shuddered, lying on his stomach on his bunk. Lily’s mind was full of confusion and frustration.

So much blood. So many injuries. She was weary of tending to people’s pain. Why wasn’t life more simple? Why wasn’t life pain-free? She couldn’t do this any more.

Fox moaned and shifted. Mia the monkey squirmed and wriggled in anxiety, lamenting softly to herself.


Aisha butted her head against Lily’s thigh and licked her gently, her forehead furrowed with concern and her ears pricked.

‘Lily?’ asked Roana in apprehension. ‘Are you all right?’

Lily’s fingers cupped the pearl she wore around her neck. The cool smoothness of the pearl soothed her mind and made it clearer. The pearl had been given to her by a Merrow maid, after the Merrow had rescued her from the Octomon.

Lily had been near death and Saxon had taken her to Mereworth to be healed by Saira the Wise. Saira had saved her life. What would Saira do now?

The cool pearl under her fingers and the memory of Saira’s calm patience helped her regain her composure. She must try to save Fox as Saira had saved her. Lily took a deep breath and began.

First she dribbled some poppy tincture down Fox’s throat, to dull the pain she was about to inflict upon him.

Then she methodically readied everything she would need – bandages, swabs, boiled water and dressings – and laid them all out neatly where she could easily reach them. In the galley Lily washed her hands carefully, using lots of soap.


Most patients died from infection, rather than the actual battle wound, so it was important to do everything she could to minimise the risk of infection. Fortunately Fox was wearing his black silk shirt, which the smugglers wore for this very purpose, as the silk did not fragment and enter the wound as readily as cotton.

When all was ready, Saxon, Roana and Ethan used all their combined strength to hold down Fox. His breathing was shallow and patchy, his back rising and falling under their arms. Lily took a deep breath, her stomach churning. Roana looked away hurriedly, remembering when she had helped Saira perform a similar operation on Lily herself.

Lily grasped the hilt of the dirk, sticky with blood, and swiftly pulled it free. It came much more easily and cleanly than she had expected, sucking out with a gurgle of blood.

Fox roared like a wounded bull, twisting and sitting upright in shock. Ethan, Saxon and Roana were thrown to the floor with the force of it and Lily jumped back in surprise, clutching the dripping, bloody dagger. She carefully placed the dirk onto a cloth on the desk. The four of them calmed Fox with a large slug of rotgut and helped him to lie flat again.


Lily then staunched the flow of blood with clean swabs, washing it thoroughly with rosemary water. The two lips of the wound were carefully and neatly sewn back together with silken thread, while Fox moaned and groaned. Lily smeared the stitches with honey, then carefully bandaged around Fox’s chest and back, until the wound was completely protected.

When all was finished, Lily sat down on the floor, her knees and hands trembling with pent-up tension.

‘Well done,’ Saxon grinned, patting Lily on the shoulder. ‘I don’t think Saira herself could have done much better.’

‘Thanks.’ Lily smiled weakly back.

‘Mama would be very proud of you,’ Ethan said seriously. ‘That was a difficult job, and you handled it beautifully.’

Lily’s eyes filled with tears at the thought of her mother, imprisoned in Tira. How Lily wished that Marnie was here now to take over the responsibility of healing Fox.

‘Come on, everyone,’ Roana laughed, excitedly. ‘Have you all forgotten the Moon Pearl?’

Saxon checked up on deck to see how the crew were faring. Carl, Otto and Jack were sailing the Owl at racing speed. The Owl was skimming away like a bird in flight and there was no sign of the Sea Dragon.

Back down in the saloon, the four children sat around the table to examine the black chest they had retrieved from the Sea Dragon.

The chest was heavy, banded with iron and padlocked. Saxon and Ethan wrestled with one of Otto’s chisels to break the padlock. Roana, Lily and Aisha crowded around, their hearts in their mouths. Only Charcoal sat apart, her tail curled around her black body as she watched inscrutably.

Had they succeeded in rescuing the Moon Pearl and the Star Diamonds of the sacred Sun Sword of Tiregian?

It took an hour of struggling and experimenting to shatter the latch but finally, with reverent awe, Saxon lifted back the timber lid. Everyone breathed in as one.

There, nestled in the black chest, were dozens of bars of gleaming gold, each stamped with the symbol of the sun. The chest was packed tightly with glinting ingots, so that there was hardly a crack of air between them.

Saxon levered out one bar, then another and another. Soon the chest was completely empty. There was nothing there but a luminous mountain of gold ingots.

Everyone let out a deep sigh of disappointment.

‘Remember the Sun Gem,’ said Ethan reassuringly. ‘There must be a secret compartment in the lid or the base.’

Everyone took turns to prod and poke and pull and push the timber panels of the chest. They started gently, but with increasing frustration and impatience. Eventually, after several hours, the chest was reduced to a pile of mangled timber and bent iron bands.

Saxon threw his hammer across the cabin in aggravation. It fell to the floor with a loud clang. Charcoal twitched her tail and flicked her ears in annoyance. Aisha whined.

‘It’s not here,’ moaned Ethan in disbelief. ‘It must still be on board the Sea Dragon.’

‘What do we do?’ asked Roana in despair, anxiously twisting her mother’s amethyst locket between her fingers.

‘I am going to check on Fox,’ replied Lily. ‘Then we might as well make breakfast. It’s nearly dawn. Perhaps we could take it in turns to get some sleep. Everyone is exhausted and we can’t think straight.’


Lily stood up wearily and went to Fox’s cabin, her pack of medical supplies under one arm. The others listlessly started preparing a meal.
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In Ainsley, Sniffer had been knocking on doors. Some doors had been slammed in his face. At others the occupants were taciturn and unhelpful. No-one seemed to remember seeing four children, a large dog and a kitten at the blessing of the fleet ceremony. No-one seemed to know anything.

Sniffer, however, was extremely patient and thick-skinned. Finally, he knocked on the door of a derelict shack. No-one answered. Sniffer knocked again. Eventually he heard a slow shuffle of feet, and the peeling, splintery door creaked open. An old fisherman stood there, bleary-eyed, his clothes filthy.

‘Yes?’ barked the fisherman, wafting a stench of stale tobacco, rotgut and dried herring towards Sniffer’s delicate nose. Sniffer appraised the old man. He looked as though he had been partaking heavily of the powerful rotgut, even though it was still early in the morning.

‘I require some information,’ Sniffer said quietly.


‘Don’t know nothin’,’ the fisherman barked, starting to close the door in Sniffer’s face.

Sniffer pulled a small pouch out of his pocket and trickled the contents out onto his palm, tinkling like a silver waterfall. The old man turned back and stared hungrily at the pile of silver coins, his mouth salivating in anticipation.

‘What exactly do ya need?’ the old man asked, after a slight pause. ‘Mebbe I can help.’

Sniffer jingled the coins enticingly in his palm.

‘Four criminals – children, three boys and a girl, accompanied by a large red dog and a black kitten,’ outlined Sniffer, watching the old man with eagle eyes. A flicker of recognition illuminated the old man’s face as Sniffer continued. ‘The girl has long, curly blonde hair. They were last seen at the blessing of the fleet over two weeks ago. They escaped by boat and there has been no trace of them since.’

Sniffer jingled the coins again. The old man paused thoughtfully. Sniffer started picking the coins up and putting them away in the pouch.

‘Wait,’ the old man gabbled. ‘I remember now – four kids and a dog.’

Sniffer jingled the remaining coins noisily.

‘They might’ve gone with Fox, a big red-haired captain,’ the old man cried. ‘Fox has a ship called the Owl, a black ship, which makes its fortunes slipping quietly in and away, if you take my meaning. Fox was here before the blessing, but hasn’t been seen since. I heard his cook, Stumpy, swearing and carrying on down at the inn ’cause he was left behind after a brawl.’

Sniffer asked a few more questions. Satisfied with the answers, he contemptuously tossed the silver coins in the dust, where the old man scrabbled to retrieve them. Smiling quietly to himself, Sniffer set off for the port to make some enquiries about Fox and the Owl.

The ship could not stay at sea forever. It must return to shore soon enough, and when it did, there would be a little welcoming party ready for them.
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Otto came down into the saloon of the Owl, wearing only a pair of breeches and a black kerchief on his head. His eyes widened as he saw the pile of gold ingots spilled across the table. It was more gold than he had ever seen in his life. He licked his lips greedily.

Aisha growled, baring her white fangs. Ethan half-heartedly quietened her.


‘What’s this then?’ Otto smiled ingratiatingly. ‘Is this the treasure you were after from the Sea Dragon?’

‘No,’ snarled Ethan. ‘It’s Fox’s payment for helping us.’

Just then there was a shout of alarm from up above. The children raced up the narrow steps onto the deck.

The crescent moon was still high in the sky, a pale glimmer overhead, which would not set until afternoon. The sun was just a brilliant bulge on the eastern horizon, lighting the sky with a soft rose-pink blush. It would be another beautiful day.

Ethan scanned the horizon quickly. To the north-west was a dark smudge. Land.

Then he saw what Jack had spied. Speeding behind them from the south-east was a ship. A large ship with crimson pennants. The Sea Dragon.

Its huge golden sails were filled with powerful wind. While heavier and less manoeuvrable than the Owl, the Sea Dragon had much greater sail capacity. In these winds, it was faster and gaining on them steadily.

‘We need to head for the islands,’ Carl ordered, having taken on Fox’s responsibility as captain. ‘We might have a greater chance of eluding them there. There might be coves we can hide in. The wind will be flukier there and the Owl will have a better chance than out here on the open sea.’

‘But that’s the Nine Isles!’ exclaimed Jack. ‘That’s Sedah territory!’

‘It’s our only chance,’ retorted Carl authoritatively.

The whole crew ran to do his bidding. Only Otto moved slowly, smiling to himself. A plan had suddenly formed in his mind. A plan that would solve all his problems.

Otto ducked into Fox’s cabin, where the red-haired captain lay sleeping deeply on his stomach in his bunk.

On Fox’s desk was a long, wickedly sharp dirk. Otto picked it up and caressed the blade lovingly. Fox had confiscated it from him after he had tried to throw Lily to the Barramon. But Fox was in no position to stop him now.

The dirk twitching in his hand, Otto paused over Fox’s vulnerable back. It would be very easy to finish him off now. It would be a fitting revenge for taking the witch’s side. But Fox was asleep and there would be no pleasure in killing him unawares. Otto wanted Fox to realise who had the upper hand.

Reluctantly, Otto slipped the dirk into his boot. He saluted mockingly at the sleeping Fox.

‘Thanks for nothing, Foxy boy,’ chortled Otto. ‘You will be meeting my dirk again very soon.’

Mia jumped up and down angrily on Fox’s pillow, pulling at her master’s red ponytail, trying to wake him. Otto left hurriedly.

On the way through the saloon he picked up several gold ingots and stuffed them into the pockets of his breeches. He crept back onto the deck and sauntered to the helm where Carl steered, peering anxiously over his shoulder to check on the progress of the Sedah ship.

‘Gaining on us, are they?’ asked Otto.

‘Steadily,’ replied Carl. ‘If we can just make the Nine Isles …’

‘Oh, I have a better plan,’ smirked Otto, pulling out one of the gold ingots and rubbing it possessively. ‘A little diversion might help us, and make us very rich!’

‘What are you talking about?’ demanded Carl in confusion.

‘We put the brats and Fox and all their menagerie in the rowboat and set them adrift,’ Otto crowed. ‘I’m sure the Sedah would be very interested in a certain group of children, especially that curly-haired witch. The Sea Dragon will stop to investigate, giving us time to escape with the gold! We can retire as rich as princes of Sedah!’ Otto slipped the gold ingot into Carl’s hand with a knowing wink.

‘You can’t do that, you murdering pirate,’ Carl argued, dropping the gold bar in disgust. ‘The Sedah will kill them!’

‘Oh yes, I can,’ replied Otto, pulling his wicked dirk from its sheath and pressing it into Carl’s throat. ‘Be very careful who you call a pirate, Carl. You are either with me, or you are in the rowboat. What will it be, Carl?’

Carl swallowed and nodded. Otto laughed joyously. Then he yelled a loud, whooping cry.

Saxon, Lily, Roana and Ethan ran at his call. They all stopped suddenly when they saw the shirtless Otto holding the dirk to Carl’s throat. Ethan automatically drew his bow and nocked an arrow in one fluid movement.

‘You shoot, he dies,’ Otto barked. ‘Put the bow down.’

Ethan slumped and obediently dropped his bow onto the deck.

Aisha growled, her hackles raised and the fur standing up all along her back.

‘Hold the dog,’ Otto ordered. ‘If the dog so much as whimpers, Carl dies.’


‘Now, all of you, you are going for a little ride in the rowboat,’ Otto smirked again. ‘Go down and get Fox and that dratted monkey. He’s going with you.’

‘No!’ exclaimed Lily. ‘If we move Fox, the bleeding will start again. He will die. You must leave him alone.’

‘So?’ shrugged Otto. ‘You are all going to die anyway when the Sedah pick you up. Go and get him. I want Fox to see the stern of his precious Owl sailing off without him.’

Lily pulled herself up to her full height. She pointed her finger at Otto, closed her eyes and started to mutter and murmur under her breath.

‘Stop it,’ barked Otto, pressing the dirk closer into Carl’s neck. A bead of blood welled up.

‘I just put a curse on you,’ announced Lily calmly. ‘If you move Fox or touch him, you will come up in horrible suppurating boils and die a long agonising death from the Black Pox.’

Otto’s eyes widened in fear.

‘I don’t believe you,’ he spluttered.

‘But I am a witch,’ Lily replied smoothly, staring at Otto boldly. ‘Besides, while you have been chatting the Sea Dragon is nearly upon us.’

Everyone turned to the stern to see the Sea Dragon steadily bearing down upon them. Otto calculated the time required to haul the unconscious Fox up on deck, and decided against it, regardless of the witch’s curse.

‘Get in the rowboat,’ barked Otto. ‘Take your wretched dog and that evil cat. Leave all your weapons on the deck. And please give my regards to the captain of the Sea Dragon, won’t you?’

There seemed nothing else to do. Lily scooped up Charcoal and climbed down the rope ladder into the rowboat. Roana followed cautiously. Saxon dropped his daggers; Ethan dropped his quiver and knife.

Something hard knocked gently against his thigh. Ethan reached into his pocket and his hands closed upon a small hard object. Not a weapon. But a musical instrument.
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Merrow Music



It was the perfectly formed coral pipe that the Merrow maid had given him. The Merrow girl had indicated that if ever they needed help he just needed to play on the pipe and the Merrow would come. The Moon Goddess knew they certainly needed help now.

Ethan lifted the coral pipe to his mouth and urgently started to play. A strong lilting melody rang over the ship.

‘Can it, piper,’ barked Otto. ‘There will be plenty of time for playing where you are going. Get that dog off this ship now.’

Together Ethan and Saxon tried to heave and haul a very reluctant Aisha down into the rowboat. Jack stood by, feeling sick with anxiety, but there was nothing he could do to save the children.

‘Hurry up,’ barked Otto impatiently, waving his dirk threateningly. ‘The Sea Dragon is nearly in firing range.’

At last Aisha was safely in the bottom of the boat. Ethan resumed playing his pipe faster and louder.

Otto let Carl go and ran to the stern. He gloated down on the four children and the animals in the small rowboat. He picked up the mooring rope in one hand and the sharp dirk in the other. The dragon on his arms shimmered with sweat.

‘Ta ta,’ he called mockingly. ‘Play all you like, piper boy. Nothing will save you now.’

Otto stood up with a theatrical flourish, ready to sever the mooring rope.

A loud explosion, followed by a high-pitched whining sound, gave him a moment’s warning. He looked up towards the Sea Dragon, just in time to see a huge black cannon ball flying towards him. Otto dropped his dirk with a yelp and threw his body to the side.

The children saw a glimpse of the broad dragon on his back twisting, its muscles rippling as if ready to fly. But the dragon could not really fly or save Otto now. The cannon ball flew over the stern, taking Otto with it.

The cannon ball hit the water with a loud splash, sending water metres into the air and rocking the rowboat wildly. Otto and his dragon disappeared without a trace, weighed down by the heavy gold ingots in his pockets.

Roana and Lily screamed.

Carl immediately turned his concentration back to sailing the Owl. He steered the ship deftly to port, so the next cannon ball narrowly missed its target.

‘Get up here now,’ he yelled to the stunned occupants of the rowboat. ‘All hands on deck.’

They leapt to obey. With Fox incapacitated and Otto gone, they would need every one of them to sail the Owl.

Carl’s return to concentration gave the Owl a much-needed spurt of speed, which put her back in the race. The dark smudge of the Nine Isles grew steadily closer. The Owl neatly flew out of cannon range once more. Ethan played his pipe again, but there was no sign of Merrow – no sign of help.

Jack, his burnt arm still in a sling, and Carl worked to plan the best strategy for sailing the Owl out of trouble. As they neared the lee of the land, the breeze became fluky.

This favoured the more manoeuvrable Owl over the heavier Sea Dragon. The Owl could also skim close to land, while the Sea Dragon had to keep its distance from the shallower channels.

They could now smell the warm, loamy scent of the land and the rich aroma of exotic blossoms. They could see the white glimmer of seabirds wheeling and diving around the grey rocks. Dark shapes wallowed on the rocks, the fat bodies of black seals sunning themselves.

Still, the Sea Dragon was very close and would not give up. A clumsy tack put the Owl back in firing range. This time the Sea Dragon’s cannon ball found its mark. A boom snapped and tore like matchwood, dragging down the sail with it.

The Owl slowed down drastically, dragging its broken wing through the water like a lame seabird.

‘They’ve got us,’ yelled Carl in despair. ‘We have no chance of outrunning them now.’

‘Why aren’t they shooting again?’ asked Roana.

‘I think they mean to board us,’ Carl shouted in response. ‘They are avoiding sinking the Owl outright. They could blow us to smithereens in a moment if they wanted to.’


Ethan dug his hands in his pocket in frustration. His bow and arrows would be no match against a fully armed Sedah warship with twenty-eight cannon and an army of soldiers armed to the teeth with cutlasses, dirks, pike staffs and swords.

Once more he felt the pipe hidden there. Once more he pulled it out. The pipe was carved from several branches of pure white coral, engraved with strange symbols of dancing porpoises and spouting whales.

Ethan played the delicate Merrow pipe again. This time he put all his energy, his heart, his soul into playing. An exquisite haunting, whistling melody rang out over the water.

Lily listened, enraptured. She remembered the night she had first heard the Merrow pipe playing at Smuggler’s Cove, and then the thrilling starlit ride on a dolphin’s back, escorted by the magical Merrow folk. She rubbed the Merrow pearl at her throat. It filled her with calmness and hope.

The music played on. This time there was a response.

‘Look,’ called Lily in excitement.

To starboard, two beautiful exotic faces had broken the water. Clouds of green tresses floated out on the surface of the water like velvety dark seaweed.

One face was that of the Merrow maid, serious and questioning. The other was her solemn, bright-eyed sea baby, with spikes of green all over his head, and his thumb stuck firmly in his mouth.

The Merrow maid opened her mouth to speak in her soft singsong voice.

Lily listened carefully and subconsciously rubbed the Merrow pearl at her throat.

At first the gentle voice sounded like rolling waves, a warm soft breeze and fish leaping in delight. But then the words separated in Lily’s mind and began to make sense.

‘Greetings, son of the earth,’ the maid began. ‘My name is Serena and this is my babe, Hagen. Why have you called me through the ocean?’

Ethan did not reply because he could not understand her.

Lily knelt down on the side of the Owl. Mellifluous sounds bubbled up from her throat.

‘Greetings, Serena of the sea,’ Lily replied softly. ‘I am Lily. We desperately need your aid. The ship behind us, the ship of the Sedahs called the Sea Dragon, seeks to destroy us. Is there anything at all you can do to help us?’


A look of fury crossed the face of the Merrow maid.

‘The Merrow hate the Sedahs,’ she cried. ‘They hunt and kill the great wild whales and our gentle friends, the dolphins. They take what is not theirs to take. They take more than they need, and they leave insufficient for the other creatures of the world. I will help you. You might want to stop your friends’ ears.’

With that the Merrow maid dived underwater and disappeared, with her gorgeous wide-eyed baby.

Ethan, Roana and Saxon stared at Lily in wonder.

‘What was that all about?’ asked Roana. ‘You were making the strangest noises.’

‘I can talk to her,’ breathed Lily in wonder. ‘I couldn’t last time we met them, but I can understand her now. Perhaps it is the pearl she gave me. It forms a kind of special bond.’

‘What did she say?’ asked Ethan.

Lily related the conversation.

‘What does she mean by “stop your friends’ ears”?’ asked Roana.

‘I don’t know but whatever she’s doing, I hope she does it fast because the Sea Dragon is putting down boarding craft, and they look like they mean business,’ Saxon added grimly.


They all turned to look. The Sea Dragon was only fifty metres away and had turned broadside towards them. Swarms of armed soldiers were busily launching boarding craft and preparing grappling hooks. A troop of archers gathered in the bow. They shot a volley of arrows.

‘They are shooting way too high,’ snorted Ethan in derision.

‘They are not shooting at us,’ retorted Carl. ‘They are aiming for the rigging. They want us totally disabled.’

True enough, the arrows sliced through the rigging, cutting through ropes and sheets as they flew. Ethan picked up one of the arrows that had fallen nearby. Instead of the usual pointed arrowhead, this one had a head shaped like a sickle moon, with its edge as sharp as a razor. The arrows sliced through the ropes of the rigging as if they were fragile spiderweb.

Another sail crashed to the deck, bringing the Owl to an almost complete stop. Five longboats were now brimming with black-armoured soldiers and rowing speedily towards the Owl.

Ethan and Roana strung their bows and stood watching anxiously, an arrow nocked ready to fly. Saxon, Carl and Jack had armed themselves once more with their daggers.


Lily had run down to the cabin. The phrase ‘Stop your friends’ ears’ rang in her head. Down in the cupboard in the galley she found a block of beeswax, which was used for polishing the timber-work until it shone.

Hot coals still burned in the stove from breakfast time. She gently warmed the beeswax until it was malleable. Up on deck she could hear shouts and yells. The longboats must be very close now. She pulled off pellets of soft, warm wax and melded them between her fingers as she ran up on deck.

Carl had the small cannon from the Owl and was firing at the longboats. Ethan and Roana were shooting arrows as fast as they could draw them. Saxon tried to steer the crippled Owl away from the longboats. Jack, one arm in a sling, was valiantly trying to reload the cannon.

The five longboats rowed on relentlessly. Now they could see each lethal soldier quite clearly and count each one of their terrible weapons.

‘Come on,’ whispered Lily. ‘Come on.’

Softly, slowly, above the sound of weapons clashing and men yelling, Lily could hear a gentle melody. At first nothing happened. No-one else seemed to hear.


Then gradually the longboats slowed their rowing. The men fell silent, and the music rose sweetly and hauntingly.

The music was irresistibly sad. A song of love and loss.

Lily was entranced. So too were the others on the ship. Ethan had dropped his bow and arrow. Saxon had let go of the steering wheel so they were drifting uselessly on the current.

Carl let the cannon muzzle drop and was meandering over to the railing, trying to get closer to the music, closer to the rocks. He reached over the side as if he was going to drop into the sea to swim to the source of that magical music.

Lily smiled. How sweet! Saxon wandered over to the side of the ship too and leant far over the side.

Sitting on the cruel jagged rocks in the golden sunshine was an entrancing figure. From the waist up she appeared to be human, with long flowing green hair, decorated with shells and pearls. From the waist down, she had a long, slim tail glittering silvery green in the sunlight. The Merrow maid played on her white coral pipe, and this was the source of the entrancing music.

Lily could see the Merrow maid more clearly now, with a babe by her side, as they drifted towards her rocks. Lily could not believe how irresistibly beautiful she was. Nor could anyone else who could hear that Merrow music.

Even Mia the monkey came up from Fox’s cabin, the first time she had left his side since his injury. She climbed up into the rigging, swaying to the music and chattering softly to herself.

Aisha alone was not bewitched. She howled and howled. Aisha ran around the deck trying to distract her humans. Finally she jumped up on Lily, knocking her flying to the deck. The ball of soft beeswax flew from Lily’s hand and rolled along the deck.

‘Naughty Aisha,’ murmured Lily without much conviction. Her bottom hurt where she had fallen. She stared at the beeswax rolling across the deck.

Why had she been carrying beeswax? Why had she been kneading it? Suddenly Lily remembered the Merrow maid who was singing the song of enchantment from the rocks. Suddenly she remembered the maid’s words: ‘Stop your friends’ ears.’

The spell was broken. Lily ran first to Carl, leaning out so dangerously over the sea. She hauled him back from the edge and crammed beeswax in his ears. At first Carl fought her. He wanted to hear. But the combination of fighting Lily and the muting of the music by the wax broke the spell for him too.

He realised the Owl was drifting helplessly towards the rocks. Carl swore strongly and leapt to the helm once more.

Lily ran to Saxon, then Ethan, stuffing plugs of beeswax in their ears. Once they could no longer hear the music, the spell was broken and they helped her stop the ears of Roana and Jack, and Fox down in his cabin.

The crew of the Sea Dragon did not stop their ears. The longboats drifted across the water, away from the Owl and towards the sharp rocks guarding the Nine Isles. Men fell from the decks of the Sea Dragon and swam towards the source of that mystical music.

As if in a dream, the Sea Dragon itself was moving slowly but inexorably towards the shallow channels and hidden rocks.

Carl tapped Ethan on the shoulder and pointed to the bow of the Owl. He picked up his dagger and mimed a sawing action, and then with his arms mimed a gathering action and a flying action.

Ethan looked where Carl pointed and saw the Owl with her broken wing, the sails and rigging dragging in the sea. Ethan distracted the others and they all set to work once again, dropping the shredded sail and dragging in the broken boom and its tattered rigging.

Carl kept the Owl’s nose pointed up into the wind, to keep her still while they worked. The sails flapped and argued angrily. At last the job was done. Carl gently pointed the nose away from the wind and the Owl set sail once more – battered, injured but, slowly and painfully, moving away from the enemy.

Everyone looked back to the south. The scene was one of total chaos.

The great Sea Dragon drifted until it smashed into a mass of lichen-covered rocks. Waves pounded it on the rocks again and again. Seagulls wheeled and mewed curiously. A great hole crunched in the ship’s hull, near the bow. Seawater poured in, filling the hull in moments.

Then as suddenly as it began, the music stopped. Sedah soldiers found themselves inexplicably struggling in the ocean when a second before they had been about to board the Tiregian pirate ship.

The captain of the Sea Dragon woke up to find his deck tipping at a dangerous angle. There was a sickening crunch. He realised his worst nightmares had come true. His ship was sinking.

‘Abandon ship!’ the captain screamed. The men needed no second invitation. They ran for the lifeboats, scrambling and fighting. Many of them made it.

Slowly and relentlessly, the Sea Dragon sank to the sea floor, taking everything left on board.
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Respite



In Tira, the royal prisoners were once again enjoying the sunshine and fresh air of the herb garden. They were now allowed to stay out for an hour a day. Most days, Governor Lazlac stopped by for a short chat. Queen Ashana tried her best to be civil to him, knowing that the future of her son, her subjects and the other prisoners depended entirely on his whim.

Sure enough, Governor Lazlac soon arrived to pass the time of day. The soldiers on guard seemed more relaxed.

‘Good morning, Lady Ashana,’ said Governor Lazlac, twitching his face into a grimace that passed for a smile. ‘I bear good news.’

Queen Ashana smiled politely but her heart beat more quickly. Did he bring news of her son, Prince Caspar, or perhaps of Princess Roana? Not a waking moment passed when she did not think of her two distant children and wonder if they were safe and well.

‘I have decided to release you from your prison cell,’ Lord Lazlac announced pompously. ‘It is no place for a lady of noble birth. I have ordered that the servants prepare a simple cottage in the grounds of the palace where you may dwell with your ladies-in-waiting.’

Queen Ashana nearly gasped in shock.

‘Will you return my son to me?’ she asked immediately.

‘No,’ retorted Lord Lazlac. ‘As you know, it pleases Emperor Raef to have your son sent to Sedah soon. It is only as regards to you that our plans have changed.’

‘What of the gentlemen who share our cell?’ Queen Ashana asked. ‘Will you release them also?’

‘No,’ replied Lord Lazlac. ‘The gentlemen stay where they are. I prefer to have them safely under lock and key.’


Queen Ashana said nothing, turning this development over carefully in her mind.

‘At this point, it may behove you to thank me,’ Lord Lazlac barked sulkily.

Queen Ashana sighed inwardly. Her own comfort did not concern her as much as the welfare of her children. Yet she must keep playing the game. Perhaps if she charmed the odious Lazlac with her wit and guiles, he would consent to Caspar coming home again.

Queen Ashana smiled prettily, sweeping a shallow curtsey.

‘Of course, Lord Lazlac,’ Queen Ashana simpered. ‘I thank you from the bottom of my heart. I was simply overcome with emotion. It will be delightful to sleep above ground once more.’

The gentle irony was lost on the Sedah governor. He bowed deeply, grimacing once more.

‘I will send one of the servants to show you to your new abode this very morning. I will call on you there in the next few days to see how you have settled in.’

‘Thank you, Lord Lazlac,’ replied Queen Ashana with a nod. ‘But you must not trouble yourself. I understand that you must be very busy with the tribulations of running a kingdom.’


‘No trouble. No trouble at all,’ replied Governor Lazlac. He bowed and left, nodding briefly to Lord Mortimer.

Lord Mortimer’s heart sank, his face pale and gaunt with black rings under his eyes.

‘My lord,’ Lord Mortimer cried out pitifully, ‘I must speak with you. I beseech you.’

Lord Lazlac walked faster.

‘Good day, Mortma,’ called Lord Lazlac over his shoulder. ‘No time to talk. Affairs of state, you know.’

It was Cookie herself who came to escort Queen Ashana and the ladies to their new cottage. It was a simple gardener’s cottage, only four rooms square, but had been scrubbed and cleaned. Cookie had placed vases of fresh flowers in every room and furnished it with little luxuries that she thought might comfort the queen.

Once the ladies were installed in the cottage, Queen Ashana begged her ladies-in-waiting to leave her alone with Cookie and Marnie in the small sitting room. Queen Ashana hugged Cookie warmly, who flushed deep red with delight.

‘Cookie,’ Queen Ashana murmured, ‘I must thank you for the food and the notes. I am sure we may well have died in those dreadful dungeons without your help. Would we not, Marnie?’


Cookie humbly demurred, her eyes bright with pleasure.

‘Tell us, please, dear Cookie,’ Queen Ashana begged. ‘What of Princess Roana and the other children? Please tell us what you know.’

So Cookie whispered all that she knew of the children’s flight from the palace in the garbage cart, their secret stay at the White Horse Inn, their close escape from Sniffer at Ainsley and their rendezvous with the smuggler Fox, before sailing away on the Owl.

Queen Ashana and Marnie went pale with fright at the adventures of their precious children.

‘At least they are safe now,’ Queen Ashana cried. ‘Thank the Goddess they are safely away from that terrible Sniffer and the Sedahs. After all, what could possibly happen to them on a ship?’

Together the three women wept a little with fear and relief and hope. Cookie promised to let them know if she learned anything at all, and she left the queen and Marnie to enjoy their new comfort and space.
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No longer flying, the Owl limped away from the scene of the wreck, under reduced sail. To the east were scattered a finger of small islands and rocky outcrops.

Jack sat on watch, searching for a suitable cove to anchor. After a few kilometres they found another rocky island, with a small cove, sheltered and narrow, that was well hidden from the sea and protected from above by steep cliffs.

The anchors were lowered. Carl and Jack made a thorough tour of the Owl, taking note of all the damage and making lists of tasks to be done.

The bo’sun’s store was well stocked with rope, timber and tools. It would be a laborious job to mend the damage to the Owl and make her ready for the long journey home.

Everyone set to work – sewing, gluing, hammering, sawing, splicing and knotting.

Without Otto, the repairs were slow and painstaking. Much of the rigging had been sliced, and needed to be spliced back together again. Spars and booms had snapped, and needed to be lashed together or replaced. Sails had ripped and needed to be sewn and repaired.

Fox still lay semi-conscious in his bunk. Lily changed his dressings and dribbled water down his throat periodically.

That evening everyone fell into their sail nests leaden with tiredness, but it was impossible to sleep, their minds churning with turmoil, their hearts sick and their mouths tasting of bitter failure.

Over the next few days, all four children grew even more weary. The work was monotonous and tedious. They were unskilled at boat building, and much of their work was clumsy and needed to be redone. All day, the sun beat down. Bodies were drenched in sweat. Tempers frayed.

On the third afternoon of repairs, Ethan stomped towards the bow carrying an armload of newly spliced rope. His fingers ached from long hours of fiddly work. His fingertips were rubbed raw. His eyes ached from squinting at his work. His head ached from the sun beating relentlessly down and the light shards bouncing off the sea.

Up above, Saxon and Carl clambered in the rigging, adjusting ropes and knots. Jack and Lily sat in the stern, folding sails. Fox was still recuperating down below, watched over by an anxious Mia.

Ethan cursed softly under his breath as he stubbed his bare toe on a hammer lying on the deck.

Limping forward, he discovered Roana curled up with Charcoal in a nest of sails, fast asleep. Ethan swore again, dropping his armful of ropes on the deck.


‘Roana!’ he roared. ‘By the mighty Sun Lord!’

Roana started with a jump. Her eyes flew open.

‘You’re supposed to be mending those sails! Not sleeping on them!’

Roana tossed her head fretfully. The effect would have been much more eloquent if she still had her long golden ringlets, instead of short, cropped hair.

‘I needed to rest,’ Roana retorted sulkily. Charcoal stretched, arching her back and yawned prettily, staring at Ethan with her big green eyes. She started to wash one paw nonchalantly.

‘Oh, your highness needed a rest while the rest of your lackeys have to work!’ Ethan shouted sarcastically. ‘Poor little highness! Did you ever think that we may never get back to Tiregian if we don’t all pull together and help get this ship sailing again?’

‘I do not care,’ Roana replied, leaping to her feet, and staring at Ethan defiantly. ‘I cannot keep stitching these dreadful sails a moment longer. I am tired!’

‘And you think we are not?’ Ethan cried. ‘We are all tired, and sick to death of working on this ship. But we need to get home! You have to help too.’

‘I shall not.’

‘You have to.’


‘I will not. You cannot make me.’

Ethan leaned forward to grab Roana by the wrist. Roana slapped him hard across the face.

Ethan gulped in shock. Roana went white, then red. A large red welt bloomed up on Ethan’s cheek.

Neither one spoke for a long moment.

‘I am not one of your maid servants to be slapped in a temper,’ Ethan said softly. ‘We are all supposed to be working together equally – working as a team.’

Ethan swung on his heel and stalked off, his head held very high.

Roana felt sick and her eyes smarted with tears. She felt furiously angry. Angry with Ethan. Angry with herself. Angry with the whole world. But underneath the anger was a flicker of shame, because she knew that Ethan was right. Roana defiantly climbed back into her nest of sails and scooped Charcoal into her lap for a stroke. Charcoal kneaded her paws happily, gradually soothing Roana with her contented purring.

Lily and Saxon had heard the commotion and come forward tentatively. Aisha whined, hating the tension in the air.

Lily and Saxon had a whispered consultation.

‘Let’s just leave them both alone for a while,’ advised Saxon. ‘They’re better working it out themselves. You know what Ethan is like when he’s angry. He’s like a bear with a sore head, lashing out at anyone, and I’d rather it wasn’t me!’

Lily reluctantly agreed, so they both went back to their jobs. Roana defiantly stayed in her bags of sails, stroking Charcoal vigorously. Gradually the anger evaporated, leaving Roana feeling ashamed. Eventually she picked up her needle and thread and started sewing sails again, while rebellious thoughts churned around in her head.

By dinnertime, Ethan’s anger had also cooled, leaving him with an icy resolution not to talk to Roana, perhaps ever again. Roana threw together a quick meal of cold meat, cheese and bread, which they all ate hungrily.

Dinner was a very solemn affair, with Roana and Ethan ignoring each other, each sitting in a glum silence. Lily and Saxon chatted brightly, but they were also tired and fed up, and soon lapsed into silence as well.

Carl noted the long faces and silent tension.

‘Cheer up, mates,’ Carl cried. ‘The repairs are coming along beautifully. We should be able to sail the Owl home to Tiregian in another day or so.’

Lily and Saxon offered a weak grin. Ethan scowled. Roana tossed her head and pursed her lips.


‘That is, if the Sedahs don’t find us first. And if Rowan and Ethan here are able to settle their differences,’ Carl added. Ethan scowled more ferociously and Roana went even redder.

‘You know, sailors have a creed that helps make shipboard life bearable,’ Carl continued. ‘Ships are too small to contain a quarrel for very long. So sailors always say that you should never let the sun set upon an argument. Squabbles only fester and grow worse overnight. That would make the journey impossible. Anyway, think on that.’

Carl went to keep Fox company in his cabin. Jack climbed into his hammock and started playing a mournful tune on his harmonica. Lily went to feed the scraps to the animals. Saxon hurriedly jumped to his feet to help tidy up.

With a loud clatter, Ethan gathered up the bowls and trenchers from the table, and carried them outside to wash at the stern. Roana sat alone at the table, thinking.

Finally, she stood up and strode off to the small sail locker where they all slept, banging the door after her.

At the stern, Ethan sloshed and scrubbed, venting his frustration on the dirty plates. The hard work gradually calmed him and his thoughts turned from the churning tumult in his head to the peaceful beauty of the night around him. Overhead stretched the huge sky, blazing with thousands of brilliant stars and the perfect scythe of the waxing moon.

He heard the continuous sound of the waves rolling on the beach. He felt the gentle rocking of the boat. He smelled the fresh, cool air with its salty tang.

A small noise caught his attention. Behind him stood Roana, her face flaming.

‘Ethan. I wish to apologise for my behaviour today,’ Roana said in a rush, her voice haughty but low. ‘It was unforgivable of me to strike you, and I was wrong to sleep while everyone else laboured. I hope you will accept my apology.’

Without waiting for a response, Roana turned and ran back the way she had come.

Ethan sat, stunned.

‘Roana, wait!’ he called after her. ‘Roana. It’s all right, and I’m sorry too! I guess it’s just that we are all so devastated that we didn’t find the Moon Pearl. We all need a really good night’s sleep.’

Roana heard and waved in awkward acknowledgement. She felt like a large load had been lifted from her shoulders.


Ethan sat on the stern, looking up once more at the iridescent heavens. He swayed with tiredness. A huge feeling of frustration welled up inside him. They had escaped from the Sea Dragon for the time being, thanks to the help of the Merrow maid.

But they had failed in what they had set out to achieve. Now it looked as though the Moon Pearl and the Star Diamonds had sunk to the bottom of the sea with the wreck of the Sea Dragon.

The prophecy Saira had revealed to them came back into his mind.


‘Five travellers true, a treacherous journey to take

A princeling to save, a kingdom at stake,

Fire, plague, sea and snow must test,

To the ends of the land they make their quest,

To fetch sun and moon and blade

so the bright magic is whole again made.

The sun is dimmed under Tira to seek

The blade is hidden in the caverns deep,

The moon and stars under sea lost their power.

The princeling imprisoned in a snowy tower.

When all is done the five may rest

When ice is conquered to win their quest.’
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Revelation



With a loud click, Ethan’s mind changed gears, and a thought came to him that seemed so obvious, he wondered why they all hadn’t already thought of it.

He raced back into the brightly lit saloon, where the others were dispiritedly sitting around the table.

‘The moon and stars under sea lost their power,’ burst out Ethan.

‘What?’ asked Saxon in surprise.

‘The pearl and diamonds are under the sea,’ said Ethan patiently.

‘Yes,’ replied Roana, her forehead furrowed in confusion. ‘Probably still somewhere hidden in the captain’s cabin.’


‘Well, the verse Saira gave us says we have to seek them under the sea,’ Ethan explained. ‘We were always supposed to look for them under the sea, so there must be some way of getting down to the wreck of the Sea Dragon and finding them.’

A look of understanding crossed everyone’s pinched faces.

‘We could ask our friend Serena, the Merrow maid,’ Lily suggested. ‘She might be able to help us. Ethan could call her on his pipe again.’

The four friends went up on deck, a new spring in their steps, with Aisha at their heels.

Ethan sat on the back of the boat and softly started to play his Merrow pipes. He played a merry, happy tune of thanksgiving. The tune wandered out into the night, mingling with the distant crash of surf and echoing from the high cliffs.

Lily, Saxon and Roana leant against the rails, their eyes heavy with tiredness. Lily gently rubbed the large Merrow pearl around her neck, thinking about the exquisite Merrow maid who had befriended them. The music washed and flowed over them, bringing a sense of wellbeing.

The music played on and on. After about half an hour, Ethan trailed off.

There was a gentle splash from the water below. Everyone peered over the side to see a dark shadow.

The Merrow maid spoke in her soft, musical tongue. Lily felt her Merrow pearl at her throat and once more she found the words taking shape in her mind.

‘Ethan, brother of Lily, you play the Merrow pipe with great skill,’ Serena said.

‘Serena of the sea, we wish to thank you with all our hearts for saving our lives,’ murmured Lily in reply.

‘It was my honour and pleasure,’ Serena replied. ‘I promised Ethan, son of the earth, that I would come if you needed my help. Do you need my help once more?’

‘Yes,’ agreed Lily. ‘We seek the Moon Pearl and Star Diamonds, which were stolen by the Sedah from the sacred Sun Sword. We believe that they are still on board the Sea Dragon. Somehow we need to get down to the wreck and look for them. We hoped you could help us.’

Serena nodded thoughtfully, stroking the soft head of her baby, Hagen.

‘Pearls are very powerful talismans,’ Serena said. ‘Pearls bring the wearer wisdom and power, and increase the force of the mind. The Sedahs also believe that pearls bring wealth and longevity to the owner.

‘The Moon Pearl is particularly powerful. It was given to your people by my people as a sign of friendship hundreds of years ago. It does not belong to the Sedah.

‘The Star Diamonds are also very important. Diamonds bring good luck and true love to the wearer. They are the most prized of gems. Their power is useless under the sea. It is truly a valuable treasure which you seek.’

Lily nodded thoughtfully. ‘We seek it not for ourselves,’ she replied. ‘We seek the gems to restore them to the Sun Sword, and thereby help defeat the Sedah who have invaded our land. Please help us!’

‘We will go at dawn, before low tide,’ Serena decided. ‘I will come for you then.’

With a quiet plish, she was gone.
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Down in the dungeons Lord Mortimer was burning up with a fever. His throat felt as if it had been slashed with a razor blade, and he had a hacking cough that shook his wasting frame. Willem had tried to tend to him, but he had no herbs, no medical supplies, no blankets.

Since Queen Ashana had been moved to the cottage, the gentlemen had not been allowed up into the herb garden. Willem called once more to the guards, pleading with them for help.

‘Tell Captain Malish that Lord Mortimer may not make it through the night, unless he has medical attention,’ begged Willem. ‘My wife Marnie could tend to him. If anyone could save his life, it would be Marnie.’

Finally Lieutenant Foulash bestirred himself to share this latest development with Captain Malish. Captain Malish feared the wrath of Governor Lazlac if anything else went wrong, and Lord Mortimer had at one stage been integral to the Sedah’s invasion plan.

‘All right then, get the herb woman to tend to Mortma,’ barked Captain Malish irritably.

So Lord Mortimer was carried up out of the dungeons, groaning and thrashing, and settled in a proper bed in a small cell. Marnie was ordered to take her herbs and tinctures, and tend to him.

‘Captain Malish wants the miserable rat’s life saved for some reason,’ ordered Lieutenant Foulash. ‘So you had better save him, or it’s more than your life is worth.’

‘Well, you had better get someone to build a fire in here and bring me some fresh water,’ replied Marnie smartly, undaunted by these dire threats. She set about making Lord Mortimer comfortable, sponging him down with cool water and trickling a soothing warm honey tea down his throat.

Lord Mortimer sipped eagerly. ‘Not so dismissive of my foul goops now, are you, Lord Mortimer?’ murmured Marnie to herself. ‘Perhaps if you had partaken of my goops before, you would not be so ill now.’

Lord Mortimer groaned and coughed, feeling immensely sorry for himself. His feverish nightmares were filled with the face of his bride, Princess Roana, dressed all in white, with clouds of veil floating around her beautiful face. Princess Roana smiled sweetly and meekly at him. Her smile turned to laughter, to a sneer, then she was running away, dressed like a grubby village urchin, waving the Sun Sword victoriously above her head.

Lord Mortimer’s fever flared again, raging through his body.

‘Princess … Roana,’ murmured Lord Mortimer deliriously. ‘Must … find brat … marry her … I’ll be king.’

Marnie stiffened by the fire, her mind whirring.
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As the eastern horizon glimmered a soft rose-pink the next morning, the four friends gathered on the deck. Each one was armed with weapons – bows and arrows, daggers and dirks. Each one wore a warm cloak against the early morning chill.

Lily had her pack with medical supplies. Roana had made hot tea, which they sipped from their mugs. Saxon had packed a bag of supplies – dried fruit, bread and butter, boiled eggs and water. They had explained to Carl that they would be gone for a few hours, but would return as soon as possible.

Aisha hated the rowboat but she was not going to be left behind this time. Even Charcoal seemed prepared for the journey, carefully licking her white paws and grooming her whiskers.

‘You are not going to take Charcoal, are you, Lily?’ asked Ethan impatiently. ‘Why don’t you leave her here with Carl and Jack?’

‘Of course I’m taking her,’ Lily replied patiently. ‘We are all in this together.’


All six were safely in the rowboat with their gear stowed when Serena arrived, with baby Hagen and her long spear tipped with razor-sharp coral.

Lily and Ethan took first turn at rowing, following Serena’s wake. They were all quite adept with the oars now. The wreck of the Sea Dragon was about a half hour’s row away, on the next island.

There was still some flotsam from the wreck floating on the gentle sea. The water was clear and pale green. As the sun slowly rose they could see down to the sandy white seabed and the dark shadows of the shipwreck. Small bubbles of palest blue floated on the top of the water, gleaming like large sapphires.

Serena gestured for them to anchor the boat over the wreck. She fetched two large rocks from the island and dumped them in the bottom of the rowboat.

‘The tide is nearly at its lowest ebb,’ Serena explained to Lily. ‘The rocks will help you sink quickly. Two of you can dive down with me to the wreck, while the other two keep watch and guard the tubes.’

Serena pulled two long coiled tubes from the bag around her neck, while Lily quickly translated Serena’s instructions.


‘The Merrow people use these for extended dives,’ Serena explained. ‘Like humans, whales and dolphins, Merrow need to breathe the air above the sea. While we can hold our breath for many long minutes underwater, sometimes it is easier to breathe with a tube. Luckily the wreck is not very deep down, so you should manage it fairly easily with the tubes.’

Serena uncoiled one of the long, narrow tubes to demonstrate how it worked. The tubes seemed to be made of a narrow, hollow yellowy-orange sea plant. Roana and Saxon would stay up in the rowboat, on guard for Sedahs, and to ensure that the top of the tubes stayed above the water, sucking in air.

Lily and Ethan would swim down with the tubes to the wreck to search for the gems with Serena and Hagen. Lily and Ethan shivered in the cold morning air, as they dropped their warm cloaks and stripped down to their black silk shirts and underwear.

Both of them buckled on their belts, with their daggers carefully sheathed. Aisha whined nervously as she watched them preparing to dive.

‘Lastly, smear your bodies with this,’ Serena ordered, passing up a jar from her bag. The glass jar was filled with a clear, thick ointment that smelt of minerals and grease.


‘It will help to keep your bodies warmer and protect you from the bluebubbles,’ Serena explained. ‘Place it thickly around your neck and throat, and all over your body. If the bluebubbles sting you around your neck, you could stop breathing and die.’

Lily quickly translated.

The children all glanced at each other in trepidation, then stared out at the sea. There were more of the bluebubbles now, being pushed across the water towards them by the breeze. Now they could see that each one had a long blue tail, some two or three metres long, that rippled below them.

‘The long tails are the stingers,’ Serena continued. ‘The stingers wrap themselves around your body and burn like fire. The ointment forms a barrier so it won’t hurt quite as much. If one wraps around you, you will need to pull it off – but protect your fingertips with your shirt.’

Obediently, Ethan and Lily smeared the ointment thickly over their whole bodies, but especially on their faces and necks.

Roana sat pale and worried in the bow, tightly holding onto one end of the tubing.

Saxon fiddled with the oars, clearing away some of the bluebubbles around the boat, pretending to be busy to take his mind off the danger Lily and Ethan faced. They had all been at sea long enough to know about sharks, Octomon, Barramon and deadly Sedah warships. But now there was another danger bobbing all around their flimsy rowboat.

Ethan grinned weakly at Lily, giving her a thumbs-up signal.

‘We are ready,’ Lily muttered to Serena in Merrow.

[image: image]

At a filthy inn called Davy Jones’ Locker, down near the port, Sniffer finally found the person he had been searching for – Stumpy, the former cook of the Owl, left ashore some weeks before after a drunken brawl.

Stumpy, who was missing a couple of fingers on his left hand, was sitting by himself at a deeply pitted table, sipping on a mug of rotgut and drawing pictures on the table with spilled liquor.

‘Good morning, Cook of the Owl,’ Sniffer snuffled, taking a seat. Burgis sat down on the other side of the cook, grinning broadly. Stumpy stood up quickly, nearly knocking over his chair in his haste.


‘Gotta be going,’ Stumpy murmured indistinctly. Burgis pushed his shoulder, gently forcing him back down into his seat.

‘I need to talk to you about your captain, Fox, and the smuggling vessel known as the Owl,’ Sniffer whispered. ‘And a certain group of passengers taken aboard about three weeks ago?’

‘Never heard of them,’ the cook muttered, nervously taking another swig of rotgut. ‘Anyone can tell you, I’ve been here, minding my own business for weeks. Haven’t been near a ship.’

‘You have a choice,’ Sniffer offered. ‘Either you tell me everything you know about Fox, the Owl and her latest passengers and I will reward you amply. Or Burgis and I will escort you back to the dungeons of Tira, where Burgis will enthusiastically encourage you to share this information with us regardless. Either way you will tell me everything – where she sails, when and where the Owl will return, her secret signals, Fox’s escape routes.’

Stumpy swallowed painfully, as Burgis heartily clapped him on the back. Sniffer dropped a small pouch of silver coins on the table, which jingled cheerily. The cook gazed into the small, dark eyes of Sniffer, then the smiling eyes of the enthusiastic young Sedah soldier, Burgis.


He nodded reluctantly, images of the dungeons racing through his head.

‘The Owl set sail at the full moon, twenty nights ago,’ the cook ventured, his voice cracking and dry.

‘Go on,’ Sniffer invited, pushing the pouch closer. Burgis leaned in to catch every word.

Stumpy sighed. Forgive me, Fox, he thought. I would not willingly betray you or the Owl.
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Dive to the Wreck



Lily and Ethan breathed deeply, then lifted up their rocks, carefully judging the hole Saxon had made between the floating bluebubbles.

On the count of three they dived off the side of the boat and sank down, down, down to the dappled shadows below.

The first moments were freezing cold, but their bodies quickly adjusted to the shock. A long blue tentacle brushed against Ethan’s leg. The stinger burned sharply but did not wrap around his leg. He ignored the pain, focusing on the shadowy ship below them.

At low tide, the wreck of the Sea Dragon was only about four metres below the surface. The prow was a few metres deeper, with the deck sloping steeply up towards the stern. The sun above sent fingers of light probing down into the depths below.

Lily and Ethan opened their eyes under the water, surprised how clearly they could see. Shoals of coloured fish flickered in and out of the rigging – silvers, yellows, blues, black and white. The light was green and ghostly. A majestic silver snapper swam slowly past them, its large eyes gazing at them incuriously.

To the left darted a flat manta ray, its wings spanning over a metre, its long tail lashing.

It took a few minutes to adjust to breathing through the pipe. In through the mouth, out through the nose. The air tasted sharp and salty and slightly seaweedy. They both had to concentrate not to hyperventilate. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out.

An octopus fled as they approached. For a moment Ethan and Lily were horribly reminded of the Octomon that had nearly killed them at Goldcoin Cove.

Breathe in. Breathe out. Lily kept swimming after the glittering silvery green tail of Serena. They had come too far to stop now.


As they swam along the deck of the Sea Dragon, heading up to the topmost point at the stern, Serena pointed out one of the new inhabitants of the ship. A large turtle was resting under the ship’s wheel, against the binnacle. His polished shell gleamed brown and cream in the gloom. He rested his small head lazily on one leathery flipper, as his beady eyes watched them swim by.

Serena led the way, over the railing and down further into the gloom. Something moved slowly and sinuously below them. It was a small bottom-feeding shark, dappled brown and grey, its gills dark slits on its neck, its triangular fins weaving menacingly.

Lily could vividly imagine its teeth, sharp as razors. She faltered, panic-stricken, nearly losing her tube in shock. Serena sensed her fear and swam back, smiling reassuringly. She bubbled out some words that Lily could not understand, then grasped Lily by the arm and pulled her forward towards the shark.

The little shark flicked away, startled. Lily swallowed nervously, forcing her leaden legs to kick and her arms to swim on. She thought longingly of the surface and the sunny world up above. Then she thought of the Sun Sword and forced herself to keep going.


Ethan smiled at her, hiding his own feeling of sick dread. He pointed out the large window that led to the captain’s cabin. The glass had smashed when the ship sank, leaving a gaping hole.

One by one they dropped their heavy rocks and swam carefully through the opening, avoiding the sharp edges of glass. The cabin listed steeply towards the door, the floor now on a steep slope. The captain’s belongings stirred from their resting places and floated on the gentle current that their movement created.

The inside of the cabin was dark, with no fingers of sunlight to illuminate the shadows. Ethan’s heart sank. It would be so much more difficult to search the cabin in the darkness, underwater, surrounded by menacing sea creatures. Who knew what creature might now be hiding in the darkness of this cabin cave, waiting to attack them?

They had not found the Moon Pearl in this cabin when they had all five of them searching with the help of lanterns and no water to hinder their movement and breathing. How on earth had he thought they would manage to find the Moon Pearl on this futile excursion?

The same thoughts were racing through Lily’s mind. She drew near to Ethan, clutching his arm, her eyes vainly searching the dark. Serena seemed unperturbed by the darkness, as she started to pick through the items floating on the current. In a moment she sensed their hesitation and realised they were blind down here in the darkness.

Serena extracted something from her seemingly bottomless bag, a round sphere of intense green phosphorescent light. Its light made the cabin glow weirdly, yet it was bright enough for them to see by.

Lily and Ethan swam directly to the centre of the cabin, where the sea trunk had shifted over the trapdoor. Lily helped Ethan to heave it out of the way.

Ethan struggled to pull up the little trapdoor in the floor. Underneath was the empty space where the black chest of gold ingots had been hidden. Ethan put his arm right into the hole and felt around in every direction.

There was nothing. He felt again to make doubly sure. He shook his head despondently at Lily. She pulled a face, bubbles blowing up from her nose in a long thin column.

Ethan gestured to Lily. He started searching one side of the cabin, while she searched the other.

They had already searched the cabin thoroughly on the night they had broken in. But they searched carefully again, sifting through sodden clothes, bedding and paper pulp.

Serena seemed entranced by the scattered human artefacts. She fingered a few possessively, then picked up a silver goblet and tucked it into her bag. Then she found a small cherrywood pipe on the floor. Serena picked it up and pretended to smoke it, giggling with delight at her charade. Hagen laughed in glee, clapping his hands, while bright bubbles of air trickled up to the roof. Serena popped the pipe into her bag as well.

Ethan noticed a small tobacco pouch, which must have fallen off the desk with the pipe. The red leather pouch was tooled with an engraving of a large butterfly, or perhaps a moth.

Ethan turned away to keep searching the large sea chest. The image on the pouch triggered a niggling memory in his brain. He worried at it with a corner of his mind while he searched the chest. Butterfly. Moth.

Then it came to him in a blinding flash of recognition. He remembered the coded note that Saxon had found on Lord Lazlac’s desk. They had finally decoded it to read:



Master,

Orders fulfilled. Cigars with note.

Lunar Moth Stars on Sea Dragon two days.

Lazlac.



A moth.

With trembling hands, he untied the leather thong that fastened the moth pouch. The pouch was full of soggy black tobacco. Ethan dug down through the tobacco. Nothing. He carefully sifted through the tobacco, letting the black strands float away on the current. The pouch was empty.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

Ethan carefully felt the hard base inside the pouch. His fingers felt a rigid seam along the bottom. He wriggled his fingers along the seam and found a small cavity. His fingertips touched something cool and hard.

He gestured wildly to Lily, who swam over to see what he had found. Ethan showed her the pouch and the engraving of the moth. Lily looked puzzled, then her eyes crackled with excitement.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

Ethan gently wriggled out the object, his hands shaking. He was terrified he might drop whatever it was. Slowly he pulled out his thumb and finger, the object gripped tightly between them. Glowing luminously in the dim green light was a perfectly round, huge white pearl. It was exactly the same size as the ruby they had found hidden in the puzzle cigar box in the palace treasure chambers.

The Moon Pearl!

He handed it to Lily, who held it tightly, wild bubbles of air spiralling up in her excitement. Ethan felt inside the seam again and this time pulled out several sparkling diamonds – the Stars! He did not trust himself to take them out of the pouch, in case they slipped away between his fingers to be lost for ever.

Ethan packed the gems carefully away in the cavity in the base of the pouch, then tucked the Moon Pearl back again. The leather pouch was firmly tied around his neck.

Both Lily and Ethan felt their hearts pounding in exhilaration. Their mouths grinned so widely, the tubes threatened to slip out and escape. They hugged each other effusively. Lily danced a little hornpipe of delight, her hair billowing out like a cloud of seaweed.

Serena was ransacking a cupboard of weapons, crooning over six cruel daggers and three curved cutlasses. In the end she could not decide so took them all. Hagen cooed appreciatively.

Lily gestured to Serena and showed her the pouch around Ethan’s neck. She pointed back to the surface. Serena brandished a cutlass in agreement and led the way, out the Sea Dragon’s window and back towards the surface.

Ethan tugged on the tubing three times, to let Roana and Saxon know they were on their way back.

Without their heavy rocks, they shot quickly upwards, scooting through startled schools of fish and frightening off a curious stingray. Their heads bobbed free. They spat out the sodden tubes and breathed deeply and gratefully, carefully dodging the bluebubbles floating on the surface.

Roana and Saxon hauled them into the boat, bundling them up with warm cloaks and anxious questions. Ethan was too breathless to talk, his teeth chattering from cold, but he smiled triumphantly, stroking the pouch.

‘We found it,’ he finally stuttered. ‘We found the Moon Pearl.’

Roana jumped up and down in excitement, rocking the boat wildly. Aisha barked and leapt, whacking everyone’s legs with her tail. Lily shivered and grinned, whether from cold or excitement, it was hard to tell.

‘Show us,’ Saxon begged.

Carefully, slowly, with wobbly fingers, Ethan pulled out the gems – firstly the luminous large Moon Pearl, and then the smaller sparkling diamonds.

Everyone breathed out as one. They had done it! They had found the Moon Pearl!

The exultation and celebration lasted only a moment.

Serena murmured something quietly to Lily. Shocked, she turned to look. The others followed her gaze. There on the island to the east, a longboat laden with heavily armed Sedah soldiers was launching through the surf.

‘Oh, no,’ wailed Roana. ‘Not again.’

Ethan stuffed the gems back into the tobacco pouch unceremoniously.

‘Quick, row,’ yelled Saxon.

Ethan grabbed one oar and Saxon the other, and they started to row with all their strength.

‘Goodbye Serena, goodbye Hagen,’ called Lily in her Merrow tongue. ‘Thank you for everything …’

Serena waved with a smile. She pulled her pipe out of her bag and started to play once more.


Beautiful merrow music wafted out over the water, deep and resonant.

The children expected the Sedah soldiers to be distracted by the music as before. This time the music seemed to have no effect on them. The soldiers pulled powerfully through the surf, ignoring the big waves crashing over the boat.

Saxon and Ethan rowed strongly, but they were no match for a longboat propelled by thirteen powerful soldiers. The longboat gained steadily on them. Aisha barked and growled in warning.

Roana and Lily squirmed with nerves. There were only two oars, so they could do nothing to help.

‘Maybe the soldiers have learnt from last time and have stopped up their ears,’ Lily cried. ‘They are getting closer and not taking any notice at all of Serena’s pipe music!’

‘Girls, you had better get your bows ready,’ Ethan panted. ‘It looks like you will need to cover our backs!’

The two girls knelt in the stern of the rowboat, quivers on, bows ready, arrows nocked. They peered down the shaft of their arrows as the longboat came closer and closer.

It was filled with men. Twelve pulled on the rowing oars and one stood in the rear as sweep, calling the rhythm and steering with a long oar. In between were crammed soldiers. Roana and Lily could count the bristling spears, shields and cutlasses.

Ethan and Saxon were tiring. Saxon was not fully recovered from his brush with the Barramon, and Ethan had just had a strenuous dive to the wreck. The rowboat started to slow, and the longboat gradually gained faster.

As the longboat came within range, the soldiers nocked their own arrows and let loose a volley of shots. A black cloud of flying arrows pursued the rowboat like deadly insects.

Roana and Lily screamed. The sight of the deadly arrows spurred Ethan and Saxon on to greater effort. A surge of adrenalin raced through their bodies, sending their hearts pounding, the oxygen pumping and their muscles surging.

The rowboat responded by leaping forward out of range. The black arrows rained down harmlessly into the water behind them. The rowboat was now well past the first island, with the second island – the island where the Owl was moored – growing closer. But the gap between the two boats was now less than two hundred metres.


The longboat gained steadily. The gap closed to one hundred and fifty metres, one hundred metres, fifty metres.

‘Ready. Aim. Fire,’ ordered Lily. They both shot off a volley of their own arrows – three in a row.

The soldiers on the longboat immediately placed up a protective roof of shields. The girls stopped firing. It was a waste of precious arrows.

The soldiers put down their shields. There, bristling up from the many shields, were six green fletched arrows.

One of the soldiers guffawed some joke about the sight of the young lad and lassie firing arrows on the cream of Sedah manhood.

All the soldiers broke out laughing, clutching their sides and clapping each other on the back.

One of the forward soldiers stood up. He held his spear and shield up in the air, in a gesture of surrender.

‘Come on, lassie,’ he yelled across the water. ‘Kill me if you dare, or perhaps you’d rather kiss me!’

He blew air kisses across the water to Lily. The soldiers all laughed uproariously again.

Lily’s cheeks flamed with embarrassment. She clenched her hand on the bow, wanting to break it over the head of the soldier mocking her.

Ethan and Saxon rowed valiantly. The Sedah longboat still gained steadily. Roana glanced at Lily in despair. What were they going to do?

‘Which one is your boyfriend, lassie?’ jeered the soldier. ‘Or are Tiregian laddies so paltry that you have three? Come and kiss me and you won’t want their kisses any more!’

The comedian in the longboat was enjoying himself.

The soldiers laughed again. Several others blew kisses to Lily. The soldiers were content to play with them while the longboat drew closer, like a cat plays with a mouse before it kills it.

Ethan and Saxon rowed harder, puffing and panting. Aisha stood in the stern of the rowboat, all her hackles raised, growling fiercely. She barked in frustration. She couldn’t get at the enemy to protect her family.

One of the Sedah soldiers raised his bow and took aim. Lily saw him out of the corner of her eye. He shot one black arrow which sped above the water straight for Aisha.

Lily did not have time to think. Instinctively her reflexes took over.

The black arrow stopped suddenly and dropped. It was splintered in two, neatly bisected by a flying green streak.


‘Great shot, Lily!’ whistled Roana. ‘I didn’t know you could shoot like that!’

‘Did I shoot it?’ exclaimed Lily in shock. ‘I didn’t know I could either!’

There was a volley of catcalls from the longboat.

‘The lassie can shoot!’ someone called.

‘Let’s see how you go against this, then, lassie!’

The longboat was now twenty metres behind them. At that moment, all the soldiers nocked their arrows and took aim. At this distance they could not possibly miss.

Roana and Lily looked at each other in despair. To have the Moon Pearl in their possession after all their adventures and then be slaughtered by Sedahs like rats in a barrel – it was just not fair.

‘Ready,’ came a booming voice across the water. ‘Aim. Fire.’

The nocked arrows were released and flew through the air like a cloud of poisonous wasps, speeding towards their targets.

Ethan and Saxon kept rowing futilely. Roana and Lily watched the arrow cloud in trepidation. Aisha whined.

The arrows arced and fell. But by some miracle they didn’t find their mark.

Inexplicably, every archer had missed the target. For some unknown reason, the longboat was rocking wildly. The archers yelled and shouted in consternation.

The reason for the disturbance was soon apparent. A huge black shape emerged from the water, right beside the Sedah longboat. A huge spray of water showered the occupants.

It was a whale, with Serena and Hagen clinging to its right flipper. The whale rocked the longboat again wildly, threatening to overturn it.

Several of the soldiers nocked their arrows to shoot at the huge mammal attacking them. Others grabbed long pike staffs, to use them as harpoons. The weapons were never released.

The whale leapt and arced, his tail smacking the water with a tremendous splash. Serena and Hagen clung on to the flipper, flying through the air. Hagen cried out with delight.

The longboat rocked again wildly, spilling some of its occupants into the sea. The whale dived deep below the surface. For a moment, the Sedahs glanced around nervously, searching for their new opponent. It was gone, as if it had never been. The Sedahs grabbed oars and started to row furiously after the rowboat once more.

The pursuit lasted only a few moments. With a tremendous splintering, sucking, shuddering thud, the longboat lifted right out of the water, carried high on the whale’s huge mountain of a back. The longboat trembled on the apex of the hill. Then it fell – toppling, tumbling, turning and tearing, and finally smashing, spilling its occupants into the sea.

Serena and Hagen watched from a short distance away. Serena smiled in satisfaction, stroking Hagen’s soft green spikes. Hagen clapped and laughed.

Soldiers clung to planks of driftwood and oars, screaming and calling for help. Saxon and Ethan stopped rowing, watching the scene in a mixture of horror and relief.

Serena waved at them as if shooing chickens out of a barn. Doggedly they grasped the oars and slowly, steadily, kept on rowing.
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Celebrations



‘There you are,’ yelled Jack, as the rowboat skimmed up to the Owl. ‘You’ve been ages.’

‘Carl’s decided to give us all some shore leave this morning, although it looks like you four already took some,’ Jack teased. ‘We’re going to cook up a late breakfast over on the beach and top up the fresh water. We’re sailing home for Tira tonight!’

Wearily, the four climbed back on board.

‘That sounds like fun,’ Lily agreed. ‘But is it safe over there? I mean, are there any Sedahs around?’ Visions of the boatload of Sedahs chasing them ran through Lily’s mind.


‘Carl went over this morning in the coracle to check the island was safe,’ explained Jack. ‘While you four were off on whatever mysterious errand you were on. He said the island is completely deserted and very beautiful.’

‘Well, I guess a celebration is in order,’ Saxon winked to the others. ‘I mean, if we are going home tonight!’

‘We’ll be right with you,’ Ethan agreed. ‘We just need to get organised.’

The four children hurried forward to their little sail locker and collapsed onto their sail nests. Ethan took the leather tobacco pouch from around his neck and carefully, reverently took out the jewels. Everyone took it turn to cradle the beautiful gems in the palm of their hand.

The pearl was smooth and lustrous, while the seven diamonds glittered sharply. Their coolness and weight reassured them that they were indeed real. They had, against all odds, succeeded in rescuing the Moon Pearl and Star Diamonds from the bottom of the ocean.

‘I cannot believe it,’ murmured Roana, her voice shaking with emotion. ‘We have retrieved the gems from under the sea. I must thank you all from the depths of my heart. Without you three, it would have been impossible.’

‘Without you, it would have been impossible too,’ Ethan smiled. ‘Remember, we are a team, and none of us could have done it without the others.’

‘We are only halfway there,’ Lily reminded them. ‘We have the gems, but we still need to find the sword and rescue Prince Caspar.’

Roana carefully sewed a firm little pouch for the gems, hidden in the hem of her cloak, on the opposite corner to the Sun Gem. Once again she triple sewed it with tiny invisible stitches.

Everyone sat quietly watching her. There was no wild jubilation this time, no pillow fights or shrieking and dancing. They were all too overawed by the enormity of their quest. It had been difficult – far more difficult than they could ever have imagined. And there was still so far to go.

‘Come on, you landlubbers,’ yelled Jack from the galley. ‘We’re all starving and it looks beautiful on the beach. If you don’t come now, we’re going without you.’

That threat got things moving quickly. Carl and Saxon helped a very weak Fox down to the rowboat, with an excited Mia dancing through the rigging. Everyone clambered down into the boat, chattering and laughing. Aisha sat in the prow, her nose sniffing the air in excitement. Saxon tied the little coracle behind the rowboat.

The rowboat sped ashore, riding the small waves onto the sheltered white beach. Everyone climbed out onto the sand, dragging the rowboat up the beach. Setting foot on land after weeks on the Owl was a very peculiar sensation. It felt as though the land were moving, rolling and rocking.

‘Ohh,’ called Lily. ‘This feels really weird.’

Saxon staggered about, exaggerating the rocking movement to make everyone laugh.

‘Young Saxon, have you been into my rotgut?’ roared Fox, jokingly.

‘You said you’d make sailors out of us,’ Saxon retorted. ‘Now we can’t walk on real land without feeling like it’s a ship’s deck.’

‘It takes a while to get used to the lack of motion again,’ Fox agreed. ‘I guess you are not such a bunch of landlubbers after all.’

On the beach Ethan made a small fire, ringed with stones, and brewed some tea. Lily spread rugs on the sand in the shade of a tree, where Fox was left to lie, pale but smiling, with Mia snuggled into his neck. Aisha flopped in the shade, her tongue lolling out.


Saxon started cooking bacon, eggs, sausages, onions and tomatoes in the little frypan on the fire. Roana had brought freshly baked bread, butter and plum jam. Quick as a flash, Mia dived down from the tree branch, snatched a slice of bread and jam and darted back up to the safety of the tree to nibble her stolen plunder.

‘Mia!’ reproved Fox in a stern voice. ‘Where are your manners? You’ve obviously been spoilt rotten while I’ve been ill!’

Mia chattered back, unrepentant, then came back for more, when the first was finished.

Roana passed around the basket of bread and butter, for everyone to pile high with offerings from the frypan. Lily made a sausage sandwich for Aisha, which she gulped down whole, wagging her tail hopefully, begging for more with brown eyes.

‘What a waste!’ cried Saxon. ‘I don’t think that sandwich even touched her tongue. Aisha certainly couldn’t possibly taste how good it was!’

When all the food was finished and the last crumbs licked up by Aisha and Saxon, Fox and Carl spread out in the shade for a nap. Jack played his harmonica, weaving a merry dance tune. Mia swayed and danced to the music, chattering to herself with delight.


‘Let’s explore,’ begged Ethan, yearning to walk and climb and discover. With Aisha at their heels they scrambled up the headland.

‘I can’t believe we are actually on Sedah soil,’ remarked Lily, gazing about her with great curiosity.

The island was beautiful. Great trees towered overhead, covering most of the island in velvety, lush forest. Birds darted among the branches and soared over the sea, warbling cheerful songs.

Black, whiskered seals basked in the sun on the yellow and green lichen-covered rocks. A mischievous baby seal smacked its sleek mother with a flipper, then rolled over, baring its tummy, begging forgiveness. She lumbered over to her baby, rolling him in the water with her nose.

They reached the top of the headland, puffing and panting with exertion. Behind them were the small beach where they had breakfasted and the protected cove where the Owl was moored.

Before them was a long, open beach with bigger waves rolling straight off the ocean. White spray misted the air. The sea stretched to the horizon, wide and blue.

Down below, they could see a pod of cavorting dolphins, surfing the breaking rollers towards the shore. Their faces looked as though they were laughing for joy as they dived and raced with the waves.

‘That looks like fun,’ said Saxon. ‘We should try that. Do you think we could do that on the little coracle we brought over?’

‘Why not?’ smiled Ethan. ‘We are on an adventure, after all!’

So it was agreed and the four of them returned to the cove to carry the lightweight coracle up and over the headland to the ocean beach.

At the top of the sand dune, leading steeply down to the beach, Saxon stopped, sweaty and hot. Everyone put their corner of the coracle down on the sand.

‘This is hard work carrying this boat up the hill,’ complained Saxon, dramatically wiping his brow. ‘At least it will be easier going down. Come on, everyone – climb in.’

The others looked at the steep sand dune, then at the coracle, and giggled. Roana and Lily eagerly climbed in the front of the boat, while Saxon and Ethan pushed from behind. The coracle gathered speed. The boys ran after it, then jumped in, their added weight making the coracle fly faster down the hill.


Aisha galloped beside them, her black-tipped ears streaming behind her.

Everyone whooped with excitement, squealing and laughing. The coracle raced and bumped down the sand dune, flying into the air as it hit a tussock. The coracle was sliding at great speed when it eventually skidded onto the beach and overturned, spilling the four children out on the sand.

Lily’s eyes streamed with tears and her cheeks ached from laughing so much. Roana sat up with a face full of sand, spitting out shelly grains.

‘That was so much fun,’ laughed Ethan.

Saxon leapt up, picking the lightweight coracle up under one arm.

‘Bags be first,’ Saxon cried. ‘Last one in is a hairy toad!’ With that he darted down the beach and dived into the water, swimming strongly out to where waves were breaking. The others ran after him.

The water was clear and turquoise green, turning to rich blue as it deepened. Transparent little fish darted over the white sandy bottom. Tiny shells of white, pale pink and purple were scattered along the sand.

Roana gasped with pleasure as a wave crashed over her. Ethan splashed a great armful of water over her so she had to dive under the water to escape him. Roana splashed him back, smiling shyly at him to show their quarrel was forgiven.

Aisha barked in the shallows, up to her belly in water but reluctant to come any deeper. The four children dived and splashed and leapt and played, laughing in exhilaration. Soon they were taking it in turns to paddle the coracle out to deeper water and then try to catch waves into shore. It took a bit of practice, but soon they were all riding the waves.

It was like flying. The wave would pick up the tiny boat and then hurl it down the steep face. The coracle would travel faster and faster, propelled by the sheer power of the surf, until the white foam churned around the prow, lifting it on a cushion of bubbles before it would stop gently as it hit the sandy edge.

Dolphins surfed beside them as if daring them to race faster and further. With experimentation, they realised they had a longer ride if they travelled along the wave, rather than just flying forward.

Saxon and Ethan competed to do funny tricks on the coracle. Ethan stood up, using his arms to balance.

‘Wooohooo,’ he yelled, flapping his wings like a great albatross.


Saxon stood up and tried to turn around in a circle but fell off, flailing in the wave, tumbling and spinning like a leaf in a whirlpool. He came up coughing and spluttering, with salt water up his nose.

Roana, lying on her belly, squealed in delight as the coracle raced her to shore.

Lily pretended she was a circus rider, her arms held out proudly as she balanced bareback on her galloping horse. She swayed and swooped on the coracle, until she was bucked off squealing and laughing.

Aisha ran back and forth on the shore, barking anxiously. She did not like this new sport of flying on the waves.

After a couple of hours the four children collapsed onto the sand next to Aisha, their hearts overflowing with joy. Pale and almost invisible in the morning sky, the waxing moon smiled down upon them.

‘That was great fun,’ laughed Roana.

‘No wonder the dolphins love catching the waves,’ Saxon agreed. ‘It is just like flying.’

‘Well, tonight we fly back on the Owl to beautiful Tira, with the Sun Gem and the Moon Pearl safe in Roana’s cloak,’ Ethan said. ‘I wonder what new adventures await us there?’


‘Finding the Sun Sword and Prince Caspar, of course!’ laughed Lily. ‘The four of us are ready for anything now.’
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Finally Marnie was released from the job of nursing the obnoxious Lord Mortimer, who was a dreadful patient and an interminable whinger. Lord Mortimer was allowed to recuperate alone in his cell room, under Sedah guard. Marnie hurried back to the gardener’s cottage, where she found Queen Ashana sharing tea with Cookie.

‘Albert has a plan, your majesty,’ Cookie whispered. She stopped as soon as Marnie returned.

‘Do not concern yourself, Cookie. I would trust Marnie with my life,’ Queen Ashana reassured her.

‘Well, Albert has been talking with the rebels who are training in the forests to the north, as well as his fellow royal spies.’

Marnie’s eyes opened wide. She had not known that Cookie’s brother was a royal spy.

‘Albert’s men have a plan to break down the palace gates with a force of Tiregian rebels,’ Cookie continued. ‘They will seize control of the palace and return you to your throne. The rebels thought Lord Mortimer, the king’s cousin, could be the new leader of the Tiregian rebel army.’

Marnie remembered vividly Lord Mortimer’s feverish, leering face as he dreamed of Princess Roana.

Queen Ashana was listening carefully, hope lighting her weary face.

‘Your majesty,’ Marnie interrupted. ‘There is something I must share with you. While I was nursing Lord Mortimer, in his fever, he mentioned Princess Roana. I do not think he means her well.’

Queen Ashana laughed shortly. ‘Lord Mortimer and Roana have never got on terribly well, but I do not think he means her harm.’

Marnie took a deep breath. ‘Your majesty, Lord Mortimer was raving that he means to marry Princess Roana and take over Tiregian as its king.’

Queen Ashana breathed quickly, fighting a hundred fiery words that rose to her tongue.

‘Albert suspected there was a traitor deep in our midst. This only confirms that Albert is right, your majesty,’ Cookie asserted. ‘The rebels must break in and set you free. We must fight the Sedah invaders with every man and woman we can muster.’

‘No,’ Queen Ashana replied firmly. ‘The Sedahs have Caspar, my baby. They will kill him. I can do nothing that might harm my child. Until Caspar is safe, we are helpless.’

‘But Caspar could be anywhere,’ wailed Cookie. ‘We have no idea who has him or where. It is impossible.’

Queen Ashana bit her lip until a drop of crimson blood ran from her mouth.

‘Nonetheless, we can do nothing, until Caspar is safe,’ Queen Ashana reiterated. ‘Perhaps Albert and his informants can discover where Roana and Caspar are. Perhaps the rebels can help my children, but they can do nothing for me until they are safe.’

Marnie thought of her own children, wherever they might be.

‘You are right, your majesty,’ Marnie replied. ‘We can do nothing which might endanger the children.’
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The Worm Hole



The return voyage to Tiregian was calm and uneventful, with a fair wind most of the way. Seven nights after they left Sedah, Jack softly called, ‘Land ahoy.’

The four children ran to the gunwale to look for the welcoming lights of the port of Tira. Fox ordered Carl to change course to north-west. The Owl crept close to the shore. The children could hear the waves crashing on the rocks, and smell the familiar scent of earth and grass and animals above the briny smell of the sea.

Sinking to the west, the gibbous moon beamed benevolently, tarnishing the sea with its silvery path.

Jack climbed up into the rigging with one of the ship’s lanterns, its flame carefully shielded by black shutters. On Fox’s whistle he carefully flashed the lantern to shore, opening the little door to reveal the flame. The signal flashed – one short, one long, one long, one short. Nothing happened. There was only darkness from the clifftops.

Fox whistled again. Jack repeated the series of flashes. This time there was an answer.

Two short flashes blinked back from the cliff tops.

Fox sighed in satisfaction. He whispered orders. This was the part of the Owl’s journey that was the most difficult and the most nerve-racking for Fox – to land his illicit cargo on Tiregian’s shores and spirit it away to be hidden and dispersed.

The experienced crew ran to do his bidding. The rowboat was lowered down from the deck with a gentle splash. Roana, Lily, Saxon and Ethan stood at the stern wrapped in black cloaks with black woollen hats on their heads, pulled down low over their ears. Lily had her long hair tucked up into her hat to hide its pale colour, and Charcoal curled inside her pocket. At their feet lay their grubby packs and Aisha, her head on her white-tipped paws, waiting patiently.

Fox watched the dark coast carefully, waiting to recognise the shape of a rock or cliff that would lead him where he needed to go. At last he saw it, a misshapen boulder that squatted against the starry sky. He gestured to the children to clamber down into the rowboat with their packs. Aisha leapt down eagerly, followed lastly by Fox, with Mia clutching onto his shoulder.

At Fox’s signal, Jack cast off the mooring rope, and Saxon and Ethan rowed strongly for shore.

The cliffs towered above them, soaring sheer, stark and slippery twenty metres into the air. Fox directed them to a tiny beach. The waves surfed them in onto the gritty sand. Everyone leapt out and dragged the boat up out of the water. Fox showed them where to stow the boat behind a boulder covered in smelly brown weed.

It felt good to have solid land beneath their feet once more, the solid and familiar sand of Tiregian. Once again, their legs swayed and buckled, unused to the lack of rolling motion.

The girls looked around apprehensively. In the moonlight they could see no path, no way up the cliffs from this exposed stretch of sand. Fox led them around the rocks. They tripped and slid in the darkness, clumsy with the many hidden obstacles.

At last Fox climbed up behind some huge boulders at the base of the cliffs. For the first time he risked opening the door on his shuttered lantern. The rays revealed a round black hole in the base of the cliff, about two metres high, completely hidden from the seaward side by the boulders. Above the round hole was carved a delicate depiction of a fierce dragon in flight. The carving seemed to dance in the flickering light.

‘The worm hole,’ whispered Fox, ominously. ‘The hidden smuggler’s way. In we go, my lovelies.’

Fox led the way, Mia jumping up and down on his shoulder, making strange misshapen shadows on the smooth golden rock of the tunnel. The round tunnel wound gradually uphill, its sides slightly rippled, probably by centuries of running water from an ancient underground stream.

Roana went next, keeping close to Fox’s heels, the powerful gems sewn into the cloak in her pack, giving her immeasurable comfort. Ethan, his bowstring held taut, could hear his heart hammering in his ears, as if it was the sound of the ancient phantom stream. Lily nibbled her thumb nail with nerves, one hand on her smooth Merrow pearl, as Aisha paced beside her. Saxon brought up the rear, his eyes darting from side to side, his hand nervously clutching his dagger.

All the children remembered their last voyage underground in the caverns under Tira, and the dangers they had faced there – thousands of scuttling cockroaches, a plague of ferocious rats and a throttling hobgoblin with searing acidic protrusions on its skin. Underground tunnels made them nervous.

The worm hole wound up, up, up for about a kilometre. At last Fox stopped abruptly, shining his lantern up at the ceiling. The tunnel continued on, until it snaked around a corner and out of sight. Fox was examining some rusty iron staples embedded in the rock wall. They led up through a wide shaft and into the darkness.

‘Up we climb,’ Fox whispered encouragingly. ‘Not far now. We are nearly there.’
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Two kilometres away, in a clearing in the forest was a rough camp, with three tents set up around a glowing fireplace.

‘Sniffer. Sniffer, I saw it,’ Burgis burst into the silent camp yelling.


Sniffer emerged from his tent, his black eyes blinking with sleep and his nose twitching.

‘Saw what?’ Sniffer grumbled irritably, rubbing his eyes and stretching.

‘The lantern signals,’ Burgis cried enthusiastically. ‘Out at sea. One short flash, two long flashes, then a short flash, just like Stumpy said.’

Sniffer snorted joyfully.

They are back, he thought. Finally all the patient waiting has paid off. The Owl is back.

Burgis waited impatiently, like a puppy longing for a pat.

‘Good work, Burgis,’ said Sniffer. ‘Wake the men. We have a trap to set.’

Burgis ran eagerly to do as he was bid. Sniffer sat quietly, running over the details of his plan.
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The children climbed up the iron staples, through the shaft and into a deep cellar. At the top were a winch and a canvas sling. Aisha was hauled up reluctantly in the sling, with Lily climbing up beside her to keep her still.

The cellar was large, containing only a few barrels and bales. The smell in the cellar reminded them of the exotic waft they had first smelled in the Owl’s storage hold – brandy, tobacco, silk and chocolate.

Fox did not pause to examine the cellar, but immediately headed over to another ladder, leading up to the ceiling. He closed the shutter on the lantern, dousing the light. He climbed up in the darkness, unlatched a trapdoor above and climbed through. Ethan, Lily, Saxon and Roana quickly followed.

This ladder led up to the floor of a building, which smelled of horses, straw, leather and manure – a stable. The smell made Lily think of their own barn at home in Kenley. Fox listened carefully – the only sounds were the gentle snuffling of horses and a quiet stamp of hooves. Fox opened the lantern shutter, flooding the space with golden light.

Fox gestured for them to hurry and to be quiet. Saxon and Ethan hauled Aisha up the ladder between them. They all climbed out of the trapdoor, cleverly concealed in the bottom of a feed bin.

The building was indeed a stable, with rows of stalls along each side. Curiously peering over the door of each stall was a sleek black pony’s head, with their round bodies swathed in canvas rugs.


‘Quickly,’ whispered Fox. ‘Take off the rugs, but leave on the boots. Careful not to get grease all over you.’

Everyone set to work with a will. Lily gasped in amazement. Each pony was the same: small, strong and sturdy and black as pitch. Each wore little boots, made of leather and canvas, blackened with tar, over their hooves. Black bandages were wound around the fetlocks, up to the knees.

The ponies’ coats shone in the lamplight. Each one was shaved, almost to the skin, from forelock to tail, and then greased thickly with lard. The manes were shorn, and the tails cut short and tightly plaited. Each pony wore a black leather halter, but with no bits to jingle or jangle.

Fox directed everyone to saddle up a pony each. The saddles were exceptionally small and smooth, with narrow girths and short stirrups. Fox swiftly tied five of the ponies together with lead reins to make a string of horses.

Lily looked at Fox enquiringly.

‘My little beauties,’ Fox smiled. ‘They are as black as night, as fast as eagles and as slippery as eels. They are almost impossible for a coast guard to catch, which suits me very well.’

‘What about bridles?’ asked Roana nervously.


‘Too noisy. Besides, these darlings are trained to follow the lead mare, and to respond to voice commands, which will be given by me, and me alone,’ Fox ordered severely.

The children nodded to show they understood and mounted their ponies, each gripping onto the very short reins. Fox checked that the trapdoor to the cellar was safely hidden, doused his lantern and opened the stable door.

‘Good,’ he murmured. ‘The moon has set, so we have darkness to cloak our journey. Lily, make sure all your hair is hidden by that hat.’

He peered out into the darkness, swung up into his saddle and led the small parade out into the stable yard. The leather boots muffled the noise of the ponies’ hooves on the cobbles, so there was hardly a sound. With black horses and black-clad riders, and no moon, they slipped almost invisibly through the night. Fox led, followed by the four children on their ponies, followed at the rear by the five riderless ponies.

They padded through the darkness at a brisk walk for fifteen minutes, with Aisha trotting between Lily and Ethan. Frogs croaked rhythmically in the woods, singing raucous love songs to their mates. Black branches spread against the sky, forming lacy patterns against the paler clouds. Lily shivered in the chilly air, burying her hands in the folds of her cloak for warmth.

Fox had made this journey on pony back at least fifty times, but his adrenalin still surged, his heart pounded and his ears and eyes were peeled for any sign of danger. Even so, he did not hear the soft rustle of soldiers in the undergrowth. He did not smell the strange scent of Burgis hiding behind a tree. He did not see, until it was too late, Sniffer skulking in the shadows.

Sniffer could not see the contingent of dark ponies, or even really hear them. But he did sense something different in the air – a mixture of sweat and leather and greased horseflesh. His nose alerted him that something was coming. Something that made his spirits soar and his heart beat faster. Then he saw a shadow move and heard a faint muffled sound, coming down the woodland track. Aisha caught a whiff of danger skulking in the bushes and barked sharply.

Sniffer stepped out into the roadway, his hand raised officiously, a lantern in his other hand. The sudden light of the lantern was blinding and harsh in the dark peace of the woodland night.

‘Halt, Fox, in the name of Emperor Raef,’ Sniffer ordered, his voice gloating, and his eyes gleaming as he spied the smaller figures swathed in their black cloaks. The children recognised the dreaded voice at once and sank hopelessly into their saddles.

Roana wanted to weep. She could feel the gems burning through the cloak at her back. She could never, ever give them up to the Sedahs. She straightened her back. She would not show despair in front of this snivelling Sedah, Sniffer. Ethan itched to grab his bow and arrow. A quick glance into the undergrowth showed him that there were soldiers on both sides.

Fox raised his right hand in a gesture of submission, showing that he held no weapons.

‘Whoa, girls, whoa,’ he ordered loudly and calmly. Mia clung tightly to his neck.

At once all ten ponies surged forward into a frantic gallop. Roana, Lily, Ethan and Saxon had to use all their riding skills to stay on, as the ponies streamed away, their necks stretched out and their short legs pounding. Lily’s pony ducked past an overhanging shrub, sweeping the black woollen hat from her head. Her long hair tumbled down her back, streaming out behind her in the breeze.

Lily saw Sniffer’s eyes widen in shock. His reactions were delayed for a moment as his brain refused to accept what was happening. Sniffer analysed the scene before him, then leapt for Lily’s pony, his eyes boring possessively into her face.

His hands closed on the pony’s greased black flank and slipped. Sniffer stumbled and fell heavily onto the dusty track. Ethan’s pony nimbly leapt over the fallen body, Ethan hanging on tightly.

Aisha stopped and nipped Sniffer on the leg, causing him to howl in pain. Ethan whistled sharply to call Aisha to heel, and she obediently galloped after the ponies, her tongue lolling out in pleasure.

The soldiers and Burgis leapt from their hiding places, in complete disarray because of the sudden change in the ambush, unsure of their orders and nervous of the terrifying herd of galloping hooves and flying bodies. Three tried to grab a passing pony, only to slip on the greased coat and fall under the hooves like Sniffer. Their comrades struggled in confusion, trying to rescue those fallen, while avoiding the hooves themselves. When the last pony galloped away from the ambush, it left a shambles of shocked and dazed Sedahs in its dust.

Lily, Roana, Saxon and Ethan clung on tightly, their hearts pounding and their mouths dry with fear. They could not hear any sound of pursuit, but they knew that Sniffer did not give up so easily.

Fox did not pause the gallop for many minutes, until they came to a fork in the track.

‘Rosie,’ he ordered gently. ‘Go home.’

The leading mare of the unsaddled string of horses whickered in agreement, tossing her head, then trotted off down the right-hand path, her four unmounted companions trotting after her.

Fox turned to the left path and trotted on ahead. The four mounted ponies followed obediently, dropping into a quick jog. Another kilometre down the road he called gently to the others.

‘Up ahead are some overhanging trees,’ Fox whispered. ‘Climb up on your pony’s back and swing up into the trees. Don’t drop your packs and for the Goddess’s sake, don’t fall off.’

‘Mischief,’ Fox ordered his pony gently. ‘Go to Charlie’s.’

Mischief snorted in agreement. When Fox jumped up to stand on Mischief’s back, then swung himself up onto a tree branch, the well-trained pony did not even break her stride, but trotted on steadily, her ears pricked and her eyes shining.

One by one, Roana, Lily, Saxon and Ethan adjusted their packs on their backs, took a deep breath, then jumped to their feet and swung up onto a handy tree branch. All five ponies obediently trotted off to the north. Fox sighed. He listened carefully for sounds of pursuit.

‘Everyone all right?’ he whispered. ‘Now we need to take the high road back to Tira.’

‘What about the ponies?’ asked Lily anxiously.

‘They will be fine,’ Fox chuckled softly. ‘They will find their own way across the moors and back to their stables. They have done these routes dozens of times, and know that a warm mash and a cosy stall wait for them at the end. Now climb carefully, stay in the trees and head away from the road. I want no sign of our passing to give us away to that tracker.’

The climb through the trees was painstakingly slow, especially laden with cloaks and packs. Aisha, of course, could only walk below the trees, but Fox hoped that the ponies’ tracks leading forward would mean Sniffer did not notice that Aisha’s tracks had left the path.

After half an hour of clambering from branch to branch and tree to tree, Fox signalled that they could climb down. From here they had a long walk of over an hour, through the forest and open moor, stumbling on rocks and tussocks in the darkness.


Finally Fox paused by a twisted old tree and hooted swiftly like an owl. He hooted again long and low. An answering hoot welcomed them in return.

Stumbling, tired and exhausted, they crept across a cobbled stable yard, finding a welcoming light set out for them. A handsome woman dressed in silken skirts, her black hair caught up in an untidy bun, welcomed them into a large kitchen.

‘Good evening, Jess,’ murmured Fox. ‘I’ve brought you some dangerous contraband.’

Jess smiled in amusement as she took in the four exhausted children and the large red-gold dog. Mia jumped off Fox’s shoulder and scampered up to kiss Jess on the cheek.

‘I doubt there’s much profit in this style of smuggling, Fox,’ Jess laughed. ‘You’ll never retire at this rate.’

‘Oh, I’ve a tidy little bundle of gold ingots tucked away after my last voyage,’ Fox grinned airily. ‘So it may well be time to find a sweet little cottage by the sea and grow beetroot.’

‘Beetroot,’ Jess cried with a grimace of disapproval. ‘I can do better than that. Come in and try some hot sausages and mashed potatoes. I was hoping there might be visitors tonight.’

Soon the four children, Fox and Jess were sitting around the white pine table, in front of a blazing kitchen fire, eating spicy hot sausages, splitting out of their skins, buttery mashed potatoes, caramelised onion rings and fresh minty green peas, all washed down with frothy ginger beer.

Mia sat in Fox’s lap, surreptitiously stealing peas from his plate and eating them delicately with her tiny fingers. Aisha crunched contentedly on a large bone by the hearth, her whiskers nearly singed, she was so close to the fire, while Charcoal lapped at a bowl of warm milk.

Fox was telling Jess all the adventures of the latest voyage of the Owl. Jess raised her eyebrows in disbelief.

‘Fox, they may believe you in the taproom of the White Horse Inn, but you can hardly expect me to swallow all your fanciful tales,’ Jess teased.

‘Oh, Jess, believe me,’ Fox grinned. ‘One day, they will be telling the tale of the voyage of the Owl all through the land of Tiregian, and we will be household names! Then you can tell your bonny grandchildren that you helped the child heroes escape from the dreaded Sedahs.’

Jess laughed and smacked Fox playfully on the shoulder, her green eyes dancing.


‘Now have you solved my riddle yet, children?’ demanded Fox. ‘How does the farmer get his fox, goose and corn across the river safely?’

‘I thought you’d never ask,’ replied Saxon, his eyes alight with mischief. ‘It’s easy. The farmer takes the goose across first, leaving the fox with the corn. The second trip he takes the fox across the river, leaving just the corn. On the opposite side, he drops off the fox, but picks up the goose again. He takes the goose back to the first side, leaving it there while he ferries over the corn. Then he comes back for the goose. That way he gets everything across the river safely.’

Roana, Ethan and Lily laughed uproariously, clapping Saxon on the back.

‘Saxon, you’re a genius,’ crowed Ethan.

‘Well done, Sax,’ smiled Lily.

‘Oh, of course. That is so clever,’ added Roana.

Fox raised his foaming tankard to the children.

‘I would like to make a toast to you four – the most courageous, tenacious and resourceful children I have ever met.’ Fox smiled at each one. ‘And to you especially, your highness.’ He winked at Roana. ‘May the Moon Goddess bless you and keep you all safe on your quest. I have the feeling that if anyone can achieve the impossible, it is you four.’


Lily, Ethan, Roana and Saxon grinned in delight, then crashed their tankards together with Fox’s, foaming ginger beer sloshing onto the table.

‘To the Sun Sword,’ Roana pronounced proudly.

‘To the Sun Sword,’ everyone chorused, then drank deeply. The moon had set on the voyage of the Owl and tomorrow was a bright new day.








The Quest for the Sun Gem



BOOK ONE IN THE SUN SWORD TRILOGY

After their village is attacked, a young brother and sister set off on a dangerous quest to save their captured family and friends – and free their land from the Sedah invaders. Where are Ethan and Lily’s parents being held? And where have the Sun Sword and its magical gems been hidden?

Joined by their friend Saxon and the determined Princess Roana, Ethan and Lily must solve puzzles and riddles, escape legendary sea monsters and outwit bandits along the way. But the greatest threat to the children is the sinister Sedah tracker, Sniffer, who is close on their trail …

Can the four friends find the sun gem – before the Sedah can find them?

 

Out now!








The Snowy Tower



BOOK THREE IN THE SUN SWORD TRILOGY

Even with the Sun Gem and the Moon Pearl safely sewn into the hem of Roana’s cloak, the quest is far from over. Lord Lazlac is planning to marry Queen Ashana to secure his rule of Tiregian, and the queen cannot escape or rebel against him – not when her young son, Caspar, is being held captive by Sedah priests in the snow-covered mountains to the north. It is up to Ethan, Lily, Saxon and Roana to travel deep into the mountains to find Roana’s brother before it is too late. But have they forgotten about the uncanny tracking abilities of the persistent Sniffer, who would stop at nothing to find his prey?

 

Out now!
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