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Below is an extract from my 55,000-word middle-range children’s novel. The novel is called Adventures of the Time Slip: Book One, Dragon’s Breath. This story is destined to be the first of a trilogy. We join the story in chapter eleven.
Summary of chapters 1-10
The story began with eight-year-old Molly struggling to come to terms with the loss of her grandmother, Rosamund. In disbelief and in search of her beloved grandmother, Molly ascended two flights of stairs to Rosamund’s apartment and into her “out of bounds” dressing room. There she discovered a magical nightdress, “the time slip,” which briefly took Molly back in time, where she was reunited with Rosamund. When all the adults ignored and belittled Molly’s admission to seeing her dead grandmother, Molly’s best friend, ten-year-old Django, who lived over the hill in a bus with his family, and her twelve-year-old cousin Lula, adventured into the forbidden dressing room with Molly, joined by Django’s dog Pip. The three children and dog inevitably found themselves telling ancient tales of dragons, and Molly once again put on her grandmother’s time slip. Here is where the adventurers slipped through time and found themselves in their own dear forest, but lost in time, somewhere in the Middle Ages. The time slip could not be lifted from Molly’s head, and the children concluded that they must complete an unknown quest to get home. After discovering dragons, flying across the land in taloned clutches, and being kidnapped by a greedy peasant who attempted to sell them to a giant king, the gang have found themselves separated. Molly has befriended the giant Queen Celest but is now locked in a tower in the evil grip of Jarvis, the giant King Big Bill’s adviser. Lula and Django were rescued by the dragon Queen Raina and are miles away on their own Home Hill in the hope of finding Rosamund’s big house, and Pip the dog is lost in the woods. Queen Raina, the dragon and her children, Princess Kiara and Prince Shadow, have flown to rescue Molly from the tower. 
Chapter Eleven, Bandits or Witches
Lula and Django crouched behind a mossy rock, surrounded by bracken and brambles, partially hidden by the creeping darkness of the forest behind. They looked across the broad, shallow river bend at a small, thatched hut under an elder tree. They could not decide whether to approach the house and see who was inside or go back up the mountain to wait for the dragon's return. Between the river and the house was a deep garden thick with last summer's plants standing tall, dry and brown. Smoke twisted from the top of the hut, and warm, rich smells of food drifted out into the cold evening air. The children could see a well-trodden path winding from the cottage, around the garden, down to the river, past the children’s hiding place, and into the forest. Along the route were sticks stuck in the ground, each topped with the dried skulls of what looked like animals. 
Lula's stomach was churning with hunger; she hadn’t eaten since the morning, and the sun was now setting.
 “I don’t think we should go over there. It could be dangerous, and the dragons won’t know where to find us when they come back with Molly,” she said as she stood up and stretched out her leg that was going dead from crouching down on the rocky riverbank. 
“But I'm starvin. That food smells like my mam’s rabbit stew. Where else are we gonna get some real grub?” said Django, still crouching behind the rock. 
Before Lula could respond, she heard rustling in the undergrowth behind them and froze. Then, loud crunching footsteps, and from the darkness of the forest, two scruffy-looking men with blackened teeth stepped. Each had a hessian sack hanging from their string belts. One man was hunched over and grinning, and the other stood taller and angrier. In his outstretched hand, he held a dagger. 
 “Oi oi oi, what we got ere then,” said the man holding the dagger. Both men approached slowly, shuffling forward, knees slightly bent, braced for action. Django stood up from his crouched position and moved closer to Lula. 
 The two men kept their eyes on the kids while talking to each other and slowly stepping closer, as if they expected the kids to bolt like wild rabbits. 
 “Why dyu reckon they luk so weird?” said the smaller man.
 “I rekun they from abroad. I fink they is aris-tokracy,” he said, lifting his head up high and slowly pronouncing his words. 
 “Give us all your gold and coin, and weill leave you bees.” he said. 
  “But you said we was gonna take ‘em to old Mr Boil and sell ‘em off for rensome or summit,” said the smaller man.
 “Shut it, you magotty mouthed cretin,” said the man with the knife. The small man winced and ducked. Then the man with the knife lurched towards Lula and made a grab for her wrist, but she pulled back just in time and whispered:
    “Run!” 
She and Django turned toward the river and ran, but Lula stepped on a slimy rock and fell onto her knees in the cold stream. She turned to get back up but froze in place with one hand behind her in the water and the other reaching for Django. He stopped to help her, but she just stared toward the darkness behind him, wide-eyed like a frightened bird. The bandits were obviously behind him, and there was no chance of getting away. What should he do? One thing was certain, he didn’t want to be stabbed in the back or hit over the head with a stone, so he turned to face them. They loomed over him with their greedy eyes fixed on Lula. 
   “Can't get away now, ya little crettins,” said the man with the knife as he reached for Lula's outstretched arm. 
 “Don’t you dare touch her!” shouted Django in a burst of unexpected rage-induced bravery.
 And just like that, the two men looked up, turned tail and ran back into the woods. Django couldn’t believe it. He had done it. He shouted at them, and they just ran away!  
[image: A drawing of a house with a person standing in front of it

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]   “Did you see that? They're not so brave after…” he said, turning to help Lula up, only to see that the door of the cottage was open. The light from the door revealed the silhouette of a woman with messy hair and a big skirt standing on the step. The smell of rabbit stew flowed out of the doorway and across the garden in warm gusts, and a soft voice from the doorway called.
 “Children, what are you doing out in the cold? Come in for some tea and warm yourselves by the fire.” 
Figure 1 Artist Dixey Brooks

Lula had heard enough stories to know that if you find a cottage in the woods, surrounded by bones and a nice lady invites you in to warm up and have dinner, you should say no. Especially if the sight of the woman scared away the terrible bandits. But what were her choices? Run back into the cold, dark woods to face the bandits or follow the warm smell of food and the soft, welcoming voice of the lady on the stoop.
 Lula picked herself up from the riverbed, her wrist hurt like hell from being in the cold water, and Django stood staring in surprise. She took him by the arm and led him through the stream. The skulls were of different shapes and sizes, mounted on sticks that were driven into the soil along the edge of the garden path. Some had large, square teeth in their jaws, and one had what appeared to be fangs. They were worrying but offered less threat than the men with knives. The garden path was narrow, soft underfoot, and lined with bushes that released the scent of rosemary as they brushed past. It reminded Lula of roast lamb at Rosamund's house on Sundays, which put her at ease a little.
  It was probably ok to follow the lady with the big hair through the door of the wonderful-smelling cottage. Inside was a round room with a fire blazing in the hearth, above which hung a large steaming cauldron. Bunches of dried herbs, cooking pots, and utensils hung from the ceiling. The woman turned to face Lula with a broad, mischievous smile, large green eyes and a mop of unbrushed, greying hair. Something about her familiar face further relaxed Lula, and the woman gestured toward a rough, round table in the middle of the room with four small chairs made from carved-out tree stumps.
    “Take a seat. I'll get the stew into some bowls, and you can tell me all about your adventures with the bandits in the woods,” said the woman.
    “O silly me, I don’t get many guests and always forget the introductions. I am Isolde. It's nice to meet you,” she said, and curtsied.  
 Django reached out and said, “It’s a pleasure, ma'am, I’m Django.” Isolde smiled and nodded but didn’t shake his hand.
“And I’m Lula,” said Lula in a quiet voice, who returned the curtsy offered by Isolde. 
 “Fantastic, now sit down,” said Isolde as she turned to the cauldron above the fire and reached up for a large ladle that was gently swinging on a hook. Isolde seemed to be grumbling at the ladle and calling it names under her breath. She definitely said “stupid old spoon” at some point. As she ladled the stew into three bowls, Lula noticed with horror that the tips of all her fingers were black, nails, skin and all. 
The steaming bowls of stew were placed in front of them, and a sudden air of safety rose around Lula with the warm smells of meat and herbs. She looked at Isolde sat across from them, with the fire glowing behind her. She did look like a witch. But that was just silly. Everything would be ok. 
    “What brings you to my humble abode on this dark winter night? I'm sure your purpose in the forest was not simply to play chase with bandits. As fun as that sounds,” Isolde’s tone was amused. The stew was delicious, and Lula really wanted to tell this woman everything. But as she reached the bottom of the bowl of stew, she suddenly remembered to be cautious. 
    “We were lost when the bandits found us. We are lost. But we will soon have to go back out to find our friend Molly. I'm sure we can find our way. She is lost, too, and we must find her.”
 Lula knew it was not a good idea to go back out into the forest, but it was probably not a good idea to stay with this woman, whom they did not know. She was clearly some kind of witch. Witches are not real, but neither are talking dragons or time travel. Lula looked over at Django. He looked so relaxed and happy. He was finishing his stew too, maybe he would come to his senses and have more caution once it was gone. Like she did. She felt fine; she didn’t think she was cursed or spelled or anything. But she was sure the stew had somehow magically made her feel safer. 
Django could think of nothing apart from the stew.  It was the best he had ever tasted; there was clearly rabbit in there. And creamy potatoes, and soft, rich green nettles. That earthy flavour and fluffy texture were unmistakably nettles. But his rapture was interrupted by an ear-piercing screech from far across the mountain, which echoed around the forest, rushed in through the door, and whirled around the small room. It was the dragon, but this time it wasn’t playing; it was screaming in agony or terror. Isolde and Lula both looked up in concern.
     “She sounds hurt,” Django said. 
     “So, you know Queen Raina?” Isolde said as she placed a fresh bowl of steaming stew under Lula's nose. 
    “Yes…We came from the future, and the dragons scooped us up and took us to the beach. And we got stolen by Bertha and taken to the giants and the giants took Molly, and the dragons took us again, and left us on the mountain and then they went to rescue Molly and we came into the woods to find Rosamund’s house and Pip but we couldn’t find her and the house is not here and the bandits wanted to sell us and then you gave us dinner!”  Lula clasped her hand over her mouth; she had not meant to say any of that.
     “I see. And who is Molly?” Isolde said, her brows furrowed with concentration as she began pacing the dirt floor in front of the fire. With warm stew in his belly, Django felt comforted and further relaxed in the presence of the motherly woman when Lula opened up and spilt their story onto the table. For a moment, he was quiet as he watched Isolde pace, ducking under hanging bunches of herbs and wooden spoons, her face displaying an expression of deep concentration. She looked worried. There was a glint of intelligence and humour in her swirling green eyes that reminded Django of his mother when she was figuring something out, as mothers always do. 
   “Molly is my little friend with the magic dress that brought us away in time. But she is only eight and is all alone with the big giants. Or maybe with the dragons now? We can’t even be sure where she is anymore,” he said. 
    “And who is Pip?” 
    “Pip is my pup, and she is lost out there somewhere,” he said, pointing out into the dark forest. “I don’t think she has been eaten up like puddin. I know I would feel it.” The woman turned to face Lula with a broad, mischievous smile, large green eyes and a mop of unbrushed curly, greying hair. She didn’t look scary now that Lula could see her face up close; she looked familiar, but Lula couldn’t put her finger on why, though. 
Lula was not sure that they had made the right choice in trusting their story to Isolde. As the oldest, it was Lula's responsibility to keep Molly and Django safe. How could she do that with Molly held hostage in the castle? She was probably in a dungeon by now. And Lula had decided the best way to help was to ask a dragon! The very same dragon that had taken them away from Molly. By the sound of the pained crying from outside, the dragon rescue had not gone well, and not only that, but she was also now confessing everything to a woman who was clearly a witch. Why had she told her so much? And what about Molly? If the dragon was hurt, was there a fight? Is Molly hurt? Is she still a prisoner? Lula should have been focusing on escaping! Do they need to escape? Are they also captives? And now Django seems to trust the witch. He is usually a good judge of character, but had they been bewitched by the stew! It did come from a cauldron! 
The sound of the crying dragon came and went on the gusts of wind from somewhere through the trees, only adding to Lula's concerns.  Isolde continued to appear deep in thought, slightly amused, and concerned. After a while, she put her hands on her hips and said,
    “Right. Yes, that’s the thing,” then she gathered her hair in her hands, wrapped it into a bun on the top of her head, skewered it in place with the pointy handle of a small wooden spoon, and started rummaging around under the table, pulling out all kinds of clay pots. She started by taking the lid off a pot, sniffing it, and then saying, "No," before repeating the process. Eventually, she sighed and hefted a large stone bowl thing from the floor by the fire and placed it on the table with a thud. She touched it with one of her blackened fingers,
     “Good, good. Nice and warm,” she said. Then she put on an apron and walked out the door into the garden without saying a word. 
Django wanted more soup, but he had been taught to be polite and not interrupt people. Isolde was obviously busy. 
   “What's going on? Where do you think she went? Do you think she is mad?” whispered Lula.
Django didn’t like it when people asked lots of questions all at once. Which one was he supposed to answer?
   “Umm, she could be a loon, I s’pose.”
Then Isolde came back, carrying a knife and a small, withered-looking plant with a plump, twisted root that reminded Lula of a mandrake from Harry Potter. Except it wasn’t screaming or wriggling. But at this point, she wouldn't be surprised if it opened eyes and started casting spells. She was either asleep and dreaming, or anything was possible. The root didn’t come to life. Isolde put it on the table, raised her big knife, and chopped off the leafy part. She then chopped up the long twisty root with a few heavy thwacks of her knife (it didn’t make a sound) and threw it into the stone bowl. Then she picked up a smooth stone from beside the fire and began to bash the roots into a yellowish gloop. They almost definitely did not make a sound when being pulverised. 
   “Umm, what are you doing?” Lula said. Isolde looked up in surprise as if she had forgotten the children were even there. 
  “What does it look like? I’m making a poultice for the wound, of course.” Before the children had time to question this, the familiar sound of beating wings met their ears. The table shook as heavy taloned feet struck the earth outside. Isolde scooped up the yellow goo with her hand and squeezed it into an empty clay jar. Then she spun around to face the fire and banged her head on the soup ladle that dangled from the ceiling. 
   “Not you again, you bendy, old, obsolete, rickety-handled spoon. I have told you about that. I'll throw you in the fire one of these days. Mark my words!” Then she grabbed the jar of goo, stuffed it into one of the many pockets of her skirt, lifted the hood of a cape that hung around her shoulders and rushed out the door. Django looked at Lula in confusion for a second, and then Isolde rushed back in. 
   “Well, come on then!” she said. 
   Outside, the air was cold and still, and the bright moon lit up the path ahead.  The forest beyond had welcomed a thick darkness that enveloped everything beyond the garden. By the light of the moon, Django could see Lula and Isolde hurrying down the path, and regardless of the hushed darkness beyond, he knew that Queen Raina the dragon was present from the ashy smell and the warmth radiating out of the darkness and up the garden path. Once again, the strong smell of rosemary filled the air as they brushed against the plants that lined the path, and nostalgic memories of Django’s mum singing as she sprinkled the herb into her stew pot by the fire made Django ache for home. He really should stop following Molly into dangerous adventures.
Chapter Twelve, Guardians
Two large bright green eyes filled with pain and concern flashed open just a few feet in front of Django, and he knew with sudden certainty that Queen Raina’s son, Prince Shadow, was hurt, and they were being called to help. This time, the communication with the dragon was not like a conversation in his mind, but the feelings and understanding of the great dragon were simply being shared with Django. He then heard a sudden cracking noise in front of him, and then Raina breathed out a small plume of fire that lit the end of a branch in Isolde’s hand. In the glow of the flaming branch, Django saw Queen Raina step forward into the stream, which sizzled and spat as the dragon lay its hot body down into the cool water. 
   “Climb up then,” said Isolde, gesturing towards the steaming dragon.
   “Onto her back?” Lula looked concerned. 
   “Unless you want to fly on her tail?” Isolde smirked “Where do you normally sit?”
    “Ummm, in her talons…,” said Lula.
   “Well, that’s stupid. Come on, we haven’t got all day!”  
Django was just contemplating how they would climb up onto the dragon without burning themselves as the water under the dragon’s belly continued to spit and send out billows of steam, when he heard Queen Raina in his head,
   “The fire is in my belly, not on my back. Don’t worry, little boy, you will be safe up there.”
Then Isolde pointed to scaly nodules that stuck out by the wings' base and said, 
   “There you go, girl, just put your feet up on there and climb up between the wings into the fluffy soft bit. It’s not too hot up there.”
Cautiously, Lula put her foot onto the hard-looking scaly lumps and pulled herself up onto the dragon, and Isolde gestured for Django to follow. He copied what Lula had done and soon found himself sitting between Isolde and Lula, nestled between the wings of the giant dragon. It wasn’t exactly fluffy, though; it was more like warm, leathery scales covered in wiry bristles. Django nestled himself down between the thick, bristly hairs and found it was quite comfortable. Before he had a chance to brace himself, the dragon stood up, and it was only due to Isolde and Lula that he didn’t fall off as the great body swayed from side to side. 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]   “Hold on!” shouted Isolde, and before he could decide what to hold onto, the dragon started running through the stream, stretched out its great wings on either side of them and lifted into the sky. As they took off, Django started to slip backwards towards Lula. He was pushing her off! He grabbed hold of a bunch of thick, wiry hairs with his arms and hugged on for dear life, but he was still slipping lower, and he was losing grip of the dragon hairs when suddenly the dragon cleared the treetops and levelled. He stopped sliding back, scooched himself forward and grabbed hold of Isolde’s waist, then Lula hugged him from behind, and the wind whistled past his ears. The glowing white moon was closer than he had ever seen up there, and the sky was filled with bright stars. The dragon banked sideways, and in the moonlight, Django could see the silvery forest below and noticed they were flying around the mountain towards his home spot under the ledge. Before he knew it, the great dragon swooped downwards, and he felt himself colliding with Isolde in front of him, and Lula crashed into him, and they landed with a great thump, straight downwards, causing the earth beneath them to shake. Figure 2 Artist Dixey Brooks

Django couldn’t see much down in the clearing but could smell the rich forest around him mingling with the burnt smell of the dragon’s lair. One by one, they slid down the side of the dragon, and Isolde made sure they landed on their feet. Django could hear whimpering sounds and short, hurried breaths that reminded him of when his dog Pip had cut her leg in the woods and had lain by the fire while his mum had bandaged her up. The darkness lifted a little as Raina tilted her scales up and the breeze caught her embery core. The golden glow she emitted illuminated the clearing under the ledge that Django knew so well as home. Instead of seeing his home bus nestled under the ledge, he could see two baby dragons, each the size of his bus. Princess Kiara lay curled around her brother, who was whimpering with his head resting on his sister’s warm belly. As Queen Raina and Isolde moved closer to the two young dragons, Django could see Prince Shadow's leg lying limp with his large taloned foot in a pool of dark red blood. Beside Django, Lula's face was pale even in the golden light of the dragon’s internal fire. Isolde stepped closer to the injured dragon, and his sister, Princess Kiara, let out a threatening hiss, glaring with her fiery eyes. Queen Raina silenced her daughter with one angry look in return. 
   “My daughter is very protective of her brother,” Django heard her say in his mind.
 And then, to his surprise, in a much sharper and less regal voice, he heard Princess Kiara.
  “If it wasn’t for these humans you're so obsessed with, we would not have been flying around in a shower of arrows!” She then lowered her head back to the ground with a huff and closed her eyes. Even teenage dragons know when to stop arguing, thought Django. 
The arrow had lodged itself right through the young dragon’s foot and had snapped and splintered when his mother pulled it out with her teeth. Isolde removed the clay pot from one of her many pockets and scooped out the bright orange gloop with her hand. In the dim dragon light, she carefully packed the wound with the orange substance, which bubbled as it contacted the dragon’s blood. 
   “Is there anything I can do to help?” said Lula. 
   “Not yet. The root of the giant’s bane should draw out any splinters left behind. Usually, Raina would heal these wounds herself with her powerful saliva, but she doesn’t have the dexterity to remove splinters. Neither do I, my fingers have lost most of their feeling, from…potion mistakes.  Now we will wait and see if it works.” Isolde sat down and started looking through her pockets. 
  “What if it doesn’t work?” said Django.
  “Then maybe you can help with your delicate little fingers?” said Isolde. 
Django sat next to Lula and Isolde in the clearing. The floor was stone and ash. A safe place for dragons to sleep without catching anything on fire. In the future, when he lived in this spot, the clearing was covered in deep layers of pine needles and encircled with tall pine trees. 
   “How long will it take?” said Lula. 
   “What?” said Isolde.
   “The giant's bane root, and what is giants’ bane? I’ve never heard of it,” said Lula.
   “Well, I’m sure it grows all around here, it won’t have just disappeared. You probably know it by another name. I expect your mum uses it all the time at home. It will be ready about… now,” said Isolde as she got up and walked back over to where Queen Raina now lay beside her young dragon, while still watching the humans through narrowly open eyes.
 As Isolde approached the great dragon once again let out a soft glow so that Isolde could see what she was doing. Django and Lula stepped closer to watch, and Django could see that Lula was keeping a cautious eye on Princess Kiara. Princess Kiara lifted one eyelid to let them know that she was keeping an eye on them as well. As Isolde wiped the giant’s bane pulp off the wound, the injured dragon let out a pained yelp and pulled his leg back. 
   “Nope. It hasn’t worked,” said Isolde. 
   “How can you tell?” said Lula.  
   “I just can, how can you tell that you’re not standing on your head?” snapped Isolde.
Then Isolde looked over at Queen Raina and said, “o yes, perfect!”  and she put her hand in one of her pockets and pulled out a glass bottle. Django noticed that Queen Raina seemed to be crying. At least one giant tear was about to drop from her sad-looking eye. Isolde stepped forward and caught the tear in her bottle.
  “Yes, good idea, very clever. Come on then, girl! You can help now!” said Isolde. 
  “Me?”  said Lula. 
“Well, yes, you do want to help, don’t you? Your fingers look soft. I’m sure you can find the splinter,” Lula looked at the scaly foot, and the trickle of dark red blood and went from white to green.
   “O, I see. Never mind. Come on then, boy, I’m sure your little fingers can do the job.” Django didn’t know what to do. But he didn’t want Isolde to think he wouldn’t help. After all, it was kind of their fault. They had asked the dragons to go and find Molly, even though they knew the mean giants wanted to catch the dragons. He hadn’t even considered that the dragons would be in danger. 
  He stepped forward and looked at the limp looking taloned foot in the pool of blood. 
   “Will it hurt ‘em if I  go fishin' around in there?” he said. Princess Kiara still had one eye on him, watching his every move. Queen Raina lay close against her son, but she was looking away, with her eyes tightly closed.
  “Well, obviously yes! But it must be done. Anyway, I have the tear!” she said, holding up the small glass bottle containing the large dragon tear. Django had no idea what that was supposed to mean. How would a tear help?
   “How will I know when I have found the splinter?” said Django. 
   “It will be broken and sharp, none of his bones are broken; they will be smooth. The arrow has pierced through the meaty part of the foot and broken a blood river. But not the bone.”
   “Right,” said Django. 
   “Are you serious? You’re going to let a ten-year-old boy operate on a dragon? What if he makes it worse?” said Lula. Then, in a whisper, “What if they hurt him?” she said, sliding her eyes towards the dragons. Django wished she hadn’t said that as a fiery flicker rose in Princess Kiara’s one open eye.  
   “If you're old enough to send the dragons into battle, you're old enough to patch them up when they get hurt! Also, they can see your thoughts… no point in whispering,” said Isolde.
   “What is the dragon tear for?” said Django.
  “I forget how little you know! It will ease the pain for a few minutes. Not for long, mind! Make sure you're done before it wears off!”
Django gulped. How was he supposed to know when that was? He couldn’t see very well in the dim light, so Queen Raina tilted her scales back a little more and caught a breeze to stoke her internal fire. The golden glow grew brighter. It was still hard to see. But Django wasn’t going to be able to see inside the wound anyway, so he figured he would have to go by feel. The dragon’s foot was about the size of a digger shovel with long talons that curled underneath. It kind of reminded Django of a massive chicken foot. On the top of the scaly foot was a hole the size of a football. It must have been a huge arrow! Isolde poured the dragon's tear into the hole and said,
    “Go on then!” 
Carefully, Django put his fingers into the bloody hole and closed his eyes. He realised the hole was not as big as he had thought; there was just a lot of blood making it look bigger. It was warm, and the thick blood was bubbling up through his fingers. At first, all he could feel was hot, slippery blood and torn flesh, but as he felt around, he found a long arched bone and stretchy tendons. He carefully moved his fingers around, trying not to cause any more harm, and then he found it, he was sure! A sudden sharp spike pushed against his finger, it hurt! He was worried about time. He didn’t want the pain to kick back in and the dragon to realise Django was poking around inside his foot. He carefully felt along the sharp splinter and realised that it was quite a large piece of thick arrow. He gently pulled on it, and the dragon flinched. He let go and looked up at Isolde. 
   “Go on,” she said. 
Once again, he closed his eyes and felt for the broken arrow. One end of the arrow was pushed up against what felt like bone, it was stuck. Once again, Prince Shadow twitched his foot, and Django remembered that his time limit could be coming to an end. In fact, he had probably run out of time, and any minute now the dragon would cry in pain, and his sister would throw fire at him. He felt his way along the broken arrow, then he seized the end that was pushed up against the bone, and he slid it sideways, freeing it from its locked-in position. Immediately, blood gushed up around his hand and out of the wound. Django didn’t move but carefully slid out the long-broken piece of arrow. He couldn’t believe that he had done it. 
   “Well done, boy,” said Isolde.  Then Queen Raina moved herself closer to the wound and began to lick it. The bleeding quickly stopped, and the two young dragons fell asleep. Django watched in amazement. That saliva really was powerful stuff, his mum would love a bottle of that. 
    “Wow, that was amazing. Well done, Django, I can’t believe you did that!” said Lula. 
Django was looking down at his blood-covered hand, still holding the broken piece of the arrow. It was really thick for an arrow, one end was splintered wood, and the other end had an iron-looking arrowhead. Isolde pulled a rag out of one of her pockets and passed it to Django. He put the arrow in the pocket of his pyjamas and used the rag to wipe the thick, dark blood from his hands. 
Isolde collected some wood from the forest and built a fire, which she managed to light with what looked like some kind of flint spark, but her back was to Django, so he couldn’t quite see how she did it. Django knew he should be tired, but he had so many thoughts going through his head. He couldn’t believe he had removed the arrow and that they had ridden on the dragon's back. He also felt sick and anxious, and now that he thought about it, that was worry. Where was his dog Pip? And what about Molly? And Lula looked so tired and worried, too. Queen Raina turned from watching her babies sleep and spoke into his mind, and he could tell by the look on Lula and Isolde’s faces that she was talking to all of them.
   “Sit down by the fire, humans. I have decided to tell you all.” 
Lula looked like she was going to ask a question, but the large dragon stepped toward the mildly flickering fire and with one breath, it burst into towering flames, making sparks rise into the air like silent drifting fireworks. Lula sat down. Django followed her, and although he had so many questions on the tip of his tongue, he had a feeling now was the time to be quiet.
   “I don’t know where to start, but judging by your concerns, I will start with your little friend.” 
Before Django had a chance to say, “Do you mean Molly?” the dragon continued.
   “Yes, Molly. I am now certain that she is the one I have heard about. Rosamund has told us that she thought her granddaughter would one day come to this place and that she would be wearing the garment. Although I was expecting her to be older. Rosamund did not say she would arrive as such a small child.”
The dragon looked confused and paused for a moment. Django was confused and now had more questions than ever. Lula could obviously no longer hold her tongue and burst out,  
   “What are you talking about? You know Rosamund? But how? And is Molly ok? What do you mean you were expecting her to be older? Did you know we were coming? And how?” 
   “So many questions… I will try to be clearer. Yes, Rosamund has visited me over the years, and I presume she got here the same way you did. The garment is hers after all, is it not? I was expecting Molly because Rosamund told us, I mean told Isolde and me, that her granddaughter would come. She had seen it, and she believed Molly was here to help us. There was no mention of when or how, and no mention of three. This confusion is why I have waited to tell you. I had to be sure.”
   “You knew Molly would be coming as well?” said Lula, looking at Isolde, who was sitting by the fire, cleaning dirt from under her fingernails with the tip of a large knife.
   “I had heard, but you never know how things will work out in the end, do you? Rosamund is always in a rush. It’s hard to understand half of what she is talking about.” 
Lula looked over at Django and rolled her eyes, and he understood exactly what she meant. It was hard to understand what anybody around here was talking about! The dragon looked down her snout at Lula as if she had been rudely interrupted, and Django wondered how much of their thoughts she could hear and if there was some way of thinking privately, when Queen Raina continued her speech. 
   “Yes, I have seen Molly, and she is currently alive. She is being held at the top of the giant’s tower. And now I will tell you why I believe she is here to help us, and why we need help in the first place.” Then the dragon let out a deep sigh and a flutter of the silent dancing sparks. Isolde lay down beside the fire using her rolled-up cloak as a pillow, and Django and Lula both took that as a sign to get comfortable and leaned against each other for support.
   “I will begin… at the beginning. Since time began,” went on Raina, “this land has been protected and guided by the old gods and the guardian creatures. We have mostly lived alongside humans in harmony and understanding. Humans respected and revered the magical folk, and over the years, have used many names for us. Those who raise plants, turn the seasons, greet the sun, and coerce the storms are called to as gods in times of need. The small gods have been called fairies, goblins, elves, pixies, and sprites. And of course, the merpeople, unicorns, and dragons have been called mythical.”

   “And the giants!” added Django.

   “Yes, and the giants. In honesty, there are more gods and guardians than you have questions in your head. But our existence is not the point of my story. Humans respected and quite rightly revered our magic. They were careful not to offend or upset those of us who hold the power to turn the tides or burn the mountains. Humans avoided the fairy rings and left offerings when pleading for help. In return, we often helped the humans with their desires and wishes, protected crops, and let them live their lives. We carried our roles as guardians of the land, and humans knew their place. But times changed, perhaps within the last 500 years or so…I lose track of time. First, people stopped calling the gods and leaving offerings, and they closed their ears to the advice on the wind. They stopped revering magic and became greedy. Humans want to be the leaders and controllers, so they now use their creative minds and dextrous hands to forge weapons and seek power. In the quest for wealth and rule, human leaders began slaying dragons and giants alike to prove their might. A war broke out between our kind, and for a while, we considered wiping out humanity altogether. Eventually, it was decided by the goddesses (as they are the most generous) that our role as guardians of the earth was not to bring about extinction, but to encourage growth. The gods and guardians decided to step away from the humans, giving them time to evolve or perhaps push themselves into extinction. The magic-wielding folk departed this realm by stepping through portals into a safe haven where humans cannot go.”
   “But you're still here! You’re not in a portal,” said Django, changing his position to stop his feet from going numb.
   “She said they went through a portal into another realm; they didn’t just go into a portal. A portal is like a door…right?” said Lula, looking up at the dragon.
    “Yes, the portal opens to allow passage to other realms. There are many layers to this world, but that is another story.  We chose a layer of reality beyond a thin veil. From there, the gods and guardians can guide the earth and live in peace. They can still hear the few humans that call for help, turn the seasons, raise the tides, and breathe life into new babies.”
   “What about the dragons?” said Django.
   “The dragons can still breathe their fertile breath across the land at dawn to feed the earth and nourish the plants. The day of departure was decided, and all the guardians were told of the plan. On the night of the voyage, the portals were activated, and each magical creature stepped through. As they left, so vanished all signs of their existence, even human memories of our kind departed.”
“Wow,” said Django.
   “If all memories and signs of existence were erased, how come people still talk about fairies and unicorns and stuff?” asked Lula as she sat up and stretched out her back.
   “Good question. There are two answers for that. Firstly, we decided to leave the stories because we hope that one day, humans will find their way back to us. And secondly, some people seem to have a connection to the earth that is deeper than we anticipated. Those people find the truths in the stories and recognise the magic around them. Also, the children of the gods decided to stay in this realm.”
   “Who are the children of the gods?” said Lula.
   “The magic-wielding humans. I believe you call them witches. They are descendants of the first witch, the daughter of a god and a human. They did not want to leave their gardens, and they have a liking for the non-magical humans. Witches are an anomaly, both human and magic; they pop up in unsuspecting families from a long-lost gene.  Human magic does not always make itself obvious. Sometimes a child will appear non-magical but will possess the ability to read minds, or dream the futures, or talk to the wind… but I’m getting distracted again,” 
Queen Raina stopped talking and started to scratch at her ear with one of her sharp talons. Django could feel the cold of the night closing in around the edge of the clearing, making his back feel numb and stiff, and he turned around to face to woods, letting the fire heat his back. Looking out into the darkness of the forest beyond, he tried to take in everything that he had just heard. It wasn’t completely surprising. He kind of believed that all the magical creatures were real all along. His mum always warned him about fairy rings and told him stories about dragons and giants, and she even spoke to the plants and asked the wind to help them grow. Thinking about it, she spoke to the animals in that same soothing voice. She would ask birds with damaged wings if they needed help before taking them home. If they scurried away from her, she would leave them be in the woods. But if they stayed still and let her pick them up, she would carry them home and help them recover. Django had used that very same technique when he found an injured crow. Then it occurred to him, still looking out into the darkness, he said,
   “What about talking animals? Do they exist?” For a while, there was silence, only broken by the wind gently swaying in the trees and snoring young dragons.  Then Queen Raina said,
   “Yes, the talking animals decided to stay. They just stopped talking.” Django's back was getting hot now, so he turned back to face the fire. Lula was sitting hugging her knees, she looked deep in thought.
   “But why did you stay? And the giants? Is that why you need help? You must be in real danger if you’re the only ones left!” she said.
Raina was looking up at the sky. Above the clearing, the moon shone almost full, casting a silver light onto the rocky ledge that jutted out above the sleeping young dragons. Sitting around the fire, watching the moon reflect off that rock and turning himself to try and achieve the impossible, even warmth made Django nostalgic for the future. It was so weird and confusing. This spot was his home, and this fire was just like his home fire. He felt safe here but also lost. His life had not yet begun, but here he was! His thoughts had almost distracted him from what was happening when Queen Raina replied.
   “Yes, we are in grave danger. The night that the portal was opened and our kin crossed the veil, I too was supposed to join them with Princess Kiara and little Prince Shadow, who was still inside his egg. That day, I had been to the ocean to feed Kiara, and when we returned to our nest, Prince Shadow's egg was gone. When we saw the empty nest, Princess Kiara’s cries shook the forest. Somebody had stolen my baby, but I could smell them nearby. The woods were dark, but the moon was big, much like tonight, and we didn’t have much time to find my egg and reach the portal. I knew that when the moon was above us, the portal would open, but not for long. We stalked through the woods, following our noses until we came across two human girls trying to hide in a shallow cave. They had my egg in a sack. I scraped them out of the cave with my talon, but the one holding the sack slipped away. She tried to get away through the woods, dragging my egg, bumping him across the ground. I set the other girl down, and she ran into the darkness. The child who had my egg was slow with the burden of her stolen treasure. So, I sliced open her sack and rolled my egg back to me. Then the beastly child lifted a rock and threw it at my egg! Thank the gods of fortune that she missed, but Princess Kiara did not. She burned the girl to a crisp and took her back to the town, where she left her to be found. We have been left alone by the humans since then.”
   “So that’s what happened to little Joan,” whispered Lula.
   “Then what happened?” asked Django, who was once again absorbed in the story and watching Queen Raina with amazement. 
   “My egg began to hatch. When a baby dragon hatches, it must be named immediately, and then it must eat. Without a name, a dragon cannot find its identity and will walk as if blind.  Without a belly full of blubber, they cannot light their internal fire and will die of cold that very night. We named him Prince Shadow because he hatched in the shadow of the trees, and I coughed up some whale blubber from my lunch to fill his belly. By the time we reached the portal stones, they were closed, a cloud was covering the moon, and all had departed. The next day, the giants returned from their travels. I can only assume they had missed all news of the departure to the realm of the gods as they were travelling,”
   “But if you are a guardian, can’t you open the portal again?” said Lula. Queen Raina bowed her head and let out a weary sigh.   
   “The lifting of the veil is a secret held by the gods.”
   “That’s awful! But how is Molly meant to help with all this?” said Django.
   “We don’t know,” said Isolde, still lying by the fire with her eyes closed. 
   “What do you mean? You’re pinning your hopes of rescue on an eight-year-old girl, and you don’t know why?” said Lula. 
   “Rosamund said, ‘Help is on its way, my granddaughter is coming’. You know how these things go. A saviour will arrive, their heroism will know no bounds, the enemies will be defeated, and the magical beings will be reunited with their loved ones,” said Isolde, still not bothering to open her eyes. 
   “Well, that’s ridiculous. One time, Rosamund told me that I should put a dried mouse in my shoe and wear it to school to deter bullies. I knew she was crazy, and I was only six. When did she tell you this? How did she know?” said Lula as she aggressively snapped a stick in half and threw it into the fire.
   “It was a night much like this, by the fire, under the stars. One minute, Roz and I were drinking some rosemary wine and discussing the plight of the dragons. Then she told me the prophecy of her granddaughter, and the next minute she said, ‘Time to go!’ smiled, pulled off her time slip and vanished. As she did.”
   “She died, you know that?” said Django.
   “Yes, I guess she must have. If young Molly has the garment,” said Isolde, now lying on her back, looking up at the heavy moon.
Chapter Thirteen, The Court of Jarvis
In the giant's tower, Molly wept bitterly. After seeing the three dragons flying off into the distance, one of them clearly hurt, she was sure they wouldn’t come back for her again. Why did they come back in the first place? It must have been a rescue mission, and she had heard the dragons’ thoughts! ‘My baby is hurt!’ That is what she had heard when the mother dragon fled the top of her tower. She was right all along about the dragons, she should have gone and spoken to them at the beach like she wanted to.
 Molly’s feet were so cold on the stone floor, no fire burned in the empty grate, and a harsh wind was blowing in through the barred stone window. She was imprisoned! Why did she think she could make friends with a giant, and then magically figure out how to save the day and get whisked back home to safety!  Feeling hungry, scared and alone, Molly climbed up onto the dark wooden bed inside the big cupboard, curled up in the blankets and fell asleep. She dreamed confused dreams of whimpering dragons and saw her friend Django with blood dripping from his hands, then she was falling, and for a while there was nothing, and she slept too deeply to have any thoughts at all. The next thing Molly knew was that she was in Rosamund’s house, back in her large, warm, comfortable bed. She was snuggled deep under the thick covers and just wanted to go back to sleep. But somebody wouldn’t let her…was it Mr Sonny?
  “Miss Molly, Miss Molly, wake up now, dear, come Miss Molly.”
She was trying to go back to sleep, but somebody was holding on to her shoulder and shaking her. Molly opened her eyes. She was face-to-face with a pinched-faced woman with a large wispy halo of grey hair. It was the teapot-looking lady who had shown her into her prison… she wasn’t back in Grandma Rosamund’s house after all! 
   “Good morning, Teadora. Is it time for breakfast?” said Molly. Having had some sleep, the feelings of desperation and hopelessness were almost a distant memory, and the first thing Molly thought of was the echoing hollow of her empty stomach.
  “No, dear. It’s time for supper, and Sir Jarvis is expecting you at his table. And if you want my advice, and even if you don’t, I might add, you don’t want to keep him waiting!”
The room was lit by candles, and as Molly sat up, she realised a fire burned in the grate and the wooden shutters on the barred window were closed. It was warm in there and felt much less like a prison. 
   “Up up up, come along now, dawdlers get jinxed,” said Teadora.
   “Is it tomorrow? I mean, did I sleep all night and all day?” asked Molly.
   “O goodness, no, don’t worry! I wouldn’t let you do that! Lazy bones get their eyes pecked out by crows!” said Teadora as she looked Molly up and down, squinting her little eyes as if she was trying to figure something out.
   “O, I see. Well, what time is it then?” Said Molly, climbing down the wooden steps from the high cupboard bed and crossing the stone floor to the table that sat under the shuttered window.
   “Have you got feathers in your ears? It’s teatime! I certainly said that already! Now stand still or I’ll never get the measure of you,” said Teadora, bustling after Molly. Molly climbed up onto the chair and then the table and unlatched the shutter to look outside. It was dark for sure, and a large silver moon hung high in the sky. The noise and chaos of the afternoon had gone, and Molly looked over at the silvery moonlit treetops that stretched into the distance towards Home Hill. Somewhere over there was her cousin and her best friend. Are they ok? Could they see the big moon too? She knew they would be worried about her, but she was fine, and she would find a way back to them, wherever they were. 
   “Close that up and get back down here, Miss Molly, you’re just inviting the darkness inside with that behaviour. They might think you’re a dragon girl, but I can see plain as day that you’re just a child. And what you need is a nice, clean dress and some dinner. And if you know what’s good for you, you will get down to Sir Jarvis’s table before he loses his patience. And for the sake of all that is good and pure, try and keep yourself out of all this dangerous dragon, giant, and court business. Just tell them you’re a normal little girl and get out of here as fast as you can. This is no place for a little girl.”
Teadora opened a large wooden trunk which had clearly been dragged in and left scratch marks across the stone floor. The trunk was full of heavy-looking wool and fur clothes.  Apparently, “she could not attend Sir Jarvis’s table in that garb.”  Molly was happy to change out of her muddy and torn pyjamas that she had been wearing for what seemed like forever! But it was only two days or so. She was hoping she would be offered some smart high-waisted trousers, a jacket, some tall leather boots and a sword… but that was not on offer, so she reluctantly settled for a scratchy green dress, with an embroidered tunic. Molly was planning her imminent escape and wanted to be dressed for adventure, not fancy parties. Teadora was most upset to find out that Molly would not change her undergarment even though the magical slip was still somehow immaculately clean and smelled of roses. Molly also refused outright to wear a cone-shaped hat or a horned headpiece. But she was delighted to have a small pair of leather shoes to protect her feet from the cold floors. It was only down to Teadora’s concern for running out of time that Molly managed to emerge for dinner with her wild curls still bouncing around her face. 
Dinner was served in the hall she had been rushed through on her way up to the tower. Where once there was an abandoned feast, there was now a bustling table laid heavy with food around which sat elegantly dressed ladies, all wearing fancy headpieces and elaborately dressed men, most of whom seemed to be competing with Jarvis’s lolling purple feather and ridiculous tights. When Molly entered the room, the buzz of laughter and celebration died down to a hum of whispers and sideways glancing eyes. Molly heard a woman who was sitting close to where she stood whispering, “It’s the dragon girl,” and the man beside her saying, “But she is so small,” then Jarvis, who was sitting at the far end of the long table, stood and removed his feather cap with a flourish.
    “Little girl, do come and join me, do come and join me. Our most honoured guest,” and he gave a small bow. Molly immediately did not like him, and before having time to decide what to do, she said,
   “My name is Molly, not little girl!”
   “Charming, charming. Yes, quite charming. Fiery one, hey!” said Jarvis, nodding at his wide-eyed guests, who all laughed loudly at his comment.
   “Like the dragons,” he said, which earned him another wave of approving laughter. 
Teadora nudged Molly forward, and she marched over and sat in the empty chair next to a very loud red-haired woman in pink, with Jarvis on her other side. Molly felt very small in the tall chair and did not want to sit at that table with many hungry eyes watching her. She wondered what Queen Celest was doing. Would she be eating dinner in that big, lonely room? Why was Molly not invited to sit with the giants? But the thought of the giants reminded Molly of King Big Bill and his army shooting the dragon, and she felt rage boiling inside her. Molly didn’t have much time to focus on her rage, though, as her plate began to be piled with roast chicken, pieces of cheese and bread. She was starving! The people around the table soon resumed their gossipy chit-chat. 
   “Little girl… I am so pleased you are here. You do understand the opportunity we are presented with, of course? A smart little thing like you… We are blessed to be placed in the position to bring harmony to dragon and humankind alike. With your friendship with the dragons and my position of power, we can bring about a new dawn of leadership. One in which you, of course, will hold a position of respect and lavish luxury.”
Molly listened and ate. 
   “What about the Giants?” she said. 
   “You don’t need to worry about them; they won’t hurt you with me in control. They are merely…” and Molly cut him off.
   “Well, I do worry about them!” she yelled and stood up on her chair. Queen Celest is having a baby, you know. And she doesn’t even know what happened to her family or anything!”
  “O yes, of course!” said Jarvis, interrupting Molly and beckoning her to sit back down.     “Queen Celest and King Big are our leaders and monarchs. My meaning was simply that with us by their side, we can guide them to a peaceful reign, with your help and trust we can unite the dragons with our kingdom to bring about peace,” Molly did not like Jarvis one bit. He obviously thought he could tempt her into enslaving the dragons by offering her “lavish luxury” and there was no sign of the giants in his plan until she had got upset. If only she had not interrupted him so quickly, she might have been able to find out more about his plan. She was sure he was about to say that the giants were merely part of his plan to become king or something like that.
   “Sir Jarvis, I would like to see Queen Celest. Can I go through there and dine with them?” Molly said, pointing at the door that led to the giant's big, lonely dining hall.
   “O, little girl. How sweet of you. Most charming. But no,” said Jarvis. As he spoke, his face was doing something weird, as if he was trying very hard to keep a charming smile on his face, but actually wanted to scowl. The effect was him baring his teeth while making a tight grin and nodding. He looked like a baboon in a stupid feathered hat. 
   “The King and Queen are far too busy to be interrupted by a little girl,” he said. For a while, Molly sat at the table, too angry to eat any more, and Jarvis seemed to have given up trying to charm her. Every now and then, the large woman with red hair laughed so loudly that she sloshed wine onto Molly’s lap or leaned over Molly and, with stinky breath and blackening teeth, tried to convince her to take some ale or have a sip of wine. Then, to Molly’s relief, a distraction came as the door she entered through opened and in marched a row of red and yellow-clad servants. They formed an orderly line, and the small man in front said, presenting Wingo Wafflington, esteemed bard. He then blew twice on a trumpet, and the row of servants marched out. They left behind a pot-bellied man wearing blue velvet, carrying what Molly recognised from books to be a lute. The lute was like a small, roundish guitar that Wingo Wafflington held on top of his round, velvet stomach. He then began prancing around the room, playing tinkling lute music and singing a song.

‘There was a man so brave o, he travelled far and wide o,
As he would go, he would gather o, the riches from yonder,
Side o. He was loathed by Edward Longshanks, who was jealous,
Of the great thanks, praised upon the brave man we call,
Jarvis and his Gi ants…’

The song went on and on with more verses about how brave and great Jarvis was, and Molly watched with a growing feeling of unease. Jarvis must have noticed Molly’s expression of displeasure because after the third verse, he stood up and banged his fist on the table. All the guests sat up straight and silent. Each looked as if they thought maybe, it was them that was in trouble. Then Jarvis shouted in a high-pitched but angry voice that reminded Molly of a toddler having a tantrum. 
   “Take the child back to her tower, she is tired and needs her rest”, and then, in a quieter and more hissing tone, he looked at Molly and said,
   “We will continue this pleasant talk when you have come to your senses.” 
Back in Molly’s tower, Teadora was fussing around, but Molly just wanted to be left alone to figure out what to do. She couldn’t make sense of what was going on. If King Big Bill thought he was king, and he planned to overthrow King Edward by going into battle on a dragon, why was Jarvis the one being treated like king, sitting at the head of grand parties and being sung to while the giants ate alone? 
   “O, Miss Molly, I did tell you to be good and try and get out of here. I did warn you. You seem such a sweet, brave little girl. You remind me of my Clara, you know. O, what a mess. I wouldn’t let her near this place, you know!” said Teadora as she stoked the fire and tried to change Molly out of her dress, but Molly insisted she would do that herself. Eventually, Teadora scurried out and left Molly to the quietly crackling fire and the privacy of the locked tower room. Maybe, thought Molly, just maybe, Teadora would let Molly out. But Teadora did seem very afraid of Jarvis. More afraid of Jarvis than of the giants. Also, being let out in the middle of nowhere would not help Molly much. She would just be stuck outside with no way of getting back to Home Hill and no way of helping the giants. And if she couldn’t help the giants, would she be stuck back in time forever? That was her quest, wasn’t it? Helping the giants, what else could it be?
One thing was for sure: if Molly was locked up in a tower, she would not be able to help anybody. Molly had a feeling that the best way of helping the giants would be for them to leave together and go to Home Hill. She felt the answers lay at Rosamund’s house. At least that seemed the best place to start looking! So, the obvious thing for Molly to do would be to find a way out of her room and over to Queen Celest.
Molly began her escape attempt by climbing onto the table, opening the shutters and looking out. She was hoping she might be able to squeeze out and climb along a ledge, but there was no way she would fit through the bars, and there was no ledge. Just a long drop to ground below. Molly looked out across the moonlit forest one last time. She will do it, she will find her way to Lula and Django and Pip, and they will go home.
Molly continued with determination and examined the door that was strong and bolted from the outside. She tried to look behind the bed, but it was way too heavy to move. She looked up inside the chimney, but the fire was blazing, and she didn’t think she could climb up there even if she tried. Exhausted of ideas, Molly slumped down on the floor against the cupboard bed and urged her mind to work. What would Harry Potter do? Well, he would use his wand, but Molly did not have a wand. What would Bilbo Baggins do? He would probably slip on the ring and go invisible, and sneak out when the door was opened. Molly didn’t have one ring to rule them all, which was good, really, as she didn’t want to contend with Sauron and the orcs. As she slouched back into the base of the bed, she banged her head on the hard wood, which made a deep echoing sound. “Ouch”, that really hurt. How was she supposed to think when her head was throbbing… But she did think! It echoed, the base of the bed echoed! Of course it did, it was obviously hollow. The bed was like a large wooden box; it kind of resembled a wardrobe, and halfway up, there was an opening with a large bed inside. With doors that closed. But the bottom part was panelled wood, it was just like a wooden box, but with no way in. What was in there? Molly had to know. She looked all around the bottom part of the bed, but it was solid panels of wood. She climbed up the stairs and lifted a corner of the heavy mattress, but that was solid wood, too. She climbed back down and walked to the back of the room, and looked at the bed from afar. It was just a solid box pushed up against the stone wall. It had big wooden steps to reach the bed. Maybe she could move the steps?
 Molly went beside the steps and tried with all her might to push them sideways. They did not move. She lay on her back and pushed the steps with her feet; they began to move! With great effort, Molly pushed the steps aside and revealed a miniature wooden door set into the bottom part of the bed. Molly pushed the door, and it opened… just like that! She crawled into a dark space beneath the bed. It smelt like the inside of an old wardrobe, dusty and woody. A small beam of light shone in through the doorway from which she had crawled, and she waited for her eyes to adjust. There was nothing at all under the bed, but a velvet curtain hung on a stone wall at the back. Molly pulled it aside, and sure enough, there was a hole going into the wall! Molly crawled through the narrow hole into a damp-smelling dark place. She could stand.  It seemed to be a tall, narrow passage just wide enough for her to walk through. She couldn’t believe it was that easy! The passage probably led all around the castle! It might lead to Celest’s room, it might even lead out of the castle! 
The walls of the passage were wet and crumbly, and as Molly felt her way along, her fingers collected cobwebs. After a few feet, there was a step going down, followed by another, and another, and another, and eventually Molly realised that every now and then a thin beam of light shone in through tiny gaps in the stone wall to her right. She was going down steps that felt like they were spiralling, and she guessed she was in the wall that went around the tower. After a few minutes, Molly found a gap in the stones low enough to peer through, and she saw the inside of the twisty staircase she had climbed up with Teadora. The next tiny hole looked into a room where a furious lady and a tiny man were arguing about who should approach Jarvis to ask for a better position in court with more benefits to suit their important status. Molly followed the staircase all the way to the bottom, which was a dead end. No doorway to a secret exit. She pushed every brick to try and make a secret door open, but nothing worked. It was just a long twisty staircase with no way out!  She would have to go back to her room and think of another plan. She began her walk back up the musty passage. Maybe Teadora would tell Queen Celest that Molly wanted to see her? On her way back up, Molly took more time to look through the tiny holes. She went back past the arguing couple who were now whispering on the far side of their round room. The next peephole showed the winding staircase again, and the one after that was an empty room. The room was round like the rooms in the tower, but this one was far more lavish than any Molly had seen in the castle. Whoever used that room loved the colour gold.  As well as a huge four-poster bed draped in gold, there was a gold carpet and an impressive captain’s desk that reminded Molly of her grandmother’s study. As she watched, the door to the room opened and a voice drifted in. Molly held her breath in fear of being heard because one of the voices was unmistakably the squeaky tones of Jarvis. 
   “No, I made it quite plain I do not want your assistance yet! Go away, man. Come back in an hour and bring my hotty botty for my bed. Then you can deal with that troublesome toenail of mine. It’s gone green! Now go, I have business to attend.” The servant who was following Jarvis left, and Jarvis entered the room alone. Molly breathed as quietly as possible. Then she felt something soft brush past her ankle, she jumped back in surprise and put her hand over her own mouth to stop herself from squealing, her feet scraped the floor. Jarvis must have heard the scuffle because when Molly put her eye back to the hole, Jarvis was walking toward the wall, staring straight at her. He must be able to see her eye!  He would think she is a spy, maybe an enemy spy working for King Edward Longshanks. But then a knock at the door made him spin around. He looked in the mirror and smoothed out his jacket with his hands. He nodded and smiled. Apparently, he thought he looked good. Jarvis opened the door, and in swooped a dramatic lady in pink. On her head, she wore an extremely tall, ribbon-topped cone-shaped hat, beneath which sat a large bald forehead and some long, straggly blond plaits. Her skin was a deathly white, and her thin lips looked as if they were stained with wine. She was quite a lot taller than Jarvis, and she stood like a slanting pole in front of him, leaning back a little as if his smell offended her.
     “O Flora, you look radiant this evening. Let me take you into my aching arms that ail only for your gentle touch,” squeaked Jarvis as he opened his arms and leaned forward. Then he closed his eyes and tilted his head up as if to receive a kiss. Molly thought this was her cue to leave, she did not want to see the odd pair hugging and kissing. But the woman glided past Jarvis, his eyes still closed, still leaning forward, and he toppled, just managing to stop himself from crashing onto his face by grabbing the side of his desk. Flora acted as if she had not noticed. Molly tried not to laugh and stepped closer to the peephole to get a better look at the hilarious spectacle. 
   “What ails you, Jarvis? You look startled. Is everything going to plan?” said Flora haughtily as she threw herself into the captain’s chair behind the desk and put two pointy pink booted feet onto a pouffe. 
  “Yes, my buttercup, bless your patient heart for noticing my humble discomfort. I am well, it is just the blasted rats in the walls again!”  And then Molly remembered the soft thing that had brushed up against her leg moments before and mustered the courage to stay and listen for “the plan,”
   “The plan?” said Flora impatiently.
   “O yes, my, my, my, delicate angel, the plan… but first let’s take this stolen moment as only lovers do, and…” 
   “That is enough! You told me I would be queen of England; I left the court of silly King Longshanks, where I would undoubtedly have found myself an earl, or a lord, or a baron, to marry, because you promised me the crown! I am not going to marry you, kiss you, or go within smelling distance of you if you’re going to spend the next ten years following around that stupid great giant, bowing down and playing his stupid giant king games! I want to be queen!” said Flora with increasing volume and rage. Then she blushed and giggled before saying sweetly,
   “But of course I love you deeply, my little Jarvy kins. It would hurt my heart terribly to have to leave you,”
   “And you will not have to!” Said Jarvis, looking triumphant and raising a fist into the air. “The plan is afoot! You have returned just in time to see it play out. This is no game of giant kings, but a game of chess! And my wit and cunning will soon have Longshanks and that bumbling giant in checkmate! I am overjoyed that you will be here to watch.” Flora sat up straight in her chair and leaned forward, gleefully making little fists with her hands.
   “Yes! O yes, tell me everything! Is it poison? Will you poison King Longshanks and the giants! I do love poison.”
   “Do stop calling him king, my little bunny poop, you know that I hate that,” said Jarvis.
   “Sorry.”
Molly couldn’t believe what she was hearing, and although the furry something was scratching around her ankles again, she held her breath and kept her eye fixed on the scene through the peephole. 
   “Not poison my devilish little pumpkin! I have something better! I have a dragon brat! And no, I don’t mean a baby dragon. There is a child who can call the dragons. The flying monsters seem to like her or something, and she rides them! She is a monstrous little child, stubborn and rude, and I think she actually likes those stupid great oafish giants. One could say she is a monster lover! Anyway, I have her! Here in the castle! She is my prisoner!” Jarvis looked at Flora, waiting to be congratulated.
   “Is that your plan? You have a bratty child?” said Flora in disbelief. Molly gave the rat that seemed to be trying to chew her shoe a gentle kick to try and shake it off before it bit her toe. It scurried away squeaking, and Jarvis looked back at the wall. He had seen her eye! He knew she was spying! He walked over to the wall, and Molly didn’t know whether to run or freeze. Jarvis lifted his fist to the wall and shouted,
   “Curse you, stupid vermin!”  then turned back to Flora.
   “Don’t fret, my glorious English rose. The plan is this. I will keep the stupid giants sweet just a little longer. Big Bill butt face will tell his spiteful wife to get the little brat to call the dragons. The girl likes that oafish giant woman for some unfathomable reason. She will convince the girl that we want peace between giants, dragons and humans. The girl will fall for that fluffy, happy peace stuff, I can tell. When the dragon comes, and it will, we will catch it! I know it will come because it flew over this afternoon to try and rescue the brat. We even managed to shoot one of the babies through the foot! HA! You should have heard it scream! You would have quivered with joy!” Flora was rocking back and forth now, eyes wide, listening to every hateful word.
   “Once we have the dragons, Big buffoon will fly into battle against Longshanks on dragonback with fire as a weapon. The dragon will do it too, because we will have her babies tied up as hostages! With dragon fire and giant force, we will take Edward Longshanks by surprise and burn him and all his family to charcoal. His armies will bow to me as the conqueror, and I will be crowned king, and you, my sweet, will be my queen!” 
   “O yes, Jarvy, masterful! But what about the giant? Won’t he think the crown is his?”
   “ O, that’s easy, my buttercup, they trust me to be their faithful servant, I can just kill them in their sleep, and we can keep the flying beasts chained so that no man will ever dare to threaten our throne again,”  said Jarvis. 
   “Poison!” screeched Flora.
   “Yes, my angel of death. You can administer the poison yourself!  And as a special gift to you, my love… You can practice your poisons on the brat. Just as soon as her purpose is served and we have the dragons.” Flora fell into Jarvis’s arms, almost knocking him over.
 Molly had heard enough. She crept back up to her room, climbed out of the tiny door, slid the stairs back into place and got into bed. Jarvis, the squeaky little feather-headed twerp, wanted to kill her and the giants and enslave the dragons!  All so that he and his girlfriend can become king and queen! Molly would have to put a stop to it. When Queen Celest asks her to call the dragons, Molly would tell her all that she had heard, and they would find a way to escape together!
Chapter Fourteen, The Child
On Home Hill, Django lay awake on a pile of blankets by the fire in Isolde’s cottage. Not far away, Lula was letting out little snores, and across the room, Isolde bellowed out earth-shattering rumbles. They had left Queen Raina the dragon watching over her sleeping young and walked back over the hill to Isolde’s cottage, where they fell straight into bed. Django could feel his limbs aching and his head swimming, but he couldn’t drift into sleep. Every time he felt sleep pulling him down, he would think of his dog, and his heart would ache. What if she had been hurt! It was the only explanation he could think of, why else would she not have heard him calling and come straight to him? As he lay awake, looking at the stupid idiot ladle gently swaying in the still room above his head, he thought of Pip, also, that ladle really did have a mind of its own. Then the neighbouring wooden spoons began to sway as a gentle breeze blew the shutter open. On the breeze came quiet tinkling sounds of laughter. No, he must have imagined it; it was just the wind in the trees. Then above his head, the ladle swayed again, and so did the spoons, and the drying herbs and even the cauldron that still hung steaming over the fire swayed on its hook. But no wind had come into the room this time. Django sat up and looked around. Something was telling him something! He was sure of it. His mum always said, “If the signs are there, only a fool ignores them,” so Django got up. As he stood, the laughing breeze drifted in through the window again, and Django stepped quietly out of the door into the hushed, silvery garden. The only sound was the song of the trickling stream. Not a leaf rustled, and the moon hung majestic and bright, shining its light to guide the way.
Django looked around at the shimmering midnight world beneath the star-speckled dome of sky and thought he had stepped into a secret place rarely observed by humans. The scent of magic floated in the air, and once again, his mother’s words came to mind. Words she would tell him when the moon was big, the sky was bright, and he couldn’t sleep, “As the moon swells like a mother’s tummy, we are pulled as close as we will ever be to the magic of the earth. The pull is strong, and that is why you struggle to sleep. Let go of the struggle, stay in your bed, close your eyes, sleep safe,” but sometimes, after he lay back down and closed his eyes, she would go out into the forest by herself, and when he looked out of the window, he would see her walking barefoot into the trees. One night, he woke his father to tell him his mum wasn’t staying safe in bed, and his father only pulled Django back under the covers with a chuckle and said, “Let her dance with sprites, not that we could stop her anyway.”
Django had never given it much thought before, but knowing what he knew now, he wondered if his dad meant actual sprites? Was his ma going out to see magical creatures? Surely not if they had all gone to another realm. Should he be in bed, staying safe? What were sprites anyway? He looked down at his own bare feet, which now led him down the rosemary-scented path and across the stream. It was cold, and he could feel the chill biting at his ankles, but he didn’t mind; it made him feel more awake. Energized. He stepped out of the silvery light and into the cloak of darkness that hung around the trees. Soft mulch beneath his feet and a moist, mossy, mushroomy smell in his nose, he walked on. He stopped thinking, why? And was it safe? And just enjoyed the shelter of the forest that draped itself over him as he left the cottage and moonlight behind. Then, on a soft wind, he heard the laughter again, gentle and trickling like the stream, so he followed the sweet melodic sound. The sound of laughter grew a little louder, and then he saw ahead of him a beam of sparkling moonlight shining down into the forest. On silent feet, he approached, protected by the cloak of darkness until he [image: A drawing of a child and a dog in a forest

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]could see the clearing where he stopped to watch. In the crystalline light was his dog Pip, and she was rolling and playing with a small child who was laughing a gentle, melodic laugh. Django wanted to rush forward in delight, but something made him pause… All around the clearing was a ring of spotted toad stools, a fairy ring. He knew he had to ask permission to enter a fairy ring, and he knew that if he rushed in, his beloved Pip could vanish with the fairies forever. He had heard enough stories to know that. Figure 3 Artist Dixey Brooks
Figure 3  Artist Dixey Brooks

Django watched, and he noticed that as the child danced and played, her motion was so fluid that she would drift into occasional whisps of light before resuming her human-like figure. Then he remembered his mother telling him that fairy folk love nothing more than music. Django began to sing quietly but clearly,
                        “ O Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling,”
 The light in the clearing flickered, and the sprightly girl stopped and looked up. Django kept singing, smooth and gentle, and he stepped forward a little so that he could be seen.	
                        “From glen to glen and down the mountain side,”
The child looked at Django with wild, frightened eyes, and the image of the dog and child in the clearing flickered in and out like a badly tuned television. Django raised his voice and sang louder.
                        “The summer's gone and all the roses falling, tis you, tis you,
                           Must go and I must stay.” 
As the tune rang out into the night, the child relaxed and began to smile and dance. Pip seemed not to have noticed Django and continued to play and frolic with the child as Django sang and walked slowly into the clearing of shimmering light. Django wished with all his might that his song was his asking for permission and that the child’s smile was the acceptance. He stepped into the ring of toad stools, and his voice echoed through the trees. As his foot touched down into the ring, the child vanished, the dark cloak of night closed back in around his shoulders, and his dog Pip leapt onto him, licking him all over and yelping with delight. Django's heart swelled with joy, and he wept as he crumpled onto the forest floor to embrace his dog. It took some time for Pip to calm down and for Django to recover from his elation and relief, but once they did, they walked side by side back to Rosamund’s cottage, where they lay down together on the pile of blankets by the fire and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
To be continued…

Adventures of the time slip, Critical commentary.  
This essay discusses the creation of, Adventures of the Time Slip, focusing on the above chapters, twelve to fourteen. For the purposes of this essay, I refer to the work as my story. 
I begin by discussing the inspiration for my story and its progression into a fantasy novel. I move on to the story’s links to British mythology and potential benefits to the mind of the child reader. Finally, I examine the use of free indirect discourse and character-led narrative as tools to assist the connection between the reader and protagonist. 
How to write a story? In Stephen King's book, On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft, King states, the situation comes first, followed by the characters, and then he begins to narrate.[footnoteRef:1] My story came about in much the same way. It began as a joke in a lecture on writing time travel. What if the popular time travel technique, “the time slip,” was an actual slip? My lecturer’s response was, [1:  King, On Writing, 161.] 

 “Yes, that is the story I want!” 
A short story about a little girl accidentally time-travelling emerged. That short story is now the first chapter of this book. 
As I strive to add to the literary landscape of children’s fantasy and spark possibilities of magic into children’s imaginations, I am guided by the knowledge that a child’s ability to cope is enhanced by their ability to fantasise. This knowledge is confirmed by Goldstein and Russ in their journal article, Understanding Children's Literature and Its Relationship to Fantasy Ability and Coping, in which they conclude, “pretend play/fantasy ability was significantly positively related to coping ability.”[footnoteRef:2]   [2:  Goldstein and Russ, ‘Understanding Children’s Literature and Its Relationship to Fantasy Ability and Coping’.] 

 My child readers accompany the three protagonists, Molly, Lula and Django as they discover the reality of unbelievable magic. As the undisputable evidence of mind-reading dragons, time travel, witches and magical creatures is thrust upon the protagonists, seeds of magical possibility can grow in the minds of the reading child - Are witches real? Maybe fairies will answer my calls from beyond the veil? Should I practice spells at a full moon?
As a child, I read Matilda by Roald Dahl, where the protagonist discovers she can move things with her mind.[footnoteRef:3] Boundless possibilities opened in my brain, and countless moments were spent in pursuit of telekinesis. Memories like these remind me that stories are the key to developing the fantasy mind. Further to fantasy literature assisting the development of coping mechanisms, there is evidence that reading itself can be a coping strategy. In her article, Representing Adolescent Fears: Theory of Mind and Fantasy Fiction, Roberta Silva writes, [3:  Dahl, Matilda.] 

 Some adolescents use reading as a coping strategy because they derive remarkable help from the books they read. Novels help them to learn how ‘to deal with existing personal problems’ and through them adolescents become able to extract, from their reading, suggestions that help them to face the fears of their life.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Silva, ‘Representing Adolescent Fears’.] 

A prime example of ‘help from books’ is literary role models such as Lula, from my story, who displays a progressive path to overcoming her anxiety through facing her fears and learning to take charge of situations.  For example, Lula expresses fear and anxiety about entering Isoldes' cottage, before being forced on by the bandits and still only entering after careful reasoning. As the story progresses, Lula grows in confidence to the point where she argues with witches and dragons.
   “What do you mean? You’re pinning your hopes of rescue on an eight-year-old girl, and you don’t know why?”
My other protagonist, Molly, exemplifies the use of literature as a coping mechanism as she uses books and stories to help her understand the world and its challenges –Perhaps we must complete a quest?  What would Harry Potter do? What would Bilbo Baggins do?
The above novel extract, its magical beings, and the concept of a mass magical evacuation did not grow from barren soil. Ancient British texts such as the Mabinogion are filled with stories of magic,[footnoteRef:5] and the church of the Middle Ages had an ongoing job of differentiating magic from miracle.[footnoteRef:6]  With the advancement of science and the decline in Christianity, European society views magic as mythical and pretend.[footnoteRef:7] Like authors before me, I am enchanted by Britain’s long-standing history of magical belief and strive to awaken the possibilities of magic in the minds of children. With that in mind, I have pulled on threads from the tapestry of Britain’s ancestral stories and woven them into my narrative, in the hope of passing them to the next generation of readers. My adventure into the lost magic of Britain follows a well-trodden path, laid by such authors as Rudyard Kipling in Puck of Pook's Hill, where Puck states,  [5:  Edwards, The Mabinogion.]  [6:  Saunders, Magic and the Supernatural in Medieval English Romance, i.]  [7:  Dixon et al., Science and Religion.] 

	The people of the hills have left. I saw them come into old England, and I saw them go. Giants, trolls, kelpies, brownies, goblins, imps; …good people, little people … pixies, nixies and gnomes and the rest – all gone! [footnoteRef:8]   [8:  Kipling, Puck of Pook’s Hill, 10.] 

The question of ‘where have they gone?’ is explored in Chapter Fourteen of my story, as Queen Raina the dragon tells the children about the evacuation to the land of the gods. 
Her description of the old gods and that of the fairies as small gods is not new to the literary world but goes back to medieval texts, explored in depth by Francis Young in her book, Twilight of the Godlings. Young discusses elves and fairies as small gods and describes them as decayed remains of pagan gods.[footnoteRef:9]  And in, Fairies in Tradition and Literature, by Catharine Mary Briggs, nymphs and fairies are described as descendants of the pagan gods.[footnoteRef:10]   [9:  Young, Twilight of the Godlings, 1.]  [10:  Briggs, The Fairies in Tradition and Literature, 11.] 

To draw readers into my magical world, I have used free indirect discourse (FIR), a technique pioneered by Jane Austen in Pride and Prejudice.[footnoteRef:11] FIR is a narrative technique in which a third-person narrator blends their voice with the thoughts, speech, or perspective of a character. [11:  Austen and Tanner, Pride and Prejudice.] 

Another popular novelist who utilises FID is Stephen King in books such as Holly[footnoteRef:12] and Fairy Tale.[footnoteRef:13] King combines FID with character-led narrative to rapidly draw the reader into the psyche of the protagonists. As King states in his book On Writing, “I think the best stories always end up being about the people rather than the event, which is to say character driven.” [footnoteRef:14] [12:  King, Holly.]  [13:  King, Fairy Tale.]  [14:  King, On Writing, 56.] 

Kings’ technique of using FID discourse to enhance a connection to character is explained further by Regina Eckardt in her book, The Semantics of Free Indirect Discourse. Eckardt explains how FID helps us to get to know our characters by allowing us to see the characters feelings, such as;  there attitude towards things and facts, immediate emotional reaction to things, doubts and uncertainties, disbeliefs, lack of information or need for information, emotional state. [footnoteRef:15] [15:  Eckardt, The Semantics of Free Indirect Discourse, 1.] 

With the use of FID, the author can connect the reader to multiple characters by blending their thoughts, emotions and attitudes into the third person omniscient narration in the same way one could when using first person narration. Without speech tags traditionally used in omniscient narration and words like he thought and he imagined, that could potentially distance the reader from the character. An example of this from JK Rowling's Harry Potter and the Philosopher's Stone shows the narrator speaking for Harry’s uncle, Mr Dursley. 
He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, and his eyes fell upon a huddle of these weirdos standing quite close by. They were whispering excitedly together. Mr Dursley was enraged to see that a couple of them weren’t young at all; why, that man had to be older than he was, and wearing an emerald-green cloak! The nerve of him![footnoteRef:16] [16:  Rowling, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, 3.] 

The narrator, referring to the strangers as weirdos, immediately shows Mr Dursley's opinion embedded in the narration, and the final sentences are his thoughts that effectively show the reader Mr Dursley’s disdain for anything unusual, placing Dursley as a non-magic, unkind character.  While most of the book is written from Harry’s perspective, the third-person omniscient narration allows Rowling to switch perspectives and use FID to guide the reader's opinions of any character she chooses. 
My story uses third-person omniscient narration and FID to explore the thoughts of the three protagonists in different scenes as we move through the story. An example of how I have used FID in Chapter Thirteen. 
     	Lula had decided the best way to help was to ask a dragon! The very same dragon that had taken them away from Molly. By the sound of the pained crying from outside, the dragon rescue had not gone well, and not only that, but she was also now confessing everything to a woman who was clearly a witch. Why had she told her so much? And what about Molly? If the dragon was hurt, was there a fight? Is Molly hurt? Is she still a prisoner? Lula should have been focusing on escaping! Do they need to escape? Are they also captives? 
The above paragraph inserts us into the perspective of Lula by stating her name at the beginning and then takes the reader into Lula's thoughts that are spiralling into questions of uncertainty and self-doubt. Outwardly, Lula is stubborn, but the use of FID in this passage shows her internal fear, which she gradually overcomes as the story progresses. 
Not only do I use FID to get to know the protagonists, but it also enables me to use the protagonists' thought processes to help the child reader understand potentially confusing or fast-moving plot points without having to use unrealistic exposition dialogue. As shown below.
Django was nostalgic for the future. It was so weird and confusing. This spot was his home, and this fire was just like his home fire. He felt safe here but also lost. His life had not yet begun, but here he was!
A close bond with the protagonists aligns with a character-led narrative. In striving to be led by my characters, I used advice from Elizabeth George in her book Write Away. George says to find your character’s motivation that is buried within their personalities. She refers to these as basic needs, such as, the need to be good at everything, the need to belong, or the need to be right at all costs. [footnoteRef:17] Once I had got to know my characters, including their basic needs and how they respond to stress, I wrote a character prompt sheet as recommended by Pamela Cleaver in her book Writing for Children.[footnoteRef:18]  This character informant allowed my idea about a girl with a time slip to grow into a story, as every time something happened, the protagonist's response guided the outcome and led to the next scene.  [17:  George, Write Away, 58.]  [18:  Cleaver, Writing for Children, 47.] 

In conclusion, my story is a children’s fantasy novel aspiring to inspire young minds and offer support through life’s ups and downs. It is a new story, but it is part of a conversation that reaches back in time both literally and figuratively. To assist my time-travelling young readers, I have used free indirect discourse, which helps them both connect with their literary friends and understand the fast-moving plot.  
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