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Definitely a Prologue


At Saint Lupin’s Quest Academy for Consistently Dangerous and Absolutely Terrifying Adventures, every student is treated with the same amount of care and consideration. They are each provided with eight brand-new sets of pants and tunic (one for each day of the week plus a formal set for special occasions), two pairs of well-made shoes, and a yellow cloak with CAUTION: STUDENT ADVENTURER printed in large letters on the back. Each is fed a well-balanced diet and required to bathe every day—always just before heading off to bed for a good night’s sleep. This treatment, incidentally, is consistent with the advice given in the popular do-it-yourself guide How to Train Students for Adventure (and Their Inevitable Untimely Deaths).


Understandably, potential recruits count the days until they can apply. And in that spirit, it is widely recognized that there are three ways to enroll at Saint Lupin’s:


1. Submit an application form, filled out in triplicate and certified by a squirrel.


2. Sneak in by swimming the moat. (Tip: Beware the zombie sharks.)


3. Obtain an official questing gauntlet and become a Keeper of the Sparrow, illegally activate a Rightful Heir quest, get chased by iron knights and fireballed by a dragon, destroy your quest academy, cause widespread mayhem and destruction, successfully complete the quest, become heir to your very own kingdom, and offer the academy use of the aforementioned kingdom as its new campus. (Please note: Thus far only one student has gained admittance using this method, and she doesn’t recommend it.)


Once accepted, of course, there are only two ways to leave:


Pass or fail.














 






[image: image]







The Sapphire Palace
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Anne was leaving Saint Lupin’s.


The annual Quest Academy Awards were being held that evening in the Hierarchy’s capital, and Anne and the other members of her adventuring group had learned they were nominated in the category of Best Illegal Quest That Nearly Destroyed the Entire World. The category wasn’t as prestigious as Longest Duel with a Rabid Pumpernickel, but it was certainly preferable to Most Spectacular Protagonist Death, since you actually had to die in order to be eligible—meaning they buried the award with you (or whatever was left of you). Award nominees enjoyed a fancy lunch at the royal palace, got front-row seats to the awards ceremony, and were invited to a host of after-parties where people sat around on uncomfortable chairs, held drinks decorated with little umbrellas, and pretended to like one another. It was quite an honor.


There was only one problem: Anne didn’t want to go.


Or more accurately, she didn’t want to go if it meant wearing her new formal academy dress uniform.


Anne winced as a needle jabbed into her thumb.


“My apologies, dear,” said the woman standing next to her. Her name was Jocelyn, and she was for all intents and purposes the headmistress of Saint Lupin’s Quest Academy (if you overlooked the fact that, according to the official paperwork, the actual headmistress was an orange-and-white cat named Her Royal Highness Princess Fluffington Whiskers of the Mousetrapper Clan, who was currently sleeping atop a cushion on the desk next to them). Jocelyn had dark brown skin, a head of voluminous, meticulously styled black hair, and twinkling brown eyes.


Anne always noticed people’s eyes, mostly in hopes of someday finding others with yellow eyes just like her own.


They were in the academy’s main office, an octagonal room lined with wall-to-wall shelves and three large stained-glass windows. Anne was standing on a stool, trying to remain as still as possible, while Jocelyn fussed and fidgeted with her new formal uniform, which had only arrived that morning. Anne watched as a tiny bead of red formed on her dark brown skin where Jocelyn had poked her. She pressed a finger over it to stop the bleeding. Apparently, a quest academy could be a dangerous place even if you were just getting dressed.


Jocelyn regathered the loose material of Anne’s cloak and continued jabbing at it with her needle. “I cannot believe they got your size wrong,” Jocelyn said for the umpteenth time. “I sent them everyone’s exact measurements. All the others fit just fine.”


Given that the uniforms had arrived in a box marked HORRIBLE HENRY’S TERRIBLE UNIFORM SHOP: THE PLACE TO BUY YOUR UNIFORM WHEN YOUR BIG DAY HAS ARRIVED AND ALL OTHER OPTIONS HAVE RUN OUT, Anne was surprised anyone’s had fit properly. But they had, and so her best friends, Penelope Shatterblade and Hiro Darkflame—who were the only other students at the academy besides Anne—had gone ahead to the capital while she remained behind getting hers altered.


After a few more swipes of the needle, Jocelyn tied off a final knot and stood back. She smoothed out the wrinkles of her own bright yellow jacket, which had pearl buttons down the front and coordinated well with her light brown pants and dark red leather riding boots. As always, Jocelyn looked every bit the professional adventurer, albeit one who spent more time in the library doing research or in a well-padded gymnasium practicing her sword fighting than going on actual adventures where one might come into contact with dirt or grime or unpleasantness of any kind.


Jocelyn studied her handiwork. “I never claimed to be much of a seamstress, so hopefully that will suffice.”


Anne looked down. The cloak was a sickly green and featured a wide, floppy collar and three oversized pockets. It was also several inches too long. The material bunched at her sides, and multiple threads crisscrossed one another in a haphazard pattern. The rest of the uniform consisted of a pair of stark white pants that attracted dirt like a magnet, a blinding orange tunic, and a pair of stiff leather boots that were already causing Anne’s feet to blister. In addition, she also wore her most prized possession: a single brown leather glove covered in strips of overlapping metal, with a circular inset on the underside of the wide extended cuff. This was her questing gauntlet.


“So,” said Jocelyn, “what do you think?”


“Er,” said Anne.


“Still too loose?”


“No, that’s not the problem.”


Jocelyn picked up a wide-brimmed hat that featured a black veil and a large peacock feather sticking out of the top. “Shall we try the headpiece?”


Anne grimaced.


Jocelyn caught her expression. “Did I forget one of the pins?”


“No,” said Anne. “It’s just…”


“Yes, dear?”


“It’s just… the uniform… it’s…”


Jocelyn nodded encouragingly. “Yes?”


Anne sighed. “It’s ugly.”


At first Anne thought Jocelyn would scold her for being ungrateful. Instead, Jocelyn burst into laughter. “Oh, my dear, you’re absolutely right. The whole thing is a disaster, in every way possible. The design is an affront to fashion, and the colors are giving me a headache. And even Dog would do a better job with the alterations.” At the mention of his name, Dog, the small black fire lizard napping in a basket in the corner of the room, briefly raised his head. Seeing nothing of interest, he dropped immediately back to sleep.


Jocelyn tossed the hat back on the desk. “Headgear is optional. Unfortunately, there’s nothing to be done about the rest. And anyway, this ridiculous outfit is not what’s important. It’s you, the newly minted Rightful Heir of Saint Lupin’s. That’s who people will be eager to meet.”


“Does that mean I can wear one of my regular outfits instead?” asked Anne.


“No,” said Jocelyn.


“But you just said—”


“Dress uniforms are required at such functions. Anything else would go against proper etiquette.”


“Do we always have to follow proper etiquette?”


Jocelyn raised an eyebrow, and Anne sighed inwardly. Jocelyn would give up breathing air before she would give up proper etiquette.


A distant chime sounded from elsewhere in the building, and Jocelyn looked out the window. “My goodness, is it noon already?” she said. “We need to be on our way.” Jocelyn belted a rapier around her waist.


Anne walked over to an eight-foot-tall suit of armor near the door—an iron knight, one of three that belonged to the academy, or rather to Anne, since she had inherited them along with the rest of Saint Lupin’s upon the completion of her first quest. They obeyed her commands, provided she was wearing the gauntlet. Curiously, they each also had a small white stone in the middle of their helmets that glowed red whenever they grew agitated. The knight by the door held a plain wooden box.


Anne paused.


“Is something wrong?” asked Jocelyn.


“Are we sure it’s safe?” asked Anne. “For me to travel around wearing the gauntlet, I mean.”


“Why wouldn’t it be?”


Anne shifted uncomfortably. “Because the last time I put it on, it activated a Level Thirteen quest that nearly killed me and my friends and the entire world along with it.”


“Hence your award nomination,” said Jocelyn with a note of pride. She placed an arm around Anne and gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “That gauntlet marks you for what you are, my dear: You’re Anvil of Saint Lupin’s, Keeper of the Sparrow.”


Anne cringed at the mention of her real name. She’d been an orphan from birth, and she had always assumed whoever had named her hadn’t given it much thought. All of that had changed two months ago when she discovered that beneath the academy grounds were the remains of an Old World laboratory, and inside that lab were the remains of a chamber that was inscribed with the phrase PROJECT A.N.V.I.L. Exactly what the project was and what it had to do with Anne was still a mystery, not the least because the lab had been completely destroyed in a fire, leaving no clues. In fact, pretty much everything about Anne was a mystery.


“Besides,” Jocelyn continued, “it will be in its box most of the time, and in any case you’ve been wearing it here for the past hour surrounded by all of these.” She gestured to the thousands of medallions lining the shelves of the office. Each medallion sat on a piece of padded felt underneath its own glass dome, and each contained within it a quest that could be activated by inserting the medallion into the slot of a questing gauntlet. Anne remembered only too well what had happened two months previous, when she had put on that gauntlet in this very office, only to have a tiny silver medallion fly through the air and attach itself to the slot—an unheard-of occurrence, according to Jocelyn. Typically, medallions did not insert themselves.


Anne smiled. “Thanks. I definitely want to wear it. It’s just…”


Jocelyn smiled back. “Perfectly understandable, dear.”


Anne gestured to the iron knight, and it followed her and Jocelyn down the long hallway, through the main lobby, and out the front doors. The grounds were empty. Although anyone could go on a quest, the academy typically accepted only students aged thirteen or older. Any orphans younger than that who had lived there while it was still an orphanage (which aside from Anne and Penelope were all of them) had been found suitable homes. The trio proceeded over the drawbridge (which spanned the moat filled with zombie sharks) and up the hill to a small observatory.


As they walked along, Anne spotted several massive islands floating in the distant sky. These were known as tiers, and the entire world, including Saint Lupin’s, was made up of them. The tiers orbited a giant sphere known as the Big Glowing Field of Magick, or BGFM, and together they formed what was known as the Hierarchy.


Next to the observatory was a circle of flat stones, and lying in the grass next to the circle was a twenty-foot-long dragon with black scales, tiny wings, and a spiked tail. At the sound of approaching footsteps, the dragon opened a single emerald-green eye.


“Hi, Nana,” said Anne.


“Took you long enough,” Nana replied in her low, rumbling growl.


“Anne’s uniform required a few last-minute adjustments,” Jocelyn explained.


Nana studied the cloak. “Are you sure it doesn’t require a few more?”


“Now, now. That’ll be quite enough of that,” said Jocelyn. “Just transport us to the capital, if you please. We’re late enough as it is. And make sure you follow along immediately. Showing up without a dragon would make us the laughingstock of the entire ceremony.”


“Am I getting paid overtime for this?” asked Nana.


“The honor of being nominated is payment enough.”


Nana snorted. “That’s what I figured.”


Anne removed her gauntlet and placed it in the box being carried by the iron knight. She tucked the box under her arm, and then she and Jocelyn walked to the center of the stone circle.


Nana reared back. “Two fireballs to the capital city, coming right up—from one highly intelligent, constantly overworked, and severely underpaid dragon.”


Jocelyn opened her mouth, presumably to scold Nana again, but the dragon was faster and spewed out a ball of green flame.
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While fireballs might strike some people as a rather unusual form of travel—especially if those people are standing inside a designated fireball landing zone when one arrives—it was the most common form of transportation in the Hierarchy. It was also the most terrifying. Anne had traveled by fireball a few times, but she wasn’t sure if she would ever get used to it. A standard fireball took eight hours to reach its destination no matter how far away that destination was from the starting point. Because this was a special occasion, however, Nana had used premium fireballs (typically a very expensive form of travel), which were nearly instantaneous.


In a cloud of smoke and ash, the fireball deposited Anne onto a different circular stone platform. Knowing Jocelyn would be close behind, Anne moved quickly from the landing zone. She had barely stepped aside, however, when a large redheaded girl enveloped her in a bone-crushing hug.


“Hi, Pen,” said Anne with a big grin. She and Penelope had grown up together at the orphanage, and for Anne, the only thing more exciting than winning an award was the prospect of sharing it with her best friend.


“What took you so long?” Penelope asked, stepping back. “They’re about to serve lunch.”


Anne tugged at her cloak. “My uniform needed a lot of fixing.”


“I’m pretty sure the only way to fix these things would be to burn them,” said Penelope, and she tugged at the collar of her tunic. Her uniform featured a cape instead of a cloak and looked rather more disheveled. “I’m pretty sure whoever designed these was given explicit instructions to make them as hideous and uncomfortable as possible.”


A second fireball landed on the platform, and Jocelyn  emerged from the accompanying cloud of smoke. She took one look at Penelope and frowned. “Miss Shatterblade! What exactly have you been up to? You’re all wrinkly!”


Penelope tapped the hilt of the wooden sword hanging from her belt, standard issue for first-year students. “You two were taking so long, I figured I could kill time by training with the royal guards.” Penelope was the official fighter of their three-person adventuring group, and she loved training whenever she got the chance.


“But you’re sweating,” said Jocelyn.


Penelope discreetly tried to smooth a few wrinkles out of her tunic.


“I think it makes her look rugged,” said Anne. “Who knows, there might be a handsome prince in the audience. If he’s in need of saving, she has to look the part, doesn’t she?”


Jocelyn frowned but didn’t pursue the matter. Anne suppressed a giggle, and Penelope mouthed her a silent thank-you.


“Where’s Hiro?” Jocelyn asked instead.


Penelope’s demeanor changed instantly. “He’s driving everyone up the wall,” she said. “Look, I know you appointed him to be the academy’s liaison because he’s super good at organization and everything, but he’s been ordering everyone around all morning, and pretty soon someone’s going to kill him and hide the body, and no one is going to mind. Thankfully, his mom and dad just arrived and told him to knock it off.”


“Hiro’s family is here?” asked Anne.


“Yes,” said Jocelyn. “They were so excited when I sent them word of your nomination.”


Anne felt a slight emptiness. Neither she nor Penelope had any living family. Anne had spent her entire life at Saint Lupin’s, and Penelope had arrived there when she was still very young, after her parents died in a quest gone tragically wrong—so wrong, in fact, that it had left a permanent black mark on their family name and had caused every academy Penelope had applied to prior to Saint Lupin’s to deny her admission solely on that basis. By contrast, Hiro had attended a highly respected preparatory school before arriving at the quest academy, and Anne knew that his parents worked for the Wizards’ Council.


“Isn’t Nana coming?” asked Penelope.


“I’m right here,” said a voice behind them.


The three of them jumped and turned. Nana was sitting in the stone circle.


“I know dragons can fly at supersonic speeds, but do you have to constantly sneak up on people like that?” asked Jocelyn, straightening her jacket.


“I don’t have to, no, but it’s definitely one of the perks of the job,” said Nana. “Besides, there are other dragons here, and I don’t want them getting the impression I’ve gone soft on humans or anything. I do have a reputation to uphold, you know.” Despite her words, she winked at Anne as she sauntered ahead.


“Let us continue onward,” said Jocelyn. “Fashionably late is one thing, but we don’t want to be rude. First impressions matter, especially since a new student will be joining us today.” 


“There’s a new student coming to Saint Lupin’s?” asked Anne.


“Yes. We’ve received numerous applications, and now that the renovations are finished and we’re ready to officially open the doors, I’ve begun the selection process. As wonderful as you all are, one cannot run an academy with only three students, but I think I’ve found someone who will be a good fit for your group. He’ll be joining us at the awards ceremony and will return to Saint Lupin’s with us this evening. I’ve not met him before, but was told he would be wearing a red cloak, so do keep an eye out.”


The three humans followed the dragon across the rope bridge that connected the fireball landing zone to one of the larger main tiers of the capital. The city consisted of hundreds of tiers interconnected by bridges, ropes, ladders, and in some cases giant tree roots. Towers leaned precariously over the edges, sprawling gardens filled every space with tall trees and bright flowers, and hundreds of airships littered the sky. In the center of it all, on the largest tier, stood a castle of glowing blue stone.


“Behold, the Sapphire Palace,” said Jocelyn.


It took several minutes to walk to the palace, where they were met by Rokk, a ten-foot-tall metal man whom Anne and her friends had met during their first quest. He was an Old World creation known as a robot—a person made entirely of metal who could think and act on his own—yet another thing Anne had only learned about two months ago. A third arm protruded from Rokk’s right socket, giving him a slightly hunchbacked appearance, and the word PALADIN was inscribed on his back. Rokk was the only other person Anne had met who also had yellow eyes, although his glowed as if there were a tiny fire burning behind each one.


Anne waved. “Hi, Rokk.”


“According to my calculations, we are currently thirteen minutes and four seconds behind schedule,” said Rokk.


Security was heavy, and they had to stand in line as the royal guards checked everyone before entering. One of the guards located Anne’s name on the guest list while another tied one bright orange ribbon around her wrist and another around her gauntlet box.


“It’s a matching set,” the guard explained. “You can’t remove the gauntlet from the premises without both ribbons. Also, your gauntlet is to remain in its box until the time of the awards ceremony. Under no circumstances should it be removed before that or a medallion inserted and activated.” Anne saw several other people carrying boxes like hers who were also receiving ribbons.


The guard waved Anne through, and the rest of the party soon followed. Just beyond the security gates, there was an alcove with a large set of double doors. A plaque above the doors read:




MINE ENTRANCE





“Who digs a mine under a palace?” asked Penelope.


“The mines were here first, before it became the capital of the Hierarchy,” said Jocelyn. “This whole tier is threaded with tunnels and shafts, and the walls are still embedded with gems and veins of precious metals. I hear there’s even one they call the Cave of Marvel.”


Instead of going into the mines, Rokk escorted the group down the palace’s long central corridor. They passed other doors with plaques, including the SECRETARY OF STRAIGHT LINES AND RIGHT ANGLES, the OFFICE OF TALKING RABBITS WHO WEAR TINY WAISTCOATS, and even one labeled the UNNAMED DEPARTMENT. Eventually they arrived at a spacious dining hall packed with people and dragons. While Nana lumbered off to join a boisterous group of dragons in the corner, everyone else followed Rokk over to a table at the side of the room. Here, a small crowd had gathered around a short woman dressed entirely in black. She had tan skin and shoulder-length gray-black hair, and she was in the middle of telling a story.


“… so I simply hung him out of the window until he confessed,” said the woman.


Everyone laughed. Everyone, that is, except for a boy at the table with light beige skin, brown eyes, and long dark hair tied back in a ponytail, who at the moment looked thoroughly disgruntled.


“Mother,” said the boy, “your work for the Wizards’ Council is classified. You’re not supposed to talk about it!”


“Nonsense,” said the woman lightly. “What’s a harmless story among close friends? Besides, they all know if they share even one word of anything I’ve said, I could kill them with my pinkie finger.” She spoke with a smile, but her eyes held a glint of iron.


After another, slightly more subdued wave of laughter, the group melted away into the larger crowd. The woman seemed not to notice.


Anne and Penelope took seats next to the boy.


“Hi, Hiro,” said Anne.


Hiro nodded glumly. He was the wizard of their adventuring group, but he wasn’t a big fan of actual adventures.


The places were already set, and the table was piled high with food: thick slices of buttered bread, cut vegetables, stacks of sandwiches, a ceramic pot filled with what smelled to be onion soup, and a purple juice that tasted like grapes when Anne took a sip. There were also chocolate squares and slices of cake and a basket of fresh fruit. Penelope immediately started filling her plate.


Jocelyn walked over and shook the woman’s hand. “Good to see you again, Tora.”


The woman beamed. “Jocelyn, you look fabulous, as always.” Then she clapped her hands together. “And this must be the famous Anvil and Penelope. Or should I say infamous?” She winked and shook both their hands as well. “I’m Tora Darkflame, Hiro’s mother. How wonderful finally to meet you both. Our agency already has an impressive file on your adventuring group, of course.”


Jocelyn and Mrs. Darkflame seated themselves at the table, and Rokk stood next to the wall.


“I hear such wonderful things from Hiro about your academy,” Mrs. Darkflame said to Jocelyn. “Thank you again for taking him on such short notice and for giving him such an honored placement. It’s a great relief to Raiden and me to know he’s in capable hands.”


“That’s very kind of you,” said Jocelyn. “And speaking of your husband, where is he?”


Mrs. Darkflame pointed across the room. “Here he comes now.”


The man in question was storming over to their table looking very agitated. He was tall and possessed what most people would refer to as a rather prodigious stomach, emphasized by the fact that the buttons of his bright green dinner jacket seemed to be straining to hold together across the middle. He also wore a ten-foot silver cape that dragged behind him.


“Did you know,” Mr. Darkflame began with no preamble or introduction whatsoever, “that Jai Tigerclaw is wearing my exact same outfit, made by the exact same designer?”


Curiously, his dinner jacket had one short sleeve that ended at the elbow, exposing the dark tan skin of his arm, and one sleeve that extended long past his hand, so that every time he waved it, which was frequent in his current state of distress, the sleeve whipped around dangerously.


“I paid a lot of money to wear this ‘one-of-a-kind’ ensemble,” he said.


“Don’t remind me,” said Mrs. Darkflame.


“And it wasn’t by accident, either,” he continued. “Oh, no. Jai specifically sought out Henry, asked him what I had ordered, and then requested that he make a second one. I mean, the nerve of the man! The sheer and utter gall!” Mr. Darkflame circled the table as he spoke, gesturing emphatically and forcing Anne, Penelope, and Hiro to duck repeatedly as the sleeve tip pinged off the water glasses.


“The general has just as much right to dress like an idiot as you do, my love,” said Mrs. Darkflame patiently.


“But this is outrageous!” Mr. Darkflame blustered.


“It most certainly is.”


At that moment, another equally agitated man marched over. Anne guessed he must be General Jai Tigerclaw, due primarily to the fact that he was dressed identically to Mr. Darkflame, right down to the long green sleeve that flew around and threatened to put out someone’s eye.


“Sir, I cannot allow your insults to go unanswered,” the general said. Then he pulled out a white glove and proceeded to slap Mr. Darkflame across the cheek with it. “I therefore challenge you!”


“I accept!” roared Mr. Darkflame, his eyes wild with fury.


Penelope bounced in her chair. “Oh, wow, a duel!”


Hiro merely sighed.


“Choice of weapon?” the general asked stiffly.


Mr. Darkflame snatched two utensils from the table. “Salad forks at ten paces.”


“Agreed. And whom do you choose as your second?”


“Hiro can be his dad’s second,” said Penelope. “I’ll be yours, General.”


“But I don’t want to duel with salad forks,” Hiro protested as Penelope yanked him out of his chair. The two men walked to the middle of the room and stood back to back. The crowd eagerly created space for them.


Jocelyn rose from the table. “Gentlemen, please! Think of the children.”


“Yeah,” said Penelope. “Make sure we have a good view of the fighting before you start. I don’t want to miss anything.”


Anne was fascinated. She’d never witnessed a duel before, and as the two men counted off paces, she stood on her chair for a better view. Not wanting to hold her gauntlet box, she decided to set it on the table, but as she did so, something sharp jabbed into the back of her hand. The wooden box tumbled from her grasp and clattered to the floor, where it was immediately kicked away as people and dragons scuffled for the best position from which to watch the contest.


Anne dropped to the floor and scrambled on her hands and knees after the box, which had disappeared within the buffeting sea of legs. After ducking and dodging through a multitude of feet, she caught a glimpse of dark wood lying underneath a chair at the next table. She scuttled over, but just as she reached the box, a pair of hands grabbed it—hands that belonged to a boy who looked to be around her own age, with short black hair, light brown skin, and blue eyes, and wearing a deep red cloak.


Anne stood and brushed off her knees. “You must be the new student coming to Saint Lupin’s. I’m Anne, the Keeper for our adventuring group. Thanks for rescuing my box, by the way. I was afraid it was going to get damaged.”


The boy said nothing. Instead, he turned the box over several times, inspecting it closely.


“I’m sure it’s fine.” Anne held her hands outstretched. “May I have it back, please?”


Instead of giving it back, though, the boy pulled it to his chest, turned, and dashed away through the crowd.
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THE TACTICAL GUIDE TO BASIC TABLE  SETTING SAYS THE FOLLOWING ABOUT THE PLACEMENT OF THE SALAD FORK:


The salad fork has long been regarded as the most lethal of the silverware. When salad is a first course, the salad fork is laid to the left of the dinner fork. When salad is served after the main course, the salad fork is placed to the right of the dinner fork. If a duel is expected at any point prior to the salad course, however, the salad fork should be placed wherever it is most accessible.


Supplementary note: The salad fork is especially useful for stabbing people in the back of the hand to make them drop something you want to steal.
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The Quest Academy Awards
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Anne stood in shock as the boy ran off with her box.


The box with the gauntlet.


Her gauntlet.


“Hey! Stop, thief!” she yelled.


Anne plunged into the mass of bodies, elbowing her way through and ignoring all the grunts and protests this caused. She caught a glimpse of red on the other side of a knot of people, but when she reached it, she found only a pot full of bright red flowers. She turned one way and then another, no longer sure which direction the thief had gone.


Penelope rushed over, hauling Hiro behind her.


“What are you doing way over here?” Penelope exclaimed. “You’re missing everything! Mr. Darkflame lost his fork, so now he’s holding off the general with a soup spoon.”


Hiro touched Anne’s arm. “Hey, is everything okay?”


Anne shook her head. “Someone just stole my gauntlet.”


“What? Who?” said Penelope. She unsheathed her wooden sword and scanned the crowd. 


“I think it was the new student,” said Anne. “At least, he was wearing a red cloak like Jocelyn described.”


Penelope swished her sword back and forth several times. “Just point him out and I’ll give him a good thrashing.”


“It’s too late,” said Anne. “I tried to catch him, but he got away.”


“Why would anyone want to steal your gauntlet?” Penelope asked.


“Are you kidding?” said Hiro. “Anne achieved the near-impossible when she completed that Level Thirteen quest. I’ve been here for two days, and it’s clear she’s become something of a minor legend. I bet there are adventurers who would give their left hand just for a look at that gauntlet.”


At the mention of “left hand,” Anne glanced at her wrist, tied with an orange ribbon.


“That’s it!” she said.


Anne bolted out of the dining hall and sprinted through the mostly empty corridor back to the main entrance.


Penelope and Hiro caught up with Anne as she stopped in front of the security area. The guards were still at their posts.


“What are you doing?” Penelope asked Anne.


Anne held up her wrist with the ribbon around it. “The thief must still be here in the palace somewhere. You can’t take a gauntlet beyond the gates without both ribbons.”


“That’s smart thinking,” said Hiro.


Not seeing the thief or anyone suspicious, Anne was unsure where to turn next—when the three of them were nearly run over by a wheelbarrow being pushed by a man so short that the top of his head only reached as high as Anne’s shoulders. Yet for all that, he had more weapons hanging off him than all the guards put together.


“Captain Copperhelm!” Anne exclaimed.


The man looked up. “Oh, it’s you three,” he grumbled. Captain Copperhelm was their professor of combat and also Penelope’s supervisor.


Inside the wheelbarrow lay an old, white-haired man wearing long robes. His name was Sassafras, and he was their professor of magick. He was known for nodding off midsentence and had a platypus magickally attached to him instead of a left arm. Sassafras was fast asleep, but the platypus was wide awake and enjoying a tray of hors d’oeuvres.


“What’s with the wizard on wheels?” asked Penelope.


Copperhelm shrugged. “He passed out from all the excitement. I was looking for somewhere to park him.”


“Why is his platypus eating oyster cream puffs?” asked Hiro.


“It keeps him quiet,” said Copperhelm.


The wizard stirred. “What’s going on?” he asked. “Did I miss naptime?”


“You are napping, you nitwit,” said Copperhelm.


“Oh, good,” said Sassafras, and he promptly fell back to sleep.


“Captain Copperhelm, we could really use your help,” said Anne.


Copperhelm surveyed the group. “Let me guess. You got caught up watching that duel in the dining hall, and while you weren’t paying attention, someone stole the gauntlet.”


Anne cheeks flushed. “That’s not… I wasn’t trying… I didn’t even get to see the duel.”


Copperhelm shook his head and pushed the wheelbarrow against a wall and out of the way of the security gates. “Crazy novices… no common sense… probably blow up the whole city before the day is over… and look at me… distinguished military career… undefeated in single combat… now I’m pushing wizards around in wheelbarrows and looking for lost gauntlets their owners can’t manage to keep on their own hands.”


Copperhelm marched over to the security gates while the others trailed behind. “There’s been a theft,” he said to one of the guards. “You lot are going to help us search for the culprit.”


The guard looked him over. “Erm, no offense, buddy, but why should we listen to you?”


In response, Copperhelm pulled a small card out of his pocket and handed it to the guard. Anne read it over his shoulder:




EMERGENCY  TAKE-COMMAND CARD


The holder of this card is hereby granted permission to take temporary command of all security personnel, including (but not limited to) guards, soldiers, sentries, watchmen, lookouts, city watch, and border patrol.


CAUTION: NOT RECOMMENDED FOR POWER-HUNGRY MEGALOMANIACS.





When the guard finished reading, he immediately snapped to attention and saluted Copperhelm. “Y-yes, sir! R-right away, sir!” he stammered.


“That’s more like it,” said Copperhelm.


As the guard showed the card to his companions, Jocelyn, Nana, Rokk, and Mrs. Darkflame came running up the corridor and joined them.


“Where in the world have you been?” Jocelyn asked, sounding exasperated. “We’ve been looking all over for you. The ceremony is about to begin.”


“The new student stole my gauntlet,” said Anne.


Jocelyn’s demeanor changed instantly. “Are you okay?” She began poking and prodding Anne, checking for any sign of injury.


“I’m fine,” said Anne. “He got away, but we think—”


“Did you report the theft?” asked Mrs. Darkflame, cutting her off.


“Not yet, but—”


“This group is with me,” said Copperhelm, indicating the security guards. “We’re going to check the perimeter.” He led the guards through the security gates and out the main entrance.


“Actually,” said Anne, “we think he’s still—”


“Rokk, will you speak with the Lord Chamberlain?” said Jocelyn. “He’s the master of ceremonies this afternoon and should be informed of what’s happened—although I suspect they’ll proceed with the ceremony anyway. This sort of thing is not entirely unheard of.”


“Affirmative,” said Rokk, and he left as instructed.


“But—”


Jocelyn turned to Mrs. Darkflame. “In the meantime, Tora, could you check with your network? No doubt your resources far outstrip those of the palace.”


“Consider it done,” said Mrs. Darkflame, and she headed off down the corridor.


“I’ll inform the other dragons,” said Nana, and she too galloped away.


“Well, then, I guess that takes care of that.” Jocelyn adjusted her hair and smoothed her vest. “I’ll escort you to the ceremony myself,” she said. “It’s being held in the Royal Library. I’m afraid lunchtime is over, but if we hurry, we should make it there just in time.”


Anne’s stomach growled. She’d hardly eaten a single bite.
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