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Arrr, ’Tis a Prologue


At Saint Lupin’s Completely Ordinary School Where Nothing Unusual Ever Happens, Most Especially Not Illegal Quests That Destroy Famous Landmarks and Get Your Questing License Suspended, no students are taught about pirates. They are not taught how to identify pirate clothing, how to eat pirate food, or how to talk like a pirate. They do not bathe themselves by dangling from the mast during a thundershower, and they do not learn how to tie unnecessarily complicated knots. They also never have long philosophical discussions with their parrots. This lack of education, incidentally, is not at all consistent with the advice given in the popular educational manual How to Prepare Your Students to Detect and Repel an Imminent Pirate Attack.


Understandably then, this leaves the school wide open to invasion. And in that spirit, it is widely recognized that there are three ways for pirates to raid an institute of higher learning:


1. Simply walk in through the front gates (it’s not like anyone’s guarding them).


2. Try bribing any zombie sharks that might be in the moat (this rarely works, however, since the sharks don’t understand how bribes work; they’re zombie sharks, not loan sharks).


3. Disguise your pirate ship as one of the monthly supply ships, forge the necessary permits to get past any security checkpoints, drop off half the crew at the docks so they can infiltrate the academy on the ground, and then attack from the air. This is needlessly complicated but also a lot more fun.


P.S. Make sure you have a plan to deal with the school dragon.
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First Day
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Anne was leaving Saint Lupin’s.


Leaving it in the hands of other people, that is. She was temporarily stepping down from her position as Rightful Heir of Saint Lupin’s and starting her life as a full-time student. After months of renovations, the school was finally up to code and ready to open its doors. Despite the suspension of the school’s questing license, there was still a full slate of subjects to choose from, albeit with some changes. For example, Old World Mythology had been crossed out in the student handbook, and someone had carefully written “Survey of Everything Not Related to Quests” in fancy script in the margin. “Fighting Styles of Forest Rodents” had been changed to “Rock Painting 101,” and “Modern History of Ancient Dragons” was now listed as the “Fine Art of Holding Your Breath.” These changes were in compliance with special orders from the Wizards’ Council forbidding the school from teaching its students anything whatsoever to do with adventuring.


There was only one problem: There were no students.


Or more accurately, there were no new students, because in addition to restricting the subjects that could be taught, the council had also frozen enrollment.


Anne walked along the twisting corridors of the Manor toward her first class, flipping through her handbook as she went. She was familiar with the Saint Lupin’s campus, of course, having grown up there. But for most of her life it had been an orphanage, and on a scale of one to ten—ten being beyond fabulous and one being the worst place imaginable to live, even worse than places that served boiled cabbage and stale pine cones every night for dinner—she would have rated it a negative eighty-seven. So despite the restrictions that had been placed on the school, she was still excited for the start of term. This would be her first time in a proper classroom. In preparation for the big day, Anne had braided her hair and donned her favorite yellow tunic, because it seemed to make her brown skin glow and it matched her bright yellow eyes.


Anne was the only person she knew of who had yellow eyes. She’d never known her family and never had a place to call home. It had long been her hope that becoming an adventurer would help her discover her true origins. So far she had managed to uncover two important clues: On her first quest she had learned that she was connected to something called Project A.N.V.I.L., and on her second quest she had been told to find someone called the Lady of Glass, who apparently could reveal everything to her. Although helping with the school’s renovations had kept Anne occupied these past several months, she remained determined to discover the truth about who she really was and where she came from.


Walking beside Anne were the two other students at Saint Lupin’s. Penelope Shatterblade was a large girl with pale white skin, long red hair, and blue eyes. She and Anne had grown up together at the orphanage. Penelope wanted to be an adventurer, too, but had been rejected by every single quest academy. When she was only two years old, her parents had led a quest that went tragically wrong, resulting in their own deaths as well as the deaths of several others. Now her family name was considered a curse. The other student was Hiro Darkflame, an average-sized boy with beige skin, brown eyes, and long black hair tied back in a ponytail. The ponytail covered a tattoo on the back of his neck of a serpent swallowing its own tail. It was the symbol of the secret branch of the Wizards’ Council where his parents worked, and it indicated he was expected to follow in their footsteps. He was a brilliant student and aspiring wizard, but unfortunately his magick spells always had unintended consequences that usually resulted in something blowing up.


Since the council had confiscated their quest academy cloaks with the words CAUTION: STUDENT ADVENTURER printed on the back in bold black letters, the three of them wore patchwork cloaks made from the purple, yellow, and black curtains taken from several empty dormitory rooms. Their handiwork left something to be desired, but with the school also in financial straits after their last quest, they had been unable to afford official replacements.


Hovering along behind the three students was a black fire lizard named Dog. He was two feet long from tail to snout and had black scales and wings and bright green eyes. Usually he spent his days curled up in a basket in the corner of the main office, but the teachers had requested that Anne bring him along as an unofficial fourth student to boost class enrollment.


Hiro was reading a letter as they walked along the corridor.


Penelope yawned and rubbed her eyes. “Why do classes have to begin so early?”


“Early? It’s eight o’clock in the morning,” said Hiro, not looking up from his letter. “If they had let me make the schedule, we could have started classes by seven. Maybe even six.”


“Be thankful they didn’t let you, then,” said Penelope. “Because if it was six o’clock right now, I’d have to thump you just on principle.” She glared at Anne and Hiro. “And what is it with you two and the whole reading-while-walking thing?”


Anne lowered her handbook. “Sorry. I was trying to see what classes are available.”


Hiro held up his letter. “And this just arrived this morning. It’s a letter from my mother. She wants me to attend Take Your Student to Work Day tomorrow. She and my father are keen to get me working for the Wizards’ Council as soon as possible.” He didn’t seem overly thrilled at the prospect.


“Hey, maybe your mother will take you into the council archives and show you all kinds of classified material,” said Penelope.


Hiro rolled his eyes. “Knowing my mother, she definitely will.”


Anne noticed a second, lighter piece of paper sticking out beneath the letter. “What’s that?”


Hiro shrugged. “I haven’t bothered to look at it yet. It’s just another newspaper clipping. She’s constantly sending me articles that allude to missions she and my father have been involved with. The articles never mention the two of them directly, of course, but I’m expected to read between the lines.”


“You shouldn’t ignore your mother,” said Penelope, and she snatched the clipping out of his hand.


“Hey, give that back!” said Hiro.


He made a grab for the paper, but Penelope held it away from him and started reading the article aloud. “Wow, listen to this: ‘Yesterday morning a quest medallion was stolen from the Pyrate Museum. The medallion in question is none other than the famous Darkflame Medallion, acquired following the Battle of the Great Rift.’”


“What?!” exclaimed Anne and Hiro together.


“I didn’t know your family owned a quest medallion,” said Anne.


Hiro frowned. “Neither did I.”


“And what’s the Battle of the Great Rift?”


“I’ve never heard of it.”


“Well, as long as the thief who stole the medallion doesn’t bring it anywhere near Saint Lupin’s, we should be fine,” said Penelope, handing the article back to Hiro.


Anne, Penelope, and Hiro had already gotten caught up in two quests that year, and as much as Anne liked adventures, she was perfectly happy not going on another one until they had received a lot more training.


“It wouldn’t matter anyway,” said Hiro, scanning the clipping. “The article says the quest was attempted over a century and a half ago. The medallion’s made of gold, though, so they think the thieves probably just want to sell it or something. There’s even a picture of it here at the bottom.” He showed them the picture, but it was too grainy to make out in any detail. The medallion was sitting in its own case among several other cases displaying other artifacts.


Hiro tucked the papers into his cloak. “I’ll have to ask my mother about the article. I’m surprised she didn’t say anything about it in her letter.”


They continued on their way.


Anne flipped to the back of her student handbook and checked the printed schedule. “Do either of you know what our first class actually is? My handbook only lists a time and room number.”


Hiro shrugged. “When I checked last night, the professors were still working out the final details. I think the Wizards’ Council dropped some last-minute regulations on them.”


“More regulations?” said Penelope. “Pretty soon they’re going to require students to attend a class on council regulations just to understand them all.”


Hiro flipped through his copy of the handbook. “That might actually have been one of the regulations.”


They arrived at the assigned room, a large ballroom at the end of a seldom-used corridor with piles of dusty furniture stacked along one side. Prior to becoming an orphanage and then a quest academy, the school had been a private estate. That meant the campus had all sorts of interesting spaces, such as the vast library Anne used to sneak into, to “borrow” books for herself and Penelope.


Dog zipped through the large double doors ahead of them. Two chandeliers hung from the ceiling, and seven tall windows lined the back wall. Anne followed him in and stopped short. Two people were already inside.


The first was an old man with a long, wispy beard. He was standing behind a podium, but he appeared to be fast asleep. His light brown skin had a wood-grain pattern, and he wore faded yellow and brown robes. This was Sassafras, the school’s professor of magick. Curiously, there was a platypus poking out of the sleeve of his robe where a left arm should be.


The second person was a girl Anne didn’t recognize. She had yellowish-tan skin and bright pink hair down to her jawline. The dark wooden chair in which she was seated had two large wheels attached at the back with two smaller wheels in the front. Two heavy iron rings hung from the arm of the chair that was facing them, and Anne suspected the other arm had a matching set. What they were for, however, she couldn’t begin to guess. The girl’s feet rested on footboards, and her legs were wrapped in a dark green blanket. A leather pack rested on her lap. The girl was staring intently at the ceiling and didn’t notice them. Dog glided over to her.


“Do you know that you have a habit of stopping in doorways?” Penelope said behind Anne.


The girl flinched at the sound of Penelope’s voice and turned in their direction. Anne stepped into the room followed by Penelope and Hiro.


“Sorry if we startled you,” said Anne. “We weren’t expecting anyone else to be here yet.”


The girl smiled shyly. “That’s okay. I got distracted admiring the architecture. This is a beautiful campus.”


Anne glanced up at the ceiling. She’d never paid much attention to it over the years, probably because for most of her life she’d had to focus her energy on simply making it through the day. Now that she looked, she had to agree the scrollwork was impressive. The morning sun pouring in through the windows was certainly picturesque, if a little bright.


Dog nuzzled against the girl’s arm, and she patted his head obligingly.


“Who are you?” Penelope asked, somewhat abruptly.


“My name is Marri Blackwood,” the girl replied. “I’m a new student. In fact, I was beginning to worry I might be the only student.”


Penelope folded her arms across her chest. “Are you a dragon?”


Anne understood why Penelope would ask such a question. The last new student slated to attend the school, a boy named Valerian, had turned out to be a half-dragon and not entirely trustworthy at first, although they had eventually become friends and worked together.


Marri’s eyes widened. “A d-dragon?”


“Because if you are, you might as well tell us now,” Penelope continued. “We’re good at figuring that stuff out. For example, I see that Dog is quite interested in you, and he’s not interested in anybody. It makes a person suspicious as to why.”


Marri reached into her pack and brought out two biscuits. “He probably just smelled these. They’re leftovers from my breakfast.” She offered one to Dog, and he snatched it out of her hand and gulped it down in one swallow.


“Are you here to steal Anne’s gauntlet, then?” asked Hiro.


Anne owned a special gauntlet that marked her as a Keeper of the Sparrow. When she wore the gauntlet and inserted a prophecy medallion into the slot on the cuff, it would activate a quest that she and her adventuring group were obligated to undertake. On both of their previous quests, people had tried to take the gauntlet away from Anne.


Marri looked from one to the other. “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m a transfer student. I just came here to study. Honest.” She reached into her pack again and dug out two small wooden tokens.


Anne walked over and read the inscription on the first token. “Pie artisan?”


Marri blushed. “I know, it’s not exactly the greatest adventuring role. It’s what I drew from the Bag of Chance.”


Anne smiled at her reassuringly. “You’re not alone. I was supposed to be the thief of the group, but I drew a blacksmith token instead.” She brought out her token to show Marri. As always, it felt unusually cool to the touch.


Anne squinted at the second token Marri was holding. It contained only four letters. “What does A-C-T-P stand for?” she asked.


“Adventure Career Training Program,” said Marri. “That’s the program that allows me to study abroad for a semester.” She pointed to the still-sleeping wizard. “Professor Sassafras brought me in here and told me this is where we’d be having our first class.”


“It is,” said Anne. “And you’ll have to excuse our behavior. We were told no new students would be enrolling, so we were taken a little off guard when we saw you in here.” She extended her hand. “I’m Anne. This is Penelope and Hiro.”


Penelope and Hiro also held out their hands, albeit more cautiously.


Marri shook each of their hands eagerly. “Oh, I already know who the three of you are,” she said. “In fact, I’d be surprised if anyone on the Hierarchy hasn’t heard about you and your adventures by now. Did you really defeat the dragon queen all by yourself?”


Marri was referring to their previous quest. Anne had been forced to fight the queen of dragons after the queen had taken possession of a giant metal dragon body.


“That’s… not quite the way it happened,” said Anne.


“Sure it is,” said Penelope, and she slapped Anne on the shoulder. “Anne’s just being modest. She totally slayed that dragon. And before that she finished a Level Thirteen quest.”


Anne frowned.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,” said Marri. “It’s just, I’ve never met anyone famous before.”


“That’s okay,” said Anne. “You’re not prying, and for the record, I’m not famous. I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


“Twice,” muttered Hiro.


Marri glanced at Anne’s left hand. “I’m surprised you’re not wearing it now. Your gauntlet, I mean. I guess I assumed you would keep it with you at all times.”


Anne shook her head. “Because of the temporary restrictions placed on the school, we’re not permitted to carry any quest-related items around campus. The gauntlet is stored in a safe place.”


Marri looked disappointed.


“So where are you from?” asked Hiro.


“The outer tiers,” said Marri. “A little place called Riverhold.”


“I don’t think I’ve heard of it,” said Anne.


“It’s a pretty cold and desolate place, to tell you the truth. In fact, if there’s a bright center to the Hierarchy, Riverhold is on the tier that it’s farthest from.”


“There is a bright center to the Hierarchy, in fact,” said Hiro. “It’s called the BGFM.”


Marri smiled. “I know that. I was just making a little joke.”


“Oh.”


The Hierarchy consisted of millions of tiers—giant floating islands—that circled a pulsing sphere of magickal energy known as the Big Glowing Field of Magick, the BGFM. Saint Lupin’s was on its own tier, approximately four miles in diameter, with the school situated at the center. Most of the tiers were packed together in tightly layered rings that orbited around the BGFM’s equator, but there were also smaller clusters of tiers drifting around the poles and elsewhere—the outer tiers.


“So, why did you transfer to Saint Lupin’s?” asked Penelope, a hint of suspicion remaining in her voice. “It’s not like we’re the top-ranked academy, especially with our current suspension.”


Marri coughed and stared awkwardly at the floor. “I, um, had some trouble getting into the other academies. It’s… kind of a long story.”


Anne’s heart went out to Marri. She knew only too well the difficulty of trying to get into a quest academy and the toll a growing pile of rejection letters could take. One of the things Anne liked so much about Saint Lupin’s was how accepting it was of students, no matter their background.


“Excuse us for a moment,” said Penelope, and she pulled Anne and Hiro into a huddle. “Should we believe her?” she whispered.


“Why wouldn’t we believe her?” Anne whispered back.


“Our overall track record with new students joining the group hasn’t exactly been stellar. We’ve been on two quests so far and a new student joined us for each one. It was a total disaster both times.”


“Hey, I was one of those new students,” said Hiro. “What’s wrong with me?”


Penelope began checking off her fingers. “You blew up the original quest academy, set fire to the royal palace, caused an avalanche that nearly buried a small village—”


“How was the avalanche my fault?”


“Because I said so.”


“You’re exaggerating things,” said Anne. “There’s nothing wrong with Hiro, and technically we weren’t even an official group until he joined us. And there was nothing wrong with Valerian, either, for that matter.”


Penelope crossed her arms. “You mean Valerian the half-dragon thief who stole your gauntlet and unleashed a giant metal dragon on the entire Hierarchy?”


“The giant metal dragon wasn’t his fault. And he fought on our side in the end.”


Hiro held up a finger. “Can I say something?”


“No,” said Anne and Penelope in unison.


“Look,” said Anne. “I’m not saying there haven’t been… challenges… but we have to give Marri a chance. We can’t judge her before we even get to know her. And you and I both know there are many reasons why quest academies might unfairly reject a prospective student.”


Penelope scowled at this, but Anne could tell she had won her over.


“Fine,” said Penelope. “But if she turns out to be a half-rhinoceros, half-carnivorous jellyfish, I’m going to say I told you so.”


Before they could pursue the matter further, Sassafras let out a loud snort. His eyes popped open, and he gripped the podium with his bony fingers. “And that’s why you should never stare directly into the eyes of a basilisk pumpkin.” He adjusted his spectacles and looked  at the group of them. “Why are you all standing?”


“Er, we only just arrived, Professor,” said Anne. “Class hasn’t started yet.”


Sassafras rubbed his eyes. “That’s a relief. I hate it when I sleep through the beginning of a lecture—especially when it’s my own.” He gestured to Marri. “I see you’ve met our newest student. We explored a little bit of the grounds on our way here, but I trust you three will give her the grand tour after class.”


“Certainly,” said Anne.


“Good. Then everyone take your places, please, and we’ll get started.”


Anne, Penelope, and Hiro all took seats near Marri, and Sassafras began pacing in front of the class.


“So, normally this would be Magick 101, but due to the suspension we’ve had to make a few adjustments,” said Sassafras. “So, welcome instead to a class that is sure to be of tremendous value to you no matter your chosen vocation, equal parts fascinating and dangerous, a subject no person who considers themselves to be a true student of the humanities can do without: Introduction to Flower Arranging. In this class, we will study the nature of various plants and flowers and, er, how to arrange them.”


Penelope’s hand shot up.


Sassafras stopped his pacing. “Yes, Ms. Shatterblade?”


“Aren’t these substitute classes kind of pointless? I mean, I know you’re not allowed to teach us anything about quests, but how is arranging flowers going to help us?”


“Well, you never know when an obscure bit of knowledge might come in handy. And there’s more to flower arranging than meets the eye.” He picked up a small object from the top of the podium. It was a twig. “For instance, does anyone know what this is?”


Anne gasped. “It looks like the branch Mr. Shard used on our first quest!”


Penelope squinted at it. “I think you’re right. Whenever he tapped it, it grew into a bridge.”


Sassafras nodded. “Very good. They’re called everlasting branches. Quite rare. And the dead ones do make useful bridges and such in a pinch. But the live ones have even more peculiar properties.” He set down the first twig and picked up a small plant pot. The pot contained another twig, but this one had a tiny purple flower growing from it. “For instance, if you simply hold a live one and concentrate, it will shape itself into the thing you most desire at that moment.”


Sassafras held out the twig and closed his eyes. The twig began to lengthen and widen, with branches shooting off to the side. It grew so big that Sassafras had to set it on the floor. The twig had transformed itself into a bed with a group of purple flowers arranged as a pillow.


“Just what I needed,” said Sassafras. He snapped the bed off from the original potted twig and handed the pot to Penelope. “Now it’s time for you students to have a turn. Ms. Shatterblade, why don’t you try first?”


Penelope took the pot in both hands and held it out. The twig lengthened and flattened into a long blade, and a branch formed itself into a hilt.


“Excellent work,” said Sassafras, snapping off the sword and handing it to Penelope.


Penelope gave it a few swings. “Good balance. Too bad it’s not the real thing.”


Penelope was officially the fighter of their adventuring group, but first-year students were only permitted to carry wooden practice swords.


Sassafras handed the pot to Hiro. “You next, Mr. Darkflame.”


Hiro cleared his throat and held the pot in a slightly trembling hand. At first the twig began to expand into a long ornate quarterstaff, like those often carried by full wizards. Before it finished transforming, however, it shook violently and exploded in a shower of sawdust, causing everyone to flinch and the platypus to duck inside the sleeve of Sassafras’s robe.


“Whoops!” said Sassafras, snatching the pot away. “That can happen sometimes with magick users. Ms. Blackwood, how about you try next?”


Marri took the potted twig apprehensively. She closed her eyes, and the twig began to grow. It twisted like a vine, with delicate branches shooting off and curling around one another. When it finished, the twig had transformed into a small model of a three-masted airship. There appeared to be a symbol on one of the sails, but Anne couldn’t quite make it out. She wondered why Marri’s greatest desire at the moment was for an airship.


“That’s so cool!” said Penelope.


“Yes, you definitely have the knack for it,” said Sassafras, and then he turned to Anne. “And now, last but by no means least.”


Anne took the pot and closed her eyes. The pot quivered slightly, but nothing seemed to be happening. Anne opened one of her eyes and peered down at the twig. It hadn’t grown in the slightest.


Sassafras placed a hand on Anne’s shoulder. “Not to worry. Sometimes it takes a while to get the hang of it. Give it another try.”


Anne sighed. None of the others had needed a second try. Even Hiro had made it change (before it exploded).


“Sorry to interrupt, but is that a supply ship?” asked Hiro.


Everyone looked out the windows. A medium-sized airship was rising over the nearby forest, its sails fully unfurled. It didn’t appear to be leaving, though. If anything, it was slowing down. Numerous figures could be seen running about on its deck.


Sassafras squinted. “It could be a supply ship. I can’t be certain, though, because there’s a large patch on the sail covering the symbol.”


“That’s weird,” said Penelope. “And anyway, supply day was last week, wasn’t it?”


Back when the Matron ran Saint Lupin’s, a supply ship only stopped by once every year. Ever since Anne had become the Rightful Heir, however, and the campus required major renovations, the supply ships had been stopping by once per month.


The ship slowly rotated until it was parallel to them. A dozen portholes opened along the side, and a long black barrel extended from each porthole.


“What is it doing?” asked Anne.


Penelope walked to the back of the classroom and pressed her nose against the window. “It’s hard to make out, but I think those are cannons.”


“On a supply ship?”


There was a puff of gray smoke from one of the black barrels in the center. Seconds later, a loud crack split the air and rattled the windows.


Penelope nodded vigorously. “Yep, they’re cannons all right. I wonder who they’re shooting at?”


A high-pitched whistling grew louder and louder.


“I think they’re shooting at us!” yelled Hiro.


Before anyone could move, the wall in front of them exploded in a flash of blue light.
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TAKEN FROM THE HANDY PAMPHLET CAPTAIN BLIGHTROT’S TIPS FOR HOW TO TALK LIKE A PIRATE:


1) Call everybody “Matey.”


2) Randomly threaten to make people walk the plank.


3) When in doubt, just keep yelling “Arrr!”
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The Battle of Saint Lupin’s
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Anne lay on the floor of the ballroom covered in debris. Her ears were ringing, and she fell into a brief coughing fit from all the dust in the air. The explosion had shattered two of the windows and collapsed a portion of the wall and ceiling. Dog flew over and began licking her cheek. She sat up unsteadily and checked to see if anyone was injured.


“Why is a supply ship shooting at us?” yelled Hiro, who was lying facedown on the floor with his arms shielding his head.


“Maybe Jocelyn asked for an extension on the school’s credit, and this is their way of saying no,” Penelope said as she brushed herself off. She crawled over to one of the unbroken windows and raised her head just enough to see outside. “They took the patch off the sail. I can just make out the symbol. It looks like a giant letter O with a giant letter X under it. O-X spells ox.


Hiro scrambled over and took a peek. “Actually, I think that’s the symbol for poison.”


“Cows are trying to poison us!”


“By shooting cannonballs at us?”


“Haven’t you ever heard of lead poisoning?”


Marri and her chair were covered in bits of plaster. Anne scrambled over and helped her remove the worst of it. Marri did the same for Anne, picking pieces of plaster from her hair and brushing the dust from her shoulders.


“Are you hurt?” asked Anne.


Marri shook her head. “Just a little shaken.”


“It looks like they’re coming around for a second pass. We need to get out of here!” said Penelope. “Where’s Sassafras?”


Anne quickly scanned the room. The middle of the floor was covered in shards of glass, pieces of broken window frame, and chunks of plaster, and everything was coated in dust. There was no sign of their teacher.


“Maybe he went for help,” said Hiro. 


“And left us to fend for ourselves?” Penelope said skeptically. “He’s absentminded, sure, but even Sassafras wouldn’t abandon four students in the middle of an attack.”


“Well, he’s definitely not here.”


Another high-pitched whistling filled the air.


“Everybody out!” shouted Anne.


Dog shot into the air, and the four of them rushed for the exit, but another explosion rocked the room with yet another accompanying flash of blue light. The shockwave threw Anne off her feet again, and she skidded across the floor and slammed into a wall. The back of her head throbbed in pain. Clutching her head with one hand, Anne placed the other against the wall for support and rose on trembling legs. Heavy particles filled the air. The second blast had taken out three more windows at the far end of the room and collapsed half the ceiling. Penelope and Hiro had landed next to Anne. Marri had been tossed against the wall as well, but had managed to keep her chair upright.


“Is anyone hurt?” Anne called out, trembling.


Marri was coughing but gave her a firm nod and a thumbs-up.


Some of the flying glass from the windows had slashed Hiro’s arm, and it was bleeding. Penelope tore a strip off the inner lining of her cape and quickly wrapped it around the wound.


“That’s good enough for now,” said Hiro, his voice shaking. “We need to leave.”


Anne scanned the debris with rising panic. “Where’s  Dog?”


As with Sassafras, there was no sign of the fire lizard anywhere.


“He’s probably off hiding in the dungeon by now,” said Penelope.


Anne felt sick at the thought that Dog might have been wounded. “But he was right here a second ago.”


“I’m sure he made it out,” said Hiro. “And we should, too.”


A piece of ceiling came crashing down beside Anne and she jumped.


“Let’s go!” she said.


Marri struggled to maneuver the wheels of her chair over the debris, so Hiro helped her out. Penelope followed close behind, and Anne brought up the rear. She paused at the threshold to scan the room one last time for any indication of Sassafras or Dog. Finding none, she exited. Everyone moved quickly down the corridor. Rounding a corner, they all breathed a little easier, although they were still completely confused as to why anyone would be attacking the school.


As they stood there catching their breath, a short man with ruddy cheeks came running up. The top of his head barely reached Anne’s shoulders. He wore a rusty breastplate and helmet and was armed from head to toe with multiple knives, axes, and swords.


“Captain Copperhelm!” Anne shouted. A great wave of relief washed over her at the sight of a teacher.


“What in the blazing sun is going on here?” Copperhelm barked. “And why are you all cowering in a huddle? Sassafras is supposed to be teaching you how to make a nice bouquet, not how to blow up the school!”


Anne shook her head. “It wasn’t Sassafras. One of the supply ships is attacking Saint Lupin’s.”


“Or it might be poison cows,” said Penelope.


“Sassafras and Dog are missing,” added Hiro.


Anne pointed toward the ballroom. Copperhelm started off in that direction, but there was another crack of cannon fire, and moments later a third explosion shook the building, although this time farther away. Instead of ducking or running back, however, Copperhelm marched resolutely down the hallway until he reached the door. Anne was so worried that another attack would strike directly where he stood that she thought her heart might beat out of her chest. Copperhelm surveyed the ballroom for several long heartbeats before returning.


“That’s not a supply ship,” he said. “Or cows. I just caught a glimpse of it, but it’s definitely a skull and crossbones. That means pirates.”


“We’re being attacked by pirates?!” exclaimed Penelope. “That is so cool!”


Copperhelm glared at her.


Penelope’s cheeks flushed. “I mean, it’s cool except for the part where it’s totally not cool at all. That part is bad. Very, very bad.”


Copperhelm placed a heavy hand on Anne’s arm. “They’re attacking another part of the school right now. Get your team out of here. Head into the forest and hide in one of the mines. I’ll see to the defenses.”


“But Sassafras—”


“Your first responsibility is to see to the safety of your group. We’ll all keep an eye out for Sassafras, and if you do happen to see him, tell him to meet me at the main gate.”


“Okay,” said Anne, her heart pounding.


“By the way, who’s this?” he asked, jabbing a thumb in Marri’s direction.


“The new student.”


Copperhelm tipped his helmet to Marri. “Welcome to Saint Lupin’s. Try not to get blown up if you can help it.” With that, he ran back the way he had come, moving at a much faster pace than Anne would have thought possible for someone of his stature.


Wheels were already turning in Anne’s head, and she took a calming breath. She was scared, no question, but Saint Lupin’s was the closest thing to a home she had ever known, not to mention she was its Rightful Heir, and she wasn’t going to hide when it needed her most. She also didn’t like the idea of running from a fight when other people were out there putting themselves at risk. Fear gave way to quickly rising anger. How dare someone attack their school!


“You heard Captain Copperhelm,” said Hiro. “We need to head for the forest.”


Anne shook her head. “There’s something else we need to do first.”


“There is?” said Penelope.


Hiro’s eyes widened. “You’re going to try to fight them, aren’t you?”


“We can’t just abandon our friends,” said Anne determinedly.


“I’m all for fighting, but we don’t have any weapons,” Penelope pointed out.


“I have an idea about that.”


Hiro groaned and shook his head. “Ideas are bad. Bad, bad, bad.”


Penelope grinned. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


“I am if you’re thinking of the Knights of Saint Lupin’s,” said Anne.


They were referring to three walking suits of armor called the iron knights. In reality, the knights were Old World power suits that could be controlled by a human pilot. They were originally the property of the Matron, the former headmistress of Saint Lupin’s, but Anne had come into possession of them when she became the Rightful Heir of Saint Lupin’s at the end of her first quest.


“But Captain Copperhelm gave strict orders to head directly for the mines,” Hiro persisted.


“The knights are working in the mines, so technically we’ll be following his orders,” said Anne. “I’ll need my gauntlet to control the knights, though, and that’s currently being stored in the school’s armory. So we just need to make a little detour first.”


Hiro crossed his arms. “Have I mentioned how much I hate detours?”


Anne turned to Marri. “We’ll take you with us to the mines, but you can stay hidden there. You only just started at the school, and we can’t expect you to risk yourself for us.”


Marri met Anne’s eyes with a determined look. “I became part of this group the moment I arrived,” she said. “What kind of a team member would I be if I let everyone else face all the danger?”


Anne nodded, and the four of them set off down the corridor in the same direction as Copperhelm. When they reached the main lobby, everything was relatively quiet, although shouts drifted in through the windows along with what sounded like the clink of metal on metal. The unmistakable smell of gunpowder hung in the air. Instead of heading out the front entrance, they turned and made their way along a short corridor that led to a large oak door. Anne pushed it open, and the four of them proceeded inside.


The room was lightly furnished. Weapon racks lined the walls, all of them empty. There was a single bed along the back wall, a bookshelf stuffed with books and scrolls, and a massive sword leaning in the corner. There was also what looked like a ten-foot-tall metal statue of a man with three arms in the middle of the room.


Marri gasped when the statue turned its head to look at them.


“Marri, Rokk. Rokk, Marri,” said Anne.


Rokk was an Old World robot. They’d met him during their first quest, and he had traveled with them ever since. Unfortunately, during their second quest he fell under the control of the Copper Knights and attempted to kill the dragon queen. The Wizards’ Council tried to have him deactivated, but Anne used what little influence she had to keep him at Saint Lupin’s.


“Um, hi there,” said Marri, looking somewhat alarmed by his presence.


“Greetings,” said Rokk. “My sensors have detected several explosions nearby. Is there a problem?”


“You could say that,” said Anne. “Saint Lupin’s is being attacked by pirates. I need my gauntlet so we can operate the iron knights. And Captain Copperhelm could probably use your help with the school’s defenses.”


Rokk picked up the sword in one hand. With another hand, he reached under the bed and pulled out a rectangular wooden box with an orange ribbon tied around it. Anne tore off the ribbon and opened the box. The inside was lined with crushed blue velvet, and nestled there was a brown leather glove covered in strips of overlapping metal. Her gauntlet. She pulled it onto her left hand.


“You might also find this useful,” said Rokk, selecting a single red-covered book from the shelf with his third hand.


Anne immediately recognized The Adventurer’s Guide. She had discovered it in the library the day before her thirteenth birthday, the day before her first quest. The book often provided clues about how to complete their quests. Unfortunately, it had been stabbed with a sword, and now much of the information it provided came out scrambled. Since it was yet another adventure-related item, Anne had been forced to store it along with the gauntlet.


Several shouts echoed down the hallway.


“It’s the pirates,” whispered Hiro.


Penelope tiptoed into the hallway for a moment, then quietly returned and eased the door shut. “It sounds like they’ve entered the main lobby.”


“Is there any way to lock this door from the inside?” Anne asked Rokk.


“Negative,” said Rokk. “Additionally, it would only be a matter of time before they broke it down.”


“I have something that might help,” said Marri. She reached into her leather pack and pulled out a cloth bag. From the bag she removed a small blue object. It was less than an inch in diameter and many sided.


“What’s that” asked Penelope.


“An icosahedron.”


“A what?”


“It means a dice with twenty sides,” said Hiro.


“Oh.”


“What does it do?” Anne asked hopefully. She welcomed anything that could help them against the pirates.


Marri carefully picked up the dice between her thumb and forefinger and held it toward Rokk. “Could you look at this, please?”


Rokk leaned over, and a green beam of light shot out of his eyes and swept over the cube.


“Curious,” said Rokk. “If I’m not mistaken, that is a—”


Marri muttered something under her breath, and a blue ray shot out of the dice and struck Rokk in the chest. For a moment, he was surrounded by a nimbus of light. Then he disappeared, along with everything he was holding.


Hiro gasped.


“What happened?” shouted Penelope. “Where did he go?”


Marri held up the cube. “Don’t worry. It’s supposed to do that. Your friend is fine. He’s merely been shrunk and placed inside the dice.”


Anne stepped closer. Indeed, there was a tiny Rokk peering out from one of the faces of the dice and looking very surprised (or at least very surprised for a robot).


“But how does that help?” asked Anne.


“Simple,” said Marri. “With that robot and his giant sword out of the way, it’s much easier for me to do this.”


Before Anne could ask what “this” was, Marri reached beneath her chair and pulled out a short sword. She pointed it at Anne.


Anne blinked several times to make sure she was seeing things correctly. “What are you doing?”


In a flash, Penelope yanked her wooden sword out of its scabbard and leapt forward, but with a quick flick of her wrist, Marri disarmed her. The wooden sword clattered across the floor and under the bed. Hiro pulled his Special Order Spell Catalog out of his cloak, but with another swish of her blade, Marri sliced the catalog in half.


Anne started for the door, but Marri had anticipated the move and wheeled her chair back to block the way.


“Don’t make this harder than it has to be,” said Marri. Gone was the shy new student. Her voice was commanding. “Fighting would be foolish. You don’t have any weapons.”


“Don’t count on it,” said Anne, and she held up her gauntlet. “Activate Three-Handed Sword of the Guardian.”


A giant sword appeared in the air above her. It looked identical to the sword that had been sucked into the dice along with Rokk. Anne reached up with the gauntlet and grabbed it. It looked impossibly heavy but was in truth quite light, and Anne had no difficulty wielding it. She had never been formally trained in sword fighting, but she was hoping the mere sight of the massive blade might be enough. Marri certainly looked concerned.


At that moment, the door burst open and four burly individuals—two men and two women—barged in. One of them had a peg leg, another had a hook instead of a hand, and two of them wore eye patches. They all wore pieces of mismatched leather armor and carried long knives, and each of them had a badge pinned to the chest with a unique number on it. The four pirates spread out and pointed their blades at Anne, Penelope, and Hiro.


“We’ve beaten the scurvy dogs and secured the grounds, Captain,” said a pirate with the number nineteen on his badge. He dropped what looked to be another two dice into her cloth bag.


“Captain?” said Anne, and she stared at Marri anew. “Who are you?”


Marri dug out her two tokens again and pressed them together. They merged into a single larger token, and the letters from PIE ARTISAN and ACTP swirled around until they spelled something completely different: S. PIRATE CAPTAIN.


“I knew it!” said Penelope.


“What does the S stand for?” asked Hiro.


“Senior,” said Pirate Nineteen. “It marks her as one of the highest-ranking pirate captains in the Hierarchy.”


Anne swallowed and gripped the hilt of her sword firmly.


“Everything all right here, Captain?” asked a pirate with the number twenty-two. She was staring intently at the massive blade in Anne’s hand.


Marri looked pointedly at Anne. “Well?”


Anne looked left and right. There were five pirates, and Penelope and Hiro had both been disarmed. There was no way Anne could protect both herself and her friends against such odds.


“Deactivate sword,” said Anne through gritted teeth, and the Three-Handed Sword disappeared.


Marri turned to Pirate Twenty-Two. “Take the gauntlet.”


The pirate sheathed her knife and walked over to Anne. Reluctantly, Anne removed the gauntlet and passed it to her.


Marri stared at Anne for a moment. There was a glint of anticipation in her eye. Earlier Anne had mistaken it for the excitement of starting at a new school, but now she saw it was something more sinister, and it made her nervous. Finally, Marri turned her chair around and headed out the door.


“Bring them,” she ordered, her tone firm and resolute.


And the pirates led them out.
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