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A Sort of Prologue



At Saint Lupin’s Institute for Perpetually Wicked and Hideously Unattractive Children, every orphan is treated with the same amount of disdain and neglect. They are each provided with one set of threadbare pants and tunic, one pair of ill-fitting shoes, and one dusty and moth-eaten overcoat. They are also fed a steady diet of gruel and allowed to bathe exactly once per month—always just before their daily shift in the coal mine. This treatment, incidentally, is consistent with the advice given in the popular self-help guide How to Raise Orphans and Make Money.


Understandably, the orphans count the days until they can depart Saint Lupin’s for good, and it is widely recognized that there are only three ways to leave:


1. Get adopted, perhaps by a nice family who will whisk you away to your long-dreamed-of castle on a hill, one surrounded by forests and glens, filled with interesting and friendly people, rich with history, and bright with promise and hope. (The Matron who runs Saint Lupin’s is extremely pleased with her track record in this regard, for she has successfully managed to prevent any adoptions since taking charge.)


2. Reach the age of thirteen and be unceremoniously kicked out on your bottom.


3. Be selected for a quest. Although quests are heavily regulated (so they can then be heavily taxed), there are few restrictions regarding age or background, and thus almost anyone may apply. The most desired quests, however, are reserved for subjects of prophecies (also heavily taxed). At Saint Lupin’s, both of these topics—that is, quests and prophecies—are considered particularly forbidden subjects of inquiry.
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The Matron of Saint Lupin’s
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Anne was leaving Saint Lupin’s.


At some point that day, a cargo ship would make its annual stop at the orphanage to drop off a year’s supply of dehydrated gruel powder (Just add water!) and other provisions. Any orphan with a passenger ticket would then be allowed to board and leave with the departing ship. Since the government cut off its Orphan Tax Credit at age thirteen, the Matron was only too eager to get rid of children she could no longer exploit. The ship was scheduled to depart at exactly ten minutes past midnight, which was technically tomorrow, which was Anne’s birthday, meaning she would be eligible to receive a ticket. So in less than a day, she would walk through Saint Lupin’s gates for the last time. Or, in child labor terms, Anne was roughly twenty-three chores away from complete freedom.


There was only one problem: She had no place to go.


Or more accurately, she couldn’t go to the one place she most wanted to go.


As the morning sun attempted, more or less unsuccessfully, to penetrate the grimy dormitory windows, Anne quietly walked down the hallway and slipped inside her tiny shared room. She closed the door equally as quietly and tiptoed the four steps to her bed, trying to avoid the floorboards that squeaked (which was especially difficult given that this included all of them). She took such care so as not to disturb the blanket-covered lump in the bed four steps in the other direction. The lump grunted loudly and mumbled but remained asleep.


Anne sat heavily on her bed, sending out a small puff of coal dust from her clothes. After a night spent working in the mines, her body ached for sleep, but there was no point even in lying down. Everyone was due in the front hallway in fifteen minutes. Besides, with the excitement of her birthday coupled with the unease of her coming departure from Saint Lupin’s, her mind was anything but sleepy.


In an attempt to make herself presentable, she ran her hands through her thick, curly hair several times, but as usual, her hair had a will of its own. Then she tried to rub off some of the coal dust that seemed forever ingrained under her fingernails and in the pores of her dark brown skin, but she basically only managed to transfer dust from one place to another.


With a sigh, she moved on to packing (which is easy when you have next to nothing to pack). Anne reached under the thin mattress and pulled out her few meager possessions. The first was a homemade pocketknife she’d built from various odds and ends. The rest consisted of several dozen slips of paper. On one side of the papers was printed the rejections from all the quest academies to which she had applied. On the other side was the stated reason for the rejections:
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More than anything Anne wanted to go on adventures, and ultimately to find her real home. First, however, she had to obtain an official license. But no academy would enroll someone who couldn’t prove where they came from. In defiance of this, she had filled the rejection slips with sketches of people. The faces were different sizes, shapes, and colors, yet she’d given all of them one shared feature: yellow eyes, just like her own. Anne had never actually met anyone else with yellow eyes, but she knew they must exist because she herself must have come from somewhere. That was her one and only clue.


To the knife and the papers Anne added a third item from her coat pocket: a small, thin book with a tattered red cover.


Every day after her shift in the mines, Anne would sneak into the boarded-up library, replace whatever book she’d taken the previous day, and unofficially “borrow” another one. She’d read hundreds of stories this way: tales of nobles, tales of pirates, tales of knights, and sometimes tales of noble pirate knights. One book had even contained a story about an accountant, which hadn’t been very exciting, but it did help Anne understand how feeding orphans cheap food qualified as a charitable donation for Saint Lupin’s.


“What are you doing?” asked a sleepy voice that came from the blanketed lump.


“New book,” said Anne.


The lump rolled over and revealed itself to be a person—a pale, white-skinned girl (pores equally coal ingrained) with light blue eyes and tangles of dirty red hair. The girl’s name was Penelope. She had already turned thirteen and was a full head taller than Anne. How anyone eating only gruel could still have such broad shoulders and thick, sturdy limbs was beyond Anne’s comprehension. Penelope hadn’t had any success getting into an academy, either, but for very different reasons.


She knew her place of origin. In fact, her parents had been famous—or rather, infamous. Tragically, they had died in a quest that ended in disaster when Penelope was only two years old, and the curse of their misfortune had followed her. No self-respecting academy wanted the child of notorious failures.


To make matters worse for both Anne and Penelope, any orphan leaving Saint Lupin’s without an official destination would be sent to the Pit. There they would break rocks in a quarry until they could save enough money to buy passage elsewhere. The lucky ones made it out after only a few years of hard labor. Many were not so fortunate.


“What’s this one about?” Penelope asked eagerly, staring at the book in Anne’s hand. She loved fairy tales, especially those containing knights wielding swords and riding around on horses and stabbing things with them (that is, stabbing things with the swords, not with the horses, although she no doubt would have enjoyed those stories as well).


Anne read the title out loud: “The Adventurer’s Guide to Getting Your First Job.”


“That’s… a weird title for a story.”


“Since we’re leaving, I figured we could use something more in the way of practical advice. This sounded promising.” Anne opened to the first page and frowned.


“What’s wrong?” asked Penelope.


“There’s only one sentence. It says, ‘Keep in mind most entry-level positions for orphans involve a barn and a shovel.’” She flipped through the rest of the book, but all the other pages were blank. “That’s all there is.”


“Well, that advice stinks,” said Penelope. “And forget entry level. I’m skipping the barns and shovels and going straight to rescuing some prince from a dragon and buying a castle with a tall tower.”


Anne looked longingly at her stack of rejection slips. “I only wish we could.”


“Never mind those snobby academies,” said Penelope. “And don’t worry about the Pit, either. We’ll jump ship before we reach it, join up with some pirates, and go hunting for Old World treasure. All we need to do is find something really valuable, like the Fabled Slippers of Uz. Then we’ll be rich and famous, and academies everywhere will beg to have us.” Penelope leaned forward and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. “Although I hear pirates make you pierce something before they accept you as part of their crew.”


Anne grinned at her friend. Penelope could find the silver lining in a cloud that had just struck her with lightning.


Penelope clapped her hands together. “We could each do an ear! Or have matching nose rings!”


“Or pierced eyebrows,” Anne suggested, playing along.


“I would look fantastic with a pierced eyebrow. And wielding a cutlass.” Penelope jumped up, grabbed her pillow, and wielded it as a sword. “Aye aye, Captain! I’ll take care of these scallywags for you and make them rue the day they crossed Penelope Shatterblade.” She took a few good swings, and then tossed aside the pillow and jumped off her bed.


“Sorry about the book,” said Anne. “I’ll sneak back into the library and get us a proper story. One last good adventure before we board the ship.”


While Penelope dressed hastily, Anne stuffed her drawings and the book into the deep pockets of her coat and slid the pocketknife into her sock. Then they headed downstairs together. All the younger children were already off to the kitchens for breakfast, but Anne and Penelope stood with the group of thirteen-year-olds waiting in the dormitory’s front hallway. Many of the other orphans had received letters of acceptance from various academies and were talking excitedly about the grand adventures they hoped to go on once they were free of Saint Lupin’s. Anne and Penelope said little, except for Penelope occasionally suggesting other suitable locations for a piercing. After several minutes of this, a hinge-rattling thump at the entrance silenced their chatter.


Anne wrung her hands in nervous anticipation. Even if the Pit was no better than Saint Lupin’s, as long as she and Penelope stuck together, they would figure out the rest in due course.


A boy with coal-streaked blond hair opened the front door, and an eight-foot-tall hollow suit of armor tromped inside. It had a helmet with a ring of spikes around the bottom and an overly large torso that made it look like a barrel, albeit one with arms and legs and bearing a longsword. Still, no one screamed or fled or fainted. If anything, there was an undercurrent of anticipation not typically reserved for well-armed barrels.


The orphans referred to the suit of armor as an “iron knight.” The Matron employed three of them, primarily for heavy labor. The knights mostly ignored the orphans and went about their business, although if the small white stone in the center of their helmets glowed red, you knew you were in trouble. They were also prone to stepping on toes. Anne had spent years trying to figure out (without success) how the suits worked. She had finally decided it didn’t matter as long as she could avoid them.


The iron knight didn’t speak (which wasn’t surprising, since to the best of Anne’s recollection none of them ever had). In one hand it held a stack of papers. The passenger tickets. At the top of the stack was a message, which it handed to the boy who had opened the door. The boy read the message aloud:




To all the orphans who are scheduled to leave,


I wish I could say I have enjoyed the pleasure of your company, but I haven’t. Not even a little bit. And in truth, I actually don’t wish I could say it. That part was a lie. Also, you still owe me one more day of chores, so stop standing around and get to work.




Most sincerely NOT yours,


The Matron







P.S. Also, good riddance.








The iron knight handed the boy a second piece of paper, the year’s roster, and the boy began calling out names in alphabetical order. As each person’s name was called, they stepped forward to receive their ticket.


Anne sighed, knowing she would be last. In addition to not knowing where she came from, she didn’t even have a surname, and so was always last. She and Penelope had once brainstormed possible last names to solve the problem, but the Matron had refused to submit the required application form to make her new name legal.


“Appleturner, Appollonia,” the boy called out first, and a tall girl stepped forward. The knight handed her a ticket and she proceeded outside to begin her chores for the day.


“Barnacle, Rhoberte,” the boy called next. This time a boy stepped forward and received his ticket as well. He followed the girl out the door.


The line shortened as each person received their ticket in turn: Iduardo Dribblenoodle, Mari Ficklefeather, Ebelleh Greatsword, Ty Queenflower.


“Shatterblade, Penelope,” the boy called.


Penelope skipped to the knight to receive her ticket and kissed the piece of paper with a loud smack. “Princes of the world, here I come!”


Anne and the others laughed as Penelope danced out of the hallway, and everyone continued shuffling forward as yet more names were called. Soon there were only five orphans remaining. Then two. Then Anne was by herself.


“Anvil,” the boy finally said.


Anne cringed at the sound of her full name, but she stepped forward with an impossible-to-contain smile nevertheless. Despite her uncertain future, there was still a sense of exhilaration. She held her breath, waiting for the iron knight to hand her a ticket.


Instead, it turned and exited the dormitory.
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Anne stood frozen in shock. It made no sense. Granted, receiving a passenger ticket from an empty suit of armor didn’t make a lot of sense in the first place, but in this particular instance, not receiving one made even less sense.


Penelope, who was now carrying a rake, stuck her head back through the doorway. “Are you coming? These leaves aren’t going to pile themselves.”


“I… I didn’t get a ticket,” said Anne.


“What?” Penelope looked from Anne to the departing knight and back again. “What are you going to do?”


Anne decided it must be a mistake and ran out after the knight. She skipped around in front of it and waved her hands. The knight stopped just short of stepping on her and looked down with its cold, empty gaze.


“S-sorry, but you didn’t give me my ticket,” said Anne.


The stone in the knight’s helmet briefly flashed red. Had she angered it? She stood her ground, wavering between determination and fear, as the iron knight continued to stare. Finally, it simply sidestepped around her and continued on its way. Anne watched it go, a knot forming in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t know why the knight hadn’t given her a ticket, but she did know one thing: Without one, she couldn’t leave Saint Lupin’s.


Anne looked around. The other orphans had dispersed to begin their chores, but how could she work without resolving the issue of her ticket?


“I have to go see the Matron,” said Anne.


Penelope paled visibly. “We’re already behind. If you don’t start your chores now, you’ll end up with a double shift in the coal mine. She’ll make you work right up until the last minute before the ship leaves.”


Anne nodded. “As long as it leaves with me on it, I can live with that.”


Before common sense could kick in, Anne left Penelope with the leaves and hurried across the yard to the Manor, a five-story building made of red brick in the center of the main compound. She ran up the front steps and entered through the large double doors. Several passages led off from the main entryway, and Anne took the one to the right of an antique longcase clock and navigated the twisting corridors until she came to the lengthy hallway that led to the Matron’s office. The hallway was lined with the statues of former headmasters and headmistresses, each with lifelike glaring eyes that heightened the sense of walking to one’s execution. Anne shivered as she passed.


The door to the office was open, but Anne stopped outside and knocked anyway. You didn’t barge in on the Matron. When no reply came, she risked a peek inside.


The room was octagonal, with an ornately carved oak desk, floor-to-ceiling shelves, and three tall stained-glass windows. Brightly colored sunlight filled the room, and every surface gleamed with polish, so that anywhere Anne looked she saw her own soot-streaked face reflected back. The only sign of life was the Matron’s pet fire lizard, snoring quietly in a basket in the far corner. The fire lizard’s name was Dog—or at least that’s what it read on his collar. He was two feet long from snout to tail, with black scales, small black leather wings, and bright green eyes. He didn’t so much fly as wobble a few inches off the ground and crash into things, like a bumblebee with zero depth perception. Anne liked the fire lizard and very much wished she could bring him along with her when she left.


“Ma’am?” she called out.


No response.


Anne knew she should leave. She was late for chores. But only the Matron could solve the problem of her missing ticket, so she decided to wait. Impulsively, she stepped over the threshold. Orphans were rarely permitted in the office unaccompanied, and the tiny act of defiance on this, her last day, gave Anne a thrill. The shelves were filled with thousands of glass domes of various sizes, with each dome containing a single unique medallion. Anne had spent many hours dusting and polishing them, always under close supervision, but now she twirled her way across the tile floor, enjoying a brief moment of exhilarating freedom. She stopped on the far side of the room in front of the dome that contained her favorite medallion: a small silver one that bore the image of a dragon. The dragon was carved in fine, intricate lines, marred only by a single deep scratch across the surface.


“And just what do you think you’re doing?” asked a sharp voice.


Anne spun around, nearly losing her balance.


A tall, reedy woman stood in the doorway.


The Matron.


She strode across the room, her silver cane clanking on the stone tiles with every other step, and her mouth pursed in suspicion. She stopped in front of Anne. Inches away, the Matron’s short-cropped white-gray hair stood out even more starkly against her brown skin. She was so close Anne could count the black threads on her finely tailored, high-collared tunic. So close Anne feared smudging the woman’s brown woolen trousers with her own dirty coat or accidentally scuffing her fine leather boots. A crystal pendant hung from a gold chain around the Matron’s neck and dangled in front of Anne’s nose.


The Matron pointed to the glass dome with her gloved right hand. “Well?” she said. “Explain yourself.” She didn’t raise her voice, but her coal-black eyes had a way of looking directly into a person’s soul and making it shrivel.


Anne shriveled accordingly. “I—I didn’t touch anything. I promise.”


The Matron’s eyes scanned the shelf, as though seeking even a hint of incriminating evidence, such as a stray fingerprint. “Then why are you in here?”


Anne took a deep breath. “I didn’t receive a ticket for the supply ship.”


“Residents receive a ticket when they turn thirteen. You are not thirteen yet.”


“I know,” said Anne. “I just thought, given the regulations about leaving, and what with the ship departing so soon after midnight tonight, that—”


“There’s been a change in schedule. The ship is now leaving before midnight, which, as I’m sure even you can deduce, means you’ll be staying a little longer than you expected.”


Anne’s heart beat faster. “Staying? Here? At Saint Lupin’s?”


“Where else would I mean?” the Matron said, and she turned away, apparently satisfied that nothing had been tampered with, giving Anne space to breathe once again.


“But… the ship won’t return again for a whole year.” Anne’s future flashed before her eyes: another year in the coal mines, another year polishing every nook and cranny of the orphanage, and all without her best friend to keep her company.


“And how is that my problem?” the Matron replied. Relying heavily on her cane, the Matron walked over to the desk and eased herself into the high-backed chair behind it. When her gloved hand touched the desktop, it made a distinct clunk.


Anne moved to the spot in front of the desk where a large X had been painted on the floor. There was a chair to the left of the X, but to the best of Anne’s knowledge, no one had ever been invited to sit in it.


“But I’m scheduled to leave on this ship,” said Anne. “My name is on the list. My birthday is tomorrow.”


“Yes, and if the ship were still leaving tomorrow, you would most assuredly be on it. But as I said, there’s been a change.” The Matron leaned forward. “And just so there are no misunderstandings, you are not to go anywhere near that supply ship. I don’t want you on the dock, or at the edge of the dock, or even standing in a place where you can see the dock. In fact, consider yourself restricted to the main compound until the ship has departed.”


Tears welled up in Anne’s eyes. “C-can’t they wait just a few extra minutes?”


“No.”


“Can Penelope stay here with me, then?”


“Certainly not,” said the Matron in a tone that suggested further discussion was ill-advised. “If that is all, you may begin your chores.”


Anne couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She and Penelope would be separated—Anne wouldn’t even be able to watch her leave. No adventures together. No pirates. They might never find each other again.


The Matron cleared her throat.


Anne looked up.


“Was there something else?” asked the Matron.


Anne decided then and there that she wasn’t simply going to give up. “Actually, I just finished my shift in the mines,” she said. “I’m only scheduled to help Penelope rake leaves and then go to bed.”


“If you’re awake enough to come in here and bother me, you’re awake enough to work the full morning. And by work, I don’t mean wasting time with your friend.” The Matron gestured to the basket in the corner where Dog was laying. “You may start by taking that wretched creature for his morning walk.”


Anne suppressed a retort and shuffled to the corner. She removed a leash from the hook above the basket and attached it to Dog’s collar. Dog snorted in protest but dragged himself out of the basket. Normally, two people were assigned to walk the fire lizard: One person held the leash, and another did the pushing and prodding and coaxing and begging required to get him moving. But lately he’d been obeying Anne without too much fuss.


“Remember,” said the Matron, “no leaving the compound until after the supply ship has departed. I need not remind you of the consequences for disobeying orders.”


Anne exited with Dog in tow. The eyes of the statues in the long hallway didn’t bother her one bit this time. Instead, each step only strengthened her resolve. Anne didn’t care what the Matron said. She wasn’t going to be left behind. One way or another, she was leaving Saint Lupin’s.


Even if she had to break every one of the Matron’s rules to do it.
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THE ADVENTURER’S GUIDE TO SUCCESSFUL ESCAPES OFFERS THE FOLLOWING TIPS:


1) Wait until after dark when everyone is asleep—unless, of course, the place from which you are trying to escape is patrolled by walking suits of armor that never sleep. If that’s the case, sorry, but you’re out of luck.


2) If you require a partner, choose someone quiet. Loud, talkative people who chatter on and on about pirates and castles they intend to buy are likely to get you caught.


3) Before you try to swim across the moat, check first to make sure it isn’t infested with sharks.
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Fire Lizards and Fireballs
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A fifteen-foot-high outer wall surrounded the main compound of the orphanage in a very haphazard fashion, and a lone iron knight walked along the top of it very haphazardly. Anne led Dog out of the Manor and along the wall, in the opposite direction from that of the patrolling knight. The fire lizard worked himself into a low, heel-dragging hover and only required the occasional nudge every now and again to correct his flight path. While Anne walked, her gaze drifted to the other buildings inside the walls. As she had with the orphans under her care, the Matron had turned a once-bustling estate into a shadow of its former self: The boarded-up bakery smelled only of mice and mold; the abandoned forge had a cold chimney and rusted tools; and the library’s dusty shelves were full of neglected books. The only building outside the compound, an old observatory on a nearby hill, sat equally ignored.


Anne stopped Dog in front of the main entrance, which was little more than a curved archway in the wall located beneath a crumbling clock tower. A set of rusty iron gates hung open, dangling half off their hinges. Beyond the archway, a drawbridge extended over a moat filled with sharks (zombie sharks, in fact, since the Matron was far too cheap to pay for feeding live ones). In the middle of the moat, the drawbridge came to rest on the edge of a stone ramp. The ramp covered the rest of the distance to the opposite side. In a few hours, every thirteen-year-old orphan would cross the drawbridge, descend the ramp, and walk two miles down the sloping forest path to the dock. Anne hoped to be with them, but so far it wasn’t looking good.


Penelope jogged over with a rake in hand. “There you are! Did you get a ticket?”


Anne shook her head.


“What!?” exclaimed Penelope.


Anne explained what she’d learned in the Matron’s office: how the supply ship was now scheduled to leave before midnight, so Anne would have to stay at Saint Lupin’s another year.


“That’s completely unfair!” said Penelope, swinging her rake at a nearby pile of leaves and scattering them in all directions. “What are we going to do?”


“Well,” said Anne, looking around to make sure they couldn’t be overheard, “I was thinking I’d leave anyway, if you feel like helping.”


“Yes!” said Penelope. “We’ll storm the castle!”


“Er, I’m pretty sure you only storm a castle when you’re trying to get into it. Technically, I’m trying to get out.”


“Fine. We’ll call storming it Plan B.”


Since there were other orphans busy working around the grounds, they ducked beneath the archway and over to the edge of the drawbridge for more privacy as they plotted. The surface of the moat was calm, although every once in a while the rotting fin of a zombie shark crested the water, causing Dog to growl.


“You could try a disguise,” suggested Penelope.


“I would still need a ticket,” said Anne. “But maybe I could stow away in one of the cargo crates after it’s unpacked but before they return it to the ship.”


Penelope shook her head. “They always check the empty crates. I’m sure I could throw you onto the ship from the dock, though.”


Anne pointed to a scar on her elbow. “Are you forgetting the ‘I’m sure I can toss Anne up into the oak tree’ incident?”


Penelope grinned. “I was so close. And anyway, you healed up nicely, didn’t you?”


“I’d like to avoid the need to heal this time.”


“We should at least call it Plan C.”


“You call it Plan C,” said Anne. “I’m calling it Plan of Last Resort and Even Then Probably Not. Or at least not until I learn how to fly.” She shuddered. “How about we make it simple? You board first, cause a commotion, and I’ll sneak aboard while everyone is distracted.”


“What sort of commotion?”


“I don’t know. Start an argument with the first mate or something.”


“Which one is he again?”


“Just a second. I think I have a sketch of him.” Anne emptied her pocket to get her drawings. “Here, hold this for a minute.” Anne handed the book with the red cover to Penelope.


“What book is this?” asked Penelope.


“It’s the same one I had earlier. I haven’t had a chance to exchange it for a new one yet.”


“No it’s not. This one is The Adventurer’s Guide to Clandestine Travel.”


Anne looked at the cover and frowned. “That’s weird.”


Penelope opened the book, and they both gasped. Printed on the first page, in crisp dark lines, was a passenger ticket. With Anne’s name on it.


Anne took the book with shaking hands and stared at the ticket incredulously. “But… how?”


Penelope shrugged nonchalantly. “Eh, it’s probably just magick or something.”


Anne gaped at her friend. “Just magick?”


“Yeah. We read about magick stuff all the time in those books you get from the library.”


“I know, Pen. But reading about it is one thing. This… this is incredible!”


Penelope laughed. “I know. I’m just kidding! This book is amazing! Quick, tear out the ticket before it disappears.”


Anne clutched the open book tightly against her chest. “What!? We can’t tear a magick book.”


“Says who? It made the ticket for you, didn’t it? Why would it do that if it didn’t want you to take it?”


Anne glanced at the page again. “I suppose that makes sense, but… what if we break it or something?”


“Just tear it a little. If something goes wrong, we can always stop.”


“What if ‘something going wrong’ means it explodes?”


“Then we’ll definitely stop.”


Typically, Anne preferred to think things through from all angles, but Penelope was right: She couldn’t risk losing the ticket. She gripped the page as close to the spine of the book as possible and pulled until the smallest of tears formed. Nothing happened. She tore it a little more. Everything continued to remain fine. Anne kept tearing until the page separated completely from the book. The ticket was still clear and legible, and the rest of the book seemed otherwise unaffected. Anne sighed with relief.


Penelope clapped her on the shoulder. “Fantastic! I can practically smell the pirates.”


“I think that might be the moat,” said Anne.


As they stared at the ticket in wonderment, Dog turned in the direction of the forest. His ears perked up and he sniffed the air.


Penelope pointed to the sky. “What’s that?”


Anne shielded her eyes. “It looks like… a ball of fire… or something.”


Indeed, a burning “something” arced across the sky—a bright green burning object—and dropped steadily until it disappeared into the forest. While they stood staring at the smoke trail, Dog shot forward, snapping the leash out of Anne’s hand. The fire lizard rocketed across the drawbridge, down the stone ramp, and into the trees.


Oh no.


No, no, no, no, no.


Anne sprinted across the drawbridge but stopped short when she reached the ramp. She glanced back at the iron knight patrolling high up atop the wall. Had it seen the light in the sky? Or watched Dog run off? Would it notice if Anne left?


Penelope ran up beside her. “Are we going after him?”


Anne chewed her lip. The Matron had given her strict instructions not to leave the main grounds. Skipping out on chores might earn a double shift in the mines, but disobeying a direct order was worth a week scrubbing the dungeons—while being locked up in them. Then again, showing up without Dog wasn’t likely to win her the orphan of the year award, either.


“Okay, I’ll go,” said Anne. “You stay here on lookout. Make some noise or something to warn me if the Matron or one of the knights shows up.”


Penelope nodded.


Anne looked up again: The patrolling knight was heading away from them. There would never be a better opportunity. She shoved the book, ticket, and sketches back into her pocket, and then she raced down the ramp, across the path, and plunged into the undergrowth, hoping to find Dog just on the other side. Unfortunately, the fire lizard was already at the bottom of a long slope, and Anne watched as he disappeared into the thick of the forest. Heart thumping, Anne sped up.


After several minutes of running, Anne began encountering patches of scorched earth and blackened branches. She must be getting closer to the bright, burning object that had landed. As she hurried through drifting clouds of sparks and ash, her feet kicked up smoldering piles of leaves. Smoke stung her lungs and blurred her vision, becoming thicker the farther she went, until she was coughing and gasping for a fresh breath of air. There was no sign of Dog.


Anne was about to turn back when she stumbled past a dark opening on a hillside—a mine shaft entrance. It was Shaft Eleven, which had experienced a cave-in many years ago, around the time Anne herself was born. Various accounts had circulated among the orphans over the years as to exactly what had happened there, with some claiming it had been an army of tunneling coal worms and others making dubious reference to a firebrand and an angry canary. Regardless of the truth, everyone avoided it, since the Matron assigned extra chores to anyone who went near it. Anne ducked inside the mine’s still-intact entrance and sucked in a lungful of cool, smokeless air. Several paces farther in there was a boarded-up door with the words STAY OUT (THIS MEANS YOU) painted across it.


While contemplating whether to press on or return to the compound, Anne heard a rustling noise from a nearby clump of trees. Thinking it must be Dog, Anne slipped quickly out of the mine entrance and went from tree to tree, hoping to sneak up on him by surprise. Just as she was about to jump through the undergrowth, Anne was stopped by a deep, teeth-rattling roar.


That wasn’t Dog. It was something else entirely. Something big.


Perhaps that “something big” was friendly, and its roar was simply its way of saying “Hello, small person,” but it was equally possible that the “something big” was hungry for a tender orphan snack. Rather than find out which, Anne retreated as quietly as possible, thinking she could hide back inside Shaft Eleven. Yet as she stepped around a rock, a twig snapped under her heel. This brought another tremendous roar, followed by a crash, which convinced Anne it was time to run, and she bolted straight for the mine entrance. However, she had to veer away suddenly when the tree in front of her exploded in green flames. To the best of Anne’s knowledge, the only creatures who breathed fire were dragons, but she’d never met a dragon, and why one would come to Saint Lupin’s and shoot fireballs at the trees, Anne had no idea.


Her heart pounding from the near miss, Anne kept her legs pumping. She was headed directly into the area where the falling object (or dragon?) must have landed, but she had no choice. She jumped over blackened stumps, skirted more piles of burning leaves, plunged blindly through a thick cloud of smoke—


—and ran straight off the end of the world.


 



Prologue Addendum


Technically, there is another way to leave Saint Lupin’s:


4. Walk out the front door, proceed for roughly two miles in any direction, and fall off the end of the world.


This happens not nearly as infrequently as one might think.
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THE UNCONTESTED AUTHORITY ON DRAGONS IS THE THREE-VOLUME SET ENTITLED DRAGONS I HAVE KNOWN AND WHY NOT TO POKE AT THEM WITH SHARP OBJECTS BY THE WELL-KNOWN WIZARD AND HISTORIAN ONE-ARMED HENGEZ THE OVERLY-TRUSTING.


THE INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST VOLUME, THE INS AND OUTS OF BECOMING LIVE DRAGON BAIT, READS AS FOLLOWS:


Dragons are curious creatures, by which I mean people are curious about them and not that they are curious about people, except possibly when by “people” one means “lunch.” Dragons can be identified by size, color, and class, and so the difference between, say, a large, green Three-Eyed Rhino dragon and a small, purple Slobbering Kiss-Me dragon should be readily apparent—although both should be given a wide berth. The careful observer will use these categories to quickly classify any dragon they meet and assess any potential threat. The less-than-careful observer should reread the part about people being lunch.
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The End of the World


[image: image]


Anne lay on her back. She was no longer falling, which was good. Her body hurt in many places, which was not as good, but at least nothing felt broken.


Movement in the sky high above drew her attention. A colossal island of rock drifted slowly overhead, like an 800-quadrillion-ton cloud. That island and all the others, including Saint Lupin’s, was known as a tier. Anne had learned in Why the World Is a Bunch of Giant Floating Islands that all the tiers (along with the sun, moon, and stars) orbited a big glowing field of magick that, due to either a sheer lack of imagination or just plain laziness, everyone called the “Big Glowing Field of Magick,” or just BGFM. Together, the tiers and the BGFM were known as the Hierarchy, and somewhere out there was Anne’s home, the tier on which she’d been born.


Anne sat up and discovered she had landed on a narrow ledge on the side, and some twenty feet below the top, of the Saint Lupin’s tier. To her right were the ancient remains of a staircase carved into the rock; this must have once led to the surface, but it was too broken to climb anymore. To her left was a large gap where the ledge dropped away to the BGFM far below. Anne stood up. Neither direction offered an escape route, so she searched the cliff face for possible hand- and footholds to climb back up to the top. To her dismay, the stone was completely smooth. She considered calling for help, but she was too far from the orphanage for anyone to hear. Moreover, the dragon, if that’s what the “something big” was, was still up there. Announcing her location probably wasn’t such a great idea.


As she considered her options, she heard a faint noise.


O, o, o, o, o.


Was that Penelope searching for her? Or was it the “something big”? Anne strained to hear.


O, o, o, o, o.


“Hello?” she answered back, not daring to raise her voice much above a loud whisper.


Lo, lo, lo, lo, lo came back to her, a little stronger, a little closer.


“Hello? Hey! Hey, down here!” she called out, trying to find the right balance between keeping her voice low enough so as not to be heard by a roaming “something,” yet loud enough to be heard by a person who might be able to help, yet again low enough so as not to draw the “something’s” attention to that helpful person. Needless to say, it was a tricky balance.


A face appeared over the edge. It wasn’t Penelope. It was a woman with dark brown skin and warm brown eyes and a head of voluminous, perfectly styled black hair.


“Excuse me, but are you the orphan with the identification number”—the woman read from a small slip of paper—“6-5-5-3-5?”


Anne blinked. “Um.”


The woman checked the paper again. “Is your name Anvil?”


Anne grimaced. “I prefer Anne.”


“Excellent. Anne it is, then.” The woman leaned farther over the edge. “I’m pleased to inform you that you are this year’s completely random selection.”
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