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CHAPTER
1

The book that Hap was reading slipped from his hands, and he sprang from his chair to the window. Afire with hope, and braced for disappointment, he pressed his face to the bars.

Far below was Barkin on his chestnut-colored horse, trotting up the causeway to the Aerie, the carved pillar of rock that Lord Umber called home. Hap glimpsed the corner of a box lashed to the horse, behind the saddle. “I think he got it,” he said aloud, and his heart turned a cartwheel.

He flew down the stairs, out the door, and into the gatehouse as Barkin rode in. The cargo looked like a strongbox: a little wider than it was tall, and made of wrought iron. There was a keyhole embedded in its side, and hand-size padlocks secured the thick chains wrapped around it, side to side and top to bottom. Barkin looked road-weary but proud, and he grinned when he saw Hap bouncing from foot to foot. “Hello, Master Happenstance. Something I can do for you?”

“Don’t tease me, Barkin,” Hap begged. “Not about this.”

Barkin’s devilish smile turned sympathetic. He dismounted and rapped the box with his knuckles. “Ah. Something important to you, inside this crate?”

Hap’s nod was a blur. “Very.” He didn’t offer more; Umber preferred to keep these matters quiet. But that strongbox might hold all the lost secrets that Caspar, Umber’s former archivist, had stolen from the Aerie. Caspar was dead, slain by an arrow intended for Umber, on a faraway island. But he’d given the box to his cousin for safekeeping, and Barkin had retrieved it.

Welkin and Dodd, Umber’s other guardsmen, came forward. Welkin had a mug of ale for Barkin, and Dodd a bucket of water for the horse. “Did you have much trouble?” Dodd asked.

“Only a tad,” Barkin said, with his tongue pressing the inside of one cheek. “Caspar’s cousin wasn’t eager to part with it. In fact, he wouldn’t even admit to having it. Also, he didn’t fully believe me when I told him that Caspar was dead. He thought I was trying to trick him, even when I offered him Lord Umber’s bag of gold.” Barkin untied the strongbox and talked over his shoulder. “I could see he was tempted, but he asked me to come back the next day, after he’d thought about it.”

“And what did he say the next day?” Welkin asked.

“How should I know? I was long gone by then. I came back that same night, knocked the fellow out with Umber’s sleeper bottle—handy stuff that is—and searched his place until I found it.”

“You stole it?” Hap cried.

Barkin spread his hand on his chest in a parody of indignation. “I paid for it! Left the bag of gold in its place, with a note of heartfelt apology. Oof, heavy,” he said, hefting the strongbox.

Dodd patted Hap’s back. “Don’t forget, Master Hap. The stuff in that strongbox was stolen from Umber in the first place. He told Barkin to use any means necessary, short of violence, to bring it back.”

“So it was perfectly justified,” Barkin said. “Not to mention fun. I felt like such a scoundrel! Now, I wonder what’s inside?”

“Old papers, I think,” Hap said.

“More than that,” Barkin said. “Listen.” He tilted the box one way and the other. Something thumped against the side, rolled back, and thumped again. “Wonder what that is?”

“A skull, knowing Umber,” Welkin said. He tired of holding the ale for Barkin and downed half of it in a gulp.

“We’ll find out soon enough. Assuming Umber can get this open,” said Barkin.

Welkin rolled his eyes. “You didn’t bring back the keys?”

“Couldn’t find them,” Barkin said. “I’m sure Lord Umber will manage.”

Hap nodded, knowing there would be no problem. Umber had a key that could open any lock in the world—one of his remarkable magical possessions. No, unlocking the strongbox was not the trouble.

Umber himself was the trouble.

“Lord Umber?”

Hap searched the gardens at the top of the Aerie. Umber was not in his usual haunt, on the bench under his favorite tree, which was bursting as always with a variety of fruits and berries. And he was not on any of the other seats or benches, or leaning on the balcony. The door to his little, round rooftop tower was shut and locked, but the window to his study high above was open, with the shutters flung wide. A curtain billowed, animated by a passing breeze. He must be moping in there, Hap thought. He considered leaping high to sneak a look, but decided against it.

Shortly after their return from Sarnica, where they’d recovered a cache of stolen dragon eggs, along with a living infant dragon, Umber had slipped into this hopeless melancholy. There were triumphs on that journey—a kingdom liberated, tyrants deposed, mysteries unraveled. But upon their return they were met with dreadful news: Prince Galbus, a good man who stood to inherit the throne from the ailing king, had died. It was that news, and everything it meant to Umber’s hopes for the kingdom, that had sent Umber tumbling.

Umber was a man of extremes. Most often his mood was one of giddy, wild-eyed, fearless exuberance. But too often something—a reminder of the devastation he’d left behind in the world he’d escaped, or dreadful news such as the death of Galbus—would drive him into a suffocating sadness. His spirit flagged, his energy vanished, his appetite failed, and he refused all companionship.

“Lord Umber?” Hap called again. He stepped backward and finally saw the top of Umber’s head as he sat slumped in the chair by his desk. “Barkin is back. He brought a strongbox that must contain your archives. We can finally learn about the Meddlers. Isn’t that exciting?”

Umber’s head listed to one side.

“But the strongbox is locked,” Hap said. He looked around to see if anybody else had followed him onto the terrace. “I’m sure you can get it open, though . . . if you understand my meaning.” He waited, but no reply came. His hope that the news might nudge Umber out of the gloom began to fade. He stomped his foot, aching to see what secrets the box contained. “Or maybe I could open it, if you don’t mind,” he said.

Umber stood up and moved toward the window. Hap’s heart seemed to pause in its rhythm. He thought Umber might say something to signal the return of his happy nature. Or at least he might toss the key down for Hap to use.

Instead Umber reached out for the shutters and pulled them closed. Hap watched the drawn gray face vanish from sight, a face devoid of joy or cheer.
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CHAPTER
2

“He didn’t care at all that Barkin was back with the lost archives?” Balfour asked.

Hap shook his head. “He ignored me.”

Sophie sighed and lowered the side of her face into her palm.

“I’m sick of it,” Balfour said, smacking his hand on the table. “Sick of this helpless waiting. Umber tumbles into these pits of gloom, and we just sit idly by, week after week, hoping he’ll suddenly emerge. Or we bring him cake and coffee, as if he can eat or sip his way out!”

“It seems like we’ve tried everything,” Sophie said. She sat on the floor with her legs folded under her dress, dropping bits of fish between the bars of the cage that held the rescued dragon. The hatchling, which had grown to the size of a small dog, snapped up the morsels and squealed for more with her neck craned and her head jabbing. She snorted, and Hap thought for a moment he saw a wisp of smoke pour from her nostrils.

“We have not tried everything,” Balfour replied. Hap noticed a glimmer in Balfour’s eye. The old man had something in mind. Even Oates, whom Hap had assumed was asleep on the sofa by the hearth, lifted his head to listen.

“Do you know what Umber needs? An adventure,” Balfour said. Hap felt his heart deflate, and he groaned inwardly. Less than a week had passed since his ordeal with a slew of monsters, both human and otherworldly. He was sure he’d earned a rest.

Balfour punched his palm with his fist. “That’s what jolted him out of it last time, wasn’t it? The Creep kidnapped him, and soon he was his old self. So an adventure it must be.”

The sofa creaked as Oates sat up. “That isn’t going to work. Umber won’t do anything but mope on the terrace. He’ll just order you to leave him alone.”

“We’ll drag him along anyway,” Balfour said.

Oates squinted. “But you can’t disobey him. He’s Lord Umber!”

Balfour stood, wincing at one of the countless aches in his aging limbs. He leaned forward with his knuckles on the table. “Is he really? That grim ghost haunting the terrace, that’s the Lord Umber you know? Because that creature is a stranger to me. Our Lord Umber is locked somewhere inside that moping imposter, a spirit shackled and trussed. We know how to set him free—shouldn’t we just do it?” He looked from Oates to Sophie to Hap, waiting for someone to agree. But before anyone replied, footsteps were heard climbing the stairs, and Lady Truden—the tall, dour, silver-haired woman who ran the household of the Aerie—appeared. Her expression was severe as usual, but her brow was also wrinkled.

“Visitors have come, asking for Umber. They say they know him, but I have never seen them or heard their names before.” She sniffed and raised her chin. “Pretenders, I imagine. I should send them away.”

Balfour sighed, miffed at the interruption. “Who are they, Tru? How do they know Umber?”

“They claim to have met him in Sarnica. A woman named Fay. And a girl.”

“Sable!” cried Hap, leaping up from his seat.

Sophie stared up at him. Something about her expression made Hap’s collar feel like a snake constricting his neck.

Lady Tru frowned. “So you know them after all? Well. They don’t appear reputable to me. And if you ask me, that Fay looks like a—”

“Let them in, Tru,” Balfour snapped. “Umber was waiting for them to make it to Kurahaven.”

“Lord Umber is in no condition to receive guests,” Lady Tru replied.

“Lord Umber would want them treated like royalty,” Balfour corrected. “Never mind. Come on, Hap, we’ll let ’em in ourselves.” Oates ducked into the kitchen, leaving poor Sophie alone with a fuming, red-faced Lady Tru.

They were met with a luminous smile from Fay and a squeal of delight from Sable, who didn’t wait for Hap to come all the way down the stairs. She raced halfway up and nearly knocked him over with her embrace. “Hello!” Hap said, laughing. “Welcome!”

There was something different about Sable and Fay since he’d last seen them. There was a new ease in their expressions, and when Hap looked closer at Fay, the reason for the change occurred to him: The fear they’d known for so long in Sarnica was finally gone. The dangerous men who’d ruled them were nothing but memories, and they had come to a friendly shore, filled with the hope of new beginnings.

Balfour took Fay’s hand and bowed. “Welcome indeed, my lady. I am Balfour, Lord Umber’s friend and servant. Umber told me you were lovely, and now it seems the Lord of the Aerie is also the master of understatement.”

A touch of red colored Fay’s cheeks. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Balfour. We just arrived this morning. This city . . . that palace . . . this tower...I never imagined such places.” She looked around the bottom floor of the Aerie, with the river gushing through its stone channel and the strange contraption that could carry passengers to the upper levels. Seeing Hap on the stairs, she smiled. “And hello to you, my young rescuer. It is wonderful to see you. We have something of yours.” Beside him Sable grabbed Hap’s wrist and dropped a silver locket into his palm. It was shaped like a seashell, and Hap knew what was inside: an enormous pearl.

“We did not need to use it on our journey here,” Fay said. “But you were kind to offer it, and I kept it close to my heart, as I keep you.” Her gaze went past Hap to the top of the stairs, searching. “And how is Lord Umber? Is he here?”

Balfour cleared his throat. “Er . . . yes, he’s here. But he’s not well at the moment.”

Her smile vanished. “Not well? What is the matter?”

Balfour stretched his mouth wide and tickled his throat before answering. “Um . . . how to say it? Lord Umber is plagued by the occasional bout of melancholia. He comes out of it eventually, given time, but while he is, er . . . afflicted, he prefers to be left alone.” The old fellow forced a smile and rubbed his hands together. “However! He mentioned that you two might come, and we have arranged for you to stay in a splendid inn—Kurahaven’s finest, in fact.”

“I would like to see Lord Umber,” Fay said, summoning a tone of surprising authority. Hap felt Sable’s arm slide inside his own and clamp down.

Balfour exhaled heavily. “Please, my lady. Perhaps in a few days . . . or weeks . . . he’ll be in a better frame of mind.”

Fay folded her arms. “Balfour, my niece and I have traveled across the sea, waiting anxiously for the day when we could thank Lord Umber for what he did for us and for all of Sarnica. Don’t deny me that chance. It can’t do any harm for me to see him. Even for a moment?”

Balfour looked at her again, melting under her dark-eyed gaze. Hap looked too. Her dress—the one she’d worn during the escape from Sarnica—was tattered at the hem and sleeves, and her curling brown hair had been tossed by the wind, but her beauty was undiminished. Her inner steel, which Hap had observed during their harrowing escape from the cruel tyrants of Sarnica, came shining through. “And isn’t it possible that my visit might improve his spirits?” she asked.

“It would improve mine,” Balfour admitted, more to himself than her. He walked to the water-powered lift and pushed the lever that engaged its machinery. Ropes squeaked and pulleys turned, and the wooden platforms began their clattering oval journey. “Come, my lady,” Balfour said, offering his elbow. “You are right, it can’t do any harm. Hap—take your friend to the grand hall, while I bring the lady to see Umber.”

A curious thing happened as Hap and Sable went into the grand hall. Sophie saw Sable by Hap’s side, clinging to his arm, and before Hap could introduce them, Sophie went up the stairs without saying a word, keeping her damaged arm, which ended at the wrist, tucked out of sight.

“Who was that?” asked Sable, her lips pursed.

“That’s Sophie,” replied Hap, frowning. “I don’t know why she left.”

Oates was leaning against the kitchen door. “You don’t know because you’re stupid about girls,” he said.

Sable waved madly with the hand that wasn’t holding Hap’s arm hostage. “Hello, Mister Oates! How good to see you again!”

“Hello, small girl,” Oates replied. Hap was relieved to see the big fellow push his way back into the kitchen. Oates was gifted with otherworldly strength, but he was also cursed, for unknown reasons, to always speak the truth. His unflinching honesty usually resulted in acute embarrassment.

“What a home you have!” Sable cried. She pulled Hap along as she turned a circle in tiny steps, gaping up and down at the wonders of the grand hall: the carved pillars, the maps and paintings, and the thousands of artifacts that cluttered the shelves and bureaus. Her bedazzled expression reminded Hap of his own arrival at the Aerie. She leaned close, and her lips almost touched his ear. “Everything about you and Lord Umber is so mysterious. Especially you, Happenstance. Will you tell me all about you?”

Hap blinked back at her, and he nearly broke into a laugh, wondering how she would react if he did what she’d asked. All right, he imagined himself saying. About seven years ago I was a boy named Julian Penny. Then a stranger who we think is named Willy Nilly came and lured me to my death by drowning. He destroyed my memory and revived me as one of his own kind, something called a Meddler. That’s how I got these weird green eyes. Then he brought me forward in time and left me for Lord Umber to discover in a city buried under volcanic ash. Now I can see in the dark, I never sleep, and I can leap farther and higher than any man alive. Sometimes I see these strange threads of light called filaments that allow me to steer the course of fate. Lord Umber is delighted by that, because he himself came from another world without monsters or sorcerers or any magic at all, and that world was ruined when its technology went out of control and its civilization collapsed. Of course he brought some of that technology with him: All of the amazing inventions that he’s famous for have come from something called a computer, which contains his old world’s knowledge of science, music, engineering, medicine, and more. Now Lord Umber wants me to leap over to his world, back in time, and change its fate to save a billion people or more. I have no idea how to do that, and it scares the pants off me, but at least Lord Umber will come with me to help. And now you know all about me.

Sable’s voice punctured his thoughts. “Are you laughing at me?”

“No,” he said, wagging his head and suppressing the grin that emerged while he’d been daydreaming. “But I don’t like talking about myself. I’d rather hear about how you got to Kurahaven.”

“Oh, it was such a thrill!” she cried. While she told him, Hap tried to figure out exactly which part of the voyage she considered thrilling. She and Fay had found their way onto one of Umber’s merchant ships, which stopped at several distant ports before finally arriving in Kurahaven. The roundabout trip sounded blissfully uneventful compared to one of Umber’s hazardous jaunts. Sable was still recounting the nonadventure when Fay came down the stairs, looking grim and pale, with Balfour trudging close behind.

“Let us go, Sable,” she said quietly.

“My lady, please understand,” Balfour pleaded, raising his clasped hands. “I tried to warn you. Umber doesn’t mean to be rude when he’s in this state. Please don’t think poorly of him for it.”

“I don’t know what to think,” Fay said. Her eyes glistened. “That is not the man I knew.”

“But he will be again,” Balfour said. “I promise you. And I’ll send for you as soon as he is. In the meantime, come downstairs and I’ll have the carriage take you to your inn. Later on I’ll escort you to the market and get anything you need. Those were Umber’s wishes.”

They were in the gatehouse, waiting for Dodd to ready the carriage, when another, larger carriage with green doors and gilded wheels came up the causeway, pulled by a team of white horses. Balfour scowled as the carriage rolled to a stop.

Hap recognized the sinewy, cold-blooded fellow who opened the door and stepped out. It was Larcombe, the head of Prince Loden’s personal guard. He licked his lips in a reptilian fashion, as was his constant habit, and smirked directly at Hap.

“What can we do for you, Larcombe?” Balfour asked in a monotone.

Larcombe grinned without saying a word and moved aside as Prince Loden stepped out of the carriage.

Hap felt a jolt go through his body, and he swallowed past a lump in his throat. He hadn’t seen Loden in person since they’d returned. Once he had known Loden as the youngest of three princes. Now Loden was the only prince still living. Umber was convinced that Loden had murdered his eldest brother, Argent, by pushing him from the top of a mist-shrouded waterfall during a hunt. And Galbus, the middle prince, had died while Umber and Hap were away. It was said that Galbus tumbled down a flight of stairs in a drunken stupor—though he’d told Umber that his days of intoxication were behind him. As Umber was slipping into his dark mood, he’d mumbled that Loden was surely behind the death of Galbus as well.

Hap and Umber had been fond of the middle prince, and now, with Loden before him, Hap battled to keep his temper in check. He wanted to scream; he wanted to pound that smug, handsome face with his fists.

Prince Loden tugged at the hem of his embroidered tunic and jutted his chin. “I wish to speak to Umber.”

“Lord Umber is not well,” Balfour said. “Your Highness,” he added dryly. His face, Hap saw, was flushed a dark shade of red.

“What, moping again?” the prince asked with a sigh. “And after I’ve taken the trouble to come all the way up to this dreary rock.” He waited for a reply, but Balfour only stared back. Loden’s eyes narrowed. He seemed poised to rebuke Balfour when he noticed Fay standing nearby. In an instant his features rearranged themselves into an expert simulation of warmth and charm. “And who is this?”

“My name is Fay. And this is my niece Sable.”

“Fay,” Loden said, taking her hand and kissing it. “How can it be that you and I have never met before?”

“We only just arrived, after escaping from Sarnica during the revolt,” Fay said. A blush flooded her cheeks.

“Yes, I have just been informed of this uprising,” Loden replied. “A monarch overthrown, I hear.” Loden’s glance darted toward Hap, and Hap felt the fine hairs on the back of his neck quiver like grain in the wind.

“A cruel tyrant, sir,” Fay replied. “And his son. The world will miss neither of those monsters.”

“Aunt Fay was the princess of Sarnica,” Sable chirped. “But she didn’t want to be. Lord Umber and Happenstance saved us!”

Loden bent with his hands on his thighs and smiled broadly at Sable. “Did they really! Still, we mustn’t make a habit of casting down monarchs, don’t you think?” He straightened and chuckled at his own joke, and Larcombe laughed with him. “Of course, I would say that—I am the prince of Kurahaven, and heir to the throne of this magnificent kingdom.”

Bile rose in Hap’s throat when he saw Fay’s head tilt in admiration and heard the gasp of delight from Sable. Fay bowed her head. “Forgive me, Your Highness. I did not know whose presence I was in. I feel so ashamed, dressed in these ragged clothes . . .”

This time Loden took both her hands. “My lady, no apology is necessary. You have my gratitude, in fact. I have spent many days mourning the death of my dear brothers. So my sadness has been as deep as Umber’s, but perhaps easier to understand. Now I find my spirit soaring again, just to look upon your face.”

Fay bit her bottom lip. “I am sorry for your loss, Your Highness.”

Hap glanced at Balfour, who looked ready to vomit.

“You are as kind as you are lovely. But where are you staying while you visit my fair city?” Loden asked her.

It’s not your city yet, Hap thought bitterly.

“Balfour has arranged for us to stay at an inn,” Fay replied.

“An inn! I won’t allow it,” Loden said. “I’d sooner plant a rosebush in a pigsty. You will come to the palace and stay in the rooms we reserve for visiting royalty.” Sable gasped again, and Loden turned to her. “Would you like that, little princess? The view will take your breath away, as your aunt has taken mine. Do you see my wonderful palace over there, the color of sand, rising above everything else? Do you see the balcony under the great clock tower? That is the porch outside your room!” Sable’s mouth hung open as she stared at the soaring tower.

“Please tell me you’ll stay. I can always command you . . . I am the prince, you know!” Loden grinned and winked at Sable.

“You are kind, Your Highness,” Fay said, looking downward. “But Balfour has—”

“I’m sure my subject Balfour would want you treated like the royalty you are,” Loden said. He took her hand and gently pulled, leading her to his carriage. “Besides, I must hear about this revolt. A prince has to keep informed about such things. Really, I insist you come along, you and your lovely niece.”

Fay shot back a look of regret, and called out as she stepped into the carriage. “Good-bye, Happenstance. Balfour, you will send word as soon as Lord Umber recovers?”

“You can be sure of that,” Balfour said flatly.

“That could be many weeks, unfortunately, if I know Umber,” Loden said, shaking his head. “These bouts of sadness are all too frequent.” He closed the door behind Fay and ambled back to where Balfour and Hap stood. “Tell me, you green-eyed whelp,” he whispered, leaning down. “Does Umber fancy this one?” He smirked as Hap’s eyes watered and his jaw trembled. “I think that answers my question!”

Loden and Larcombe climbed into the carriage, the driver atop cracked his whip, and the white horses pulled the carriage in a tight circle and back down the causeway. Balfour watched it roll away with a hand clamped over his jaw, tapping his cheek with one finger.

“Just think: That wretched sack of goblin droppings will be king one day.”
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CHAPTER
3

Umber was brooding on the bench under the tree of many fruits. He lifted his chin an inch and stared at the trio before him. Hap’s heart ached to see the sunken cheeks and the dark crescents under his eyes.

“What?” Umber muttered.

“We’re going on a journey,” Balfour told him.

“Leave me alone.”

“Please, Lord Umber,” Hap said. “Come with us.”

Umber turned his face aside and tucked his hands under his armpits.

“Go ahead, Oates,” Balfour said. “Gently, now.”

Oates seized Umber by the arm, hauled him off the bench, and tossed him across his shoulder. Umber thumped the broad back weakly with his fists. “Put me down, you miserable oaf.”

“Blame Balfour,” Oates said, and he led the way down the stairs, where they stepped onto the lift that would take them to the waiting carriage.

Curious stares followed them as they walked up the plank and onto the deck of the Bounder. Captain Sandar watched with a bemused smile as Oates carried Umber through the hatch to the lower deck. Oates came out a moment later, shaking his head. “He said mean things to me.”

“Don’t take it personally,” Balfour began to say, but Oates was suddenly staring at the crowded docks like a fox that had spotted a rabbit. Without a word of explanation, the big fellow raced down the plank, which bounced merrily under every heavy step. Hap saw a figure in the crowd spin and run. A terrible limp slowed his escape, and as Oates closed in, the stranger ducked behind a stack of cargo.

Sophie peered down from the railing with her hand shading her brow. “Who is Oates chasing?”

Oates looked left and right, and then leaned over to peer behind a row of crates. He reached down and pulled a flailing figure up by the collar, and then tossed whomever it was over his shoulder just as he’d carried Umber, but not as gently. When this fellow kicked and punched him, Oates squeezed his midsection, and the struggle ended. Soon Oates was back on the Bounder, where he dumped the man rudely onto the deck.

The stranger landed on his stomach, and then turned over, coughing and wheezing. The face was covered with half-healed bruises, and the nose, which once was straight, had been bent to one side, but Hap still recognized the man. He spit the name out like a bug he’d nearly swallowed. “Hameron!”

“Saw him skulking around on the dock, watching us,” Oates said.

Hameron got to his knees, rubbing an elbow, and glared at Oates. “I would have come on board if you’d asked, you beast.”

Balfour grinned down at Umber’s rival. “Hello, Hameron. Umber wondered if you’d made it through the rebellion alive.”

“Barely,” Hameron said, standing up and wincing. “But this leg will never heal right. And look at my nose, my face!” He poked his bent, broken nose. Hap noticed that a third of his teeth were missing.

“Looks like you took a beating,” Balfour said, trying to temper his smile.

“Yes. Because somebody released a bunch of angry prisoners who decided to take their wrath out on me,” Hameron replied, glaring at Hap.

“You’re lucky they didn’t kill you,” Hap replied. It wasn’t his way to talk back to adults, but he couldn’t help himself with Hameron.

“Hmph,” Hameron said. “Well, I lost everything, thanks to you people.”

“And you’re following us for what reason?” Balfour asked. “Revenge?”

“Hardly,” Hameron said. “I’m not the vengeful type. But I am destitute, and it’s all Umber’s fault. It’s compensation I want.”

“Compensation?” Balfour looked at Oates, and they both roared with laughter.

Hameron puffed out his chest and crossed his arms. “Restitution for my losses. And my suffering! It’s only fair. Those were my dragon eggs that Umber stole. And I had to escape from Sarnica with nothing but the clothes on my back and the coins in my pocket.”

Balfour bent with laughter, and finally wiped the tears from his eyes and collected himself. “Oh, you are an amusing fellow, Hameron. Compensation, ha-ha!”

Hameron’s mouth cinched tight and his face turned purple. “I demand to speak to Umber. And speaking of which . . . why did this great buffoon carry Umber onto the ship?”

Balfour shook his head and chuckled again. “Oh, you’ll speak to Umber eventually. Not yet, though. But I think we may have something in the way of compensation for you, Hameron.”

Hameron raised an eyebrow and waited.

“See, you’re going on a journey with us,” Balfour told him, thumbing toward the sea. “And if you help us do something, Umber might see fit to reward you. How much of a reward will be up to him, but you know he’s a generous soul.”

“Help you do what?” Hameron’s eye narrowed to a squint.

“Ah—this is why your appearance is so timely,” Balfour replied. “You’re just the man to help us take the dragon eggs back where they belong. Since you’re the one who stole them in the first place.”

Hameron’s jaw dropped like a trapdoor. “Take them back? Tell me you’re not that crazy!”

“We truly are,” Oates said, shaking his head.

“That is more dangerous than you can imagine,” Hameron said, backing away. “Sorry, Balfour. You can leave me out.” He turned to limp down the plank. But after a nod from Balfour, Oates’s meaty hand clamped down on his shoulder. Hameron shrieked.

“Lock him up till we’re at sea, Oates,” Balfour said. He tapped his fingertips together. “You know something, Hap? I think I’m getting the hang of this adventuring stuff.”
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The sea billowed with long, rolling waves, so that the Bounder was rarely level. She rose up one watery slope, burst through its foaming crest, and plunged down the other side.

Sophie nudged Hap with her elbow and pointed to the starboard railing, where Hameron leaned over, sending a jet of half-digested food into the green sea. He turned toward them, sweaty and pale-faced, and wiped the corner of his mouth with his sleeve. “I despise ocean travel,” he said. A deep, wet hiccup followed, and he leaned over the rail once more.

Sophie turned away to hide her smile. “Come on, Hap. Let’s go see Jewel,” she said. They fetched a pair of fish from the galley and went down to the hold, at the bottom of the ship. The steps ended at the carpenter’s walk: the aisle that ran the length of the ship and was used to find and repair any leaks that sprang up during a journey.

The vessel was alive with conducted noise and vibration. There were groaning beams and planks, dim steps and voices of sailors above, and the muffled rush of water washing past the hull. It occurred to Hap that they were standing below the waterline, inside a bubble of wood. Don’t think about that, he ordered himself.

The carpenter’s walk divided the hold, where barrels of food, fresh water, rum, and beer were stacked high. Plenty of storage space remained, since this was a merchant ship, but this journey was not for commerce. Their primary cargo was a small chest filled with crystalline dragon eggs, and a cage with an infant dragon that was small but growing fast.

“Hello, Jewel,” Hap said, as he and Sophie sat beside the cage, next to where the thick main mast was rooted at the bottom of the ship.

The dragon had been sleeping with her head resting on her scaled legs. She lifted her face and opened her sapphire eyes. The long mouth cracked wide, and she squeaked out a yawn. The copper-colored scales shimmered as she stretched her limbs. Her tiny wings fanned out, experimented with a single tentative flap, and folded tight against her back once more.

“Jewel is such a perfect name,” Sophie said. “Did you or Umber give it to her?”

“It was Sable’s idea,” Hap said. Sophie’s head dropped, and she seemed to shrink beside him. Hap frowned, wondering what the problem was this time. All he’d done was answer the question. “Here, Sophie, give Jewel the fish,” he said. “I think she likes you better, anyway.”

That night Hap was summoned to the main deck, where he found a small group waiting: Balfour, Oates, Sophie, Captain Sandar, and Hameron. Hameron was partially recovered from his seasickness, but he still clung to a stay with a handkerchief pressed to his mouth.

Balfour nodded at them. “Follow me, please. Umber should hear this discussion.” He led them to a cabin at the front of the ship, knocked twice, and opened the door.

They crowded into the room, with Oates pushing Hameron ahead of him. Umber was slumped on a chair with his chin on his chest. His eyes rolled up to look at his visitors, and then down again as if the effort was too great to sustain. “Told you I wanted to be left alone,” he mumbled.

“My apologies, Umber,” Balfour said. “But we need to figure out exactly how we’re going to return these eggs.”

Umber just shrugged. Hameron gave him a sour look. “What’s the matter with him?”

“Put off by your presence, perhaps,” Balfour said.

Hameron sneered and turned to Oates. “What’s the matter with Umber, Oates?”

“He falls into these moods, and we never know when he’ll come out,” Oates replied.

Hameron dabbed at a corner of his mouth with the handkerchief. “Always knew there was something nutty about him.”

Balfour cleared his throat loudly. “You all know why we’re on this journey.”

“To suffer a brutal, fiery death,” Hameron muttered.

“That’s enough of that,” Sandar snapped. He stepped so close to Hameron that their noses nearly touched. “You will respect my passengers, and you will say nothing more against Lord Umber, Hameron. It’s a long swim home if you don’t.”

Balfour twiddled his thumbs and looked sideways at Hameron. “Our mission is to return the eggs and the infant dragon to the land where they belong. Hameron, you were the one who found them. If you’re so concerned for our safety, maybe you could advise us on how to pull this off.”

Hameron crossed his arms and rolled his eyes. “You ruined my life, all of you. And kidnapped me for this journey, against my will. Why should I help you?”

“This ship is going to the dragon’s lair, Hameron, with you on it. So you’ll be saving your own skin, too, mind you,” Balfour told him. “And I think you can expect some reward for your help. It was compensation you were after, wasn’t it?”

Hameron’s jaw worked from side to side. “How much compensation?”

“That will be up to Umber. Enough to put you back on your feet, though, I imagine.”

“My weight in gold,” Hameron said.

“I beg your pardon?” Balfour replied.

“That’s what I demand. I’ll tell you how to safely return the dragon eggs. But I want my weight in gold in return.”

“Preposterous,” Balfour began, but he was interrupted by a weak, emotionless voice.

“He can have it,” Umber muttered.

“Umber, really,” Balfour whined.

“I don’t care,” Umber said. His eyes were shut, and he rubbed at one lid with his fingertips. “Anything to get this over with. Just do what he says. And get out of my cabin, all of you.” He stepped out of the chair, never straightening, and flopped onto his bed, facedown.

Hameron smirked at Balfour. “You heard him, old man. Do what I say. This is my expedition now.” He turned to Sandar. “You have a map of Chastor, I presume? Fetch it for me like a good captain. We should leave dear Umber to marinate in his despair, and gather at the dining table. Suddenly I’m feeling quite hungry.”

Hap lingered for a moment after the others filed out. “I hope you feel better soon, Lord Umber.”

Umber never looked up.

The others were at the table, gathered around the map that Sandar unrolled. Hameron’s lip curled as he looked at it. “This is the best map you’ve got?”

Sandar glared. “The land is full of dragons. Mapmakers tend to avoid it, like everyone else.”

“Ugh,” Hameron said. “My chart was better. But I guess this will do.” His fingernail rasped across the parchment and stopped. “Here. See that notch in the coast? It’s like a bite taken from the land. That little crescent is where the dragons have their nests. It’s easy enough to spot if the mists aren’t too thick. There’s a sharp point of rock that juts out of the sea a few hundred yards from the shore. I call it Hameron’s Needle.” Hap looked at Balfour, who watched with his nostrils flared wide.

Hameron’s finger slid south on the map. “We’ll put ashore here, a few miles away, in a sandy cove that I discovered. Hameron’s Cove. The cliffs along the coast are riddled with crevices and caves, and we can use those to approach unseen. I know the path. But the wind has to be right—it must not carry our scent to the dragons.” He lifted his head and looked at the others. “We can take the eggs ashore and leave them for the dragons to find. But we can’t take the infant.”

“What?” said Balfour. “Why not?”

“Are you losing your wits in your old age, Balfour? It’s too risky. The dragon may cry out or reveal our presence some other way. And that will mean death for us.”

“But we can’t keep her,” Hap cried. “She’s getting big—she’ll be too dangerous!”

“True,” Hameron said. “You’ll have to dispose of her.”

“Dispose of her?” cried Sophie.

Hameron sighed. “If we can’t return her safely, and you can’t keep her, you have no choice, my dear. It will be done humanely, of course. Not like those barbaric Dragon Games. And the creature will make a lovely museum piece once it’s stuffed.”

Sophie made a sound Hap had never heard from her before: half grunt, half shout, from a closed mouth. She stomped away, down to the hold, where Jewel was caged.

“Balfour,” Hap pleaded.

Balfour raised a hand. “Nobody’s killing the dragon, Hameron. Umber has bottles of sleeping potions; we’ll use some on her, and she won’t make a sound.”

Hameron rocked his head back and puffed air at the ceiling. “You think you have all the answers, don’t you, Balfour?”

“Hardly,” Balfour replied. “I never said I was unfallible.”

“The word is infallible.”

Balfour shrugged. “See?”
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CHAPTER
4

Captain Sandar steered the Bounder near the eastern coast of Celador, keeping the rugged shore just visible to starboard. They passed through the channel that separated the mainland from Norr. The sailors kept close watch on that island, in case one of its hostile ships bolted out in pursuit, but Sandar was unconcerned. The Bounder could outsail any rival craft, except for others in Umber’s merchant fleet. They were the sleekest ships the world had known, and it was rumored that Umber had better, faster vessels on the way, even as envious shipbuilders copied his current designs.

The sky turned gloomy, and clouds obscured the setting sun. As the ship sailed blindly through the night, Hap wondered how Sandar could know which way to steer. He’d seen navigators use instruments of Umber’s invention to plot their courses based on the position of the sun and the stars. But those tools were useless under a canopy of cloud. Sandar, who had taken a liking to Hap from the beginning, was happy to explain.

“I have charts to tell me the distance between lands. And I have a compass to show me our heading. All I need, then, is to know our speed. Now, Hap, have you seen my crew let that knotted rope slip into the water every so often? That’s how we judge our speed, depending on how many knots pay out in one turn of the glass. Then I mark our progress on the chart. We can be more accurate than you’d imagine this way. I once got through the Straits of Maur in a driving rainstorm with that sort of reckoning.”

Hameron had said that the coast of Chastor was often enveloped by mist, and his words proved to be true. The next day the Bounder sailed into a thickening vapor. Hap felt moisture collecting on the fine hairs of his arms. It was high noon, according to the ship’s glass, but the light was dim and diffused, and there were no shadows. The ship nudged forward under a single sail, in a gentle breeze that carried them toward the land of the dragons.

Hameron stood near the prow, leaning over the rail. “You’d better know what you’re doing, Captain Sandar,” he called back. His neck craned forward. “How far from the coast are we?”

“About a mile,” Sandar replied.

“About, he tells me,” Hameron muttered. He waved a hand in front of his face, as if he could push the fog away, and cupped his hands beside his eyes, peering forward. A sailor named Hannigan was in the crow’s nest at the top of the foremast, and his urgent cry came down: “Land ahead—a spike of land!”

“No!” cried Hameron. “That’s my needle! Hameron’s Needle! Sandar, you incompetent fool, you’ve got us too close! Quiet, everyone,” he screamed, though he was the only one making a sound. He rushed back toward the helm with his eyes bulging. Hap saw a narrow, jagged rock, taller than the ship’s masts, resolving in the mist before them.

“That way!” Hameron hissed, jabbing at the air. “Take us that way!”

“Starboard, hard,” Sandar said, and the helmsman spun the ship’s wheel. The fog overhead dimmed for a moment—a flash of darkness that passed swiftly from east to west. Hameron’s head snapped upward, and his mouth sagged open.

“Did anyone else see that?” said Oates. “Hap, could you see?”

Hap shook his head. His vision was sharp, even in the dark, but it couldn’t penetrate this fog.

It happened again: a shadow moving swiftly inside the vapor. Hap thought he heard a sound this time, a great fwoop of air being pushed, like a sheet snapping on a clothesline. Part of the mist billowed into whorls, disturbed from above. Hameron made a dash for the hatch, but Oates grabbed him by the collar. “Where are you going?” Oates asked, as Hameron flailed.

An orange plume flared within the mist. The thing passed by again, but closer this time, and its form could be seen: long-necked and long-tailed, with diamond wings on either side. It was half the length of the ship.

“Oh no, no, no, oh no,” whined Hameron, clutching his skull. He turned to Sandar with every tooth showing in a ghastly grimace. “You’ve doomed us all!”

Sandar’s face had gone pale, and his throat bobbed. He looked at Balfour with watery eyes. “The map,” he said hoarsely. “I know how to sail; the map must be wrong!”

A terrible sound came from directly above: a loud screech that fell in pitch to a booming roar. All eyes turned up to see a golden serpent drop out of the cloud with its wings spread wide. Hap was sure it would crash onto the deck of the ship, but the sprawling wings flapped once, arresting the descent. The gust of air nearly knocked Hap off his feet. The dragon seized the top of the forward mast with all four of its legs. In the crow’s nest, Hannigan was eye to eye with the creature. He yelped and dropped out of sight in the half-barrel platform.

The dragon’s claws bit deep into the mast. The wings spread wide and flapped again and again, forcing the ship into a dangerous tilt. Sandar and Balfour wrapped their arms around the helm, and the sailors seized the stays and rails to keep from sliding across the deck. Hap heard things rolling and crashing in the hold below, and he saw Oates with one arm curled around the foremast and the other hand holding a sprawling, squirming Hameron by the collar, saving him from a painful tumble. The dragon turned its jaws toward the sky and unleashed a plume of fire. The wings kept flapping, and the ship was nearly sideways. The sailors wailed and screamed.

When the Bounder seemed inches from capsizing, the dragon made a chuffing sound and folded its wings. The ship rolled back to horizontal and beyond, and a few men lost their grip and tumbled across the deck into the port-side rail.

Why did it stop? Hap wondered. The dragon extended its long neck and stared down with smoke drifting from its jaws. As its muscles moved, the metallic scales shimmered. Hap followed the serpent’s gaze and saw Sophie lying on the deck just outside the hatch, with her hand pushing Jewel’s cage in front of her. Jewel raced back and forth within the bars, taking two strides and whipping her slender body around to face the other way.

The golden dragon climbed halfway down the mast and angled its head, inspecting the cage. It called out again: not the earsplitting roar they’d already heard, but a long, warbling cry.

Some of the crew stood cautiously as the ship stopped rocking, while the rest stayed low, cowering. Hap saw Hameron tug at the cuff of Oates’s pants. “You’re the fighter, you big oaf—do something!”

Oates laughed bitterly. “Do what? Get my head bitten off?”

The dragon stared down, turning its gaze on anyone who moved. All motion stopped, except for the blinking of eyes and heaving of chests.

Hap looked at Sophie, who had gotten to her knees next to the cage, clutching it with a shaking hand. “Should I open it?” she whispered.

Hap nodded. “Do it!”

“I’m scared,” she said.

Hap craned his neck to watch the dragon and took a slow, sliding step toward Sophie. When the dragon didn’t notice him, he took another, and a third. And then the serpent’s long snout swiveled toward him, and its sapphire eyes narrowed and focused. Terror fused Hap’s feet to the deck, and hot beads of sweat sprang up along his hairline. He looked sideways at Sophie and saw someone appear in the threshold over her shoulder, coming slowly up the stairs from the deck below.

Umber looked like a man roused from a drunken stupor as he wobbled up the last step, gripping the rail to steady himself. His eyes were slits, and he blinked at the daylight as he stepped onto the top deck. His mouth opened and twisted sideways in a long, loud yawn, which froze wide when he spotted the dragon on the mast. His tongue wagged, and he might have said something if a second dragon had not burst out of the mist.

It was larger than the first and more coppery in hue. With wings flexed wide it glided to the front of the ship and landed on the prow, gouging the planks and snapping off the bowsprit. The copper beast sang a warbling reply to the golden dragon, and then growled at the cowering people on the Bounder.

Then the copper dragon did something astonishing. It bent its neck and lowered its head to the deck. Hap saw a man perched on the dragon’s shoulders, in a leather saddle. The man swung his legs to one side, kicking off the loops that secured his feet. The dragon raised its foreleg, offering a place to stand, and lowered the man to the deck. He stepped down and took two strides forward. The dragon’s head hovered over the man’s shoulder, teeth bared.

The man was dressed head to toe in spotted goat hide: boots, leggings, tunic, and gloves. His forehead and ears were covered by a leather hood with long flaps down the sides. On the parts of his face that Hap could see, and across his bare arms, metallic scales had been painted or tattooed.
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