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CHAPTER
1


The boy felt as if he’d emerged, fully conscious and wholly formed, out of nothing. Not out of darkness, or chaos, or mist or murk. He was sure he’d sprung from nothing, and now he was lying in a strange place with rough stone pressing against the back of his skull.

He began to notice peculiar things. A strange taste painted his throat. His clothes were damp, especially the thick cloak. And he couldn’t see, because something was across his eyes: a cloth, tied behind his head. When he reached for it, someone spoke.

“Don’t touch that.”

The voice was unfamiliar. Of course it was—it was the first the boy ever remembered hearing. The man had spoken briefly, but the boy detected something in those three words. Amusement. Or eager anticipation.

“Who is that? Who are you?” asked the boy. He pushed himself up until he sat on the stone floor.

“Never mind about me,” said the man, nearly singing the words. The boy heard a patter of stealthy feet, a scuffle of shifting cloth. When the man spoke again, his voice was closer. He’d been standing before; now he must have been kneeling. “I’m curious about you, though,” the man said. “How do you feel? What do you know?”

“What do I know?” the boy asked. The question was strange, the answer even stranger. Because, in fact, he knew very little. At the moment, anyway, knowledge seemed to arrive bit by bit, as he needed it. What is this I’m sitting upon? A stone floor. What is around my eyes? A blindfold. What is on my feet? Boots. What is it called when I open my mouth and draw in air? Breathing. A spring inside his mind surged forth and filled his head with words and notions. But when he called on the spring to tell him one particular thing, there was no response. The boy gasped.

“My name!” the boy cried out. “I don’t know who—”

“Hush!” cried the man. “Listen!”

The boy heard nothing at first. He turned his ear, searching. His senses hinted that he was in a confined space, surrounded by walls. But the space wasn’t entirely enclosed, because a sound came from one direction, distant but growing.

“Best be quiet for a moment. Until the worm passes,” the man whispered, so close that the boy felt warm breath on his ear.

Worm? That word had more than one meaning, the spring of knowledge told him. There were the worms in the ground, the tiny, wriggling things that were feasted on by birds and in turn feasted on all things dead. Then there were the other worms. Beastly and dangerous.

He heard the thing coming—but was it one thing, or an army of things? A massive bulk scraped across a rocky surface, and there was an incessant clacking, as if hundreds of talons scrabbled over the ground. The noise grew until it became a roar as the creature passed a narrow window or door, just a few strides away.

The boy felt a single finger across his lips, and the knowledge came to him: It was a sign that he should be quiet. His shoulders quivered as the scraping, tapping sounds went on for longer than he could believe. Finally, they began to fade. The worm was gone, propelling its vast bulk—a many-legged bulk, the boy decided—through the adjacent corridor or passageway.

When the sound died, the man spoke. “Well. I hope the worm doesn’t eat them.”

“Eat who?” asked the boy.

“The ones who are coming for you. Where are they, by the way? They should have been here by now. Hold on—they’re getting close. Yes, that’s them. And he’s with them. I knew he would be.” Something in the tone of the voice made the boy think the man was grinning. “Don’t be afraid. I want you to trust them.”

“I don’t understand. Who are these people?” asked the boy. The man didn’t answer. “Hello?” The boy pushed the blindfold over his forehead. The room was dark, but his eyesight pierced the gloom. The man was not there.

As he’d guessed, the room was small. The walls were chiseled blocks, fitted tight, and the floor was made of paving stones. At the near end of the room a narrow archway led to a broad corridor where the worm had slid by. He turned to the opposite end. There, a wider archway opened into another gloomy space.

The boy pushed himself to his feet. His short leather boots squished when he stood, and water dripped from his cloak. He wondered why they were so damp, and why he wore such a heavy garment at all—it was warm in this place, almost uncomfortably so. He shrugged the cloak off, revealing a dull red tunic and brown trousers underneath.

He turned to the far end of the room again because a dawning orange light was filling the archway there. There were footsteps and voices. Faint echoes bounced off the walls.

The first voice he heard was deep, as if born from a thick and powerful chest. “Is this the place? Fine. Get the thing, whatever it is, and let’s get out of here.”

Another man spoke in quick and eager tones. “Hush, Oates. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“I think this is it, Lord Umber.” That was a third voice, female and young. The light flickered, disturbed by their shadows. One of them has a lamp, thought the boy.

A trio appeared in the archway. They froze and stared at the boy. The largest was a towering, slab-jawed, burly man who scowled down with dark, narrowed eyes and tightened his grip on the long spear that he carried. That’s the deep-voiced one—Oates, the boy guessed. On the other side was the young woman. A girl, really—surely not yet seventeen. She was tall and gangly, with hair pulled back from a fragile face. The boy felt a pang in his heart when he saw that her right arm ended at the wrist. Where a hand should have been, there was a three-pronged piece of metal holding the lamp.

The man in the middle, who had to be Lord Umber, held a parchment in two hands. He was slight of build, with a wide-eyed, small-chinned face under a mess of sandy hair. His eyebrows wandered toward his scalp, and he tilted his head to one side and smiled. The smile showed every tooth, and it formed effortlessly; the boy got the feeling that it always did for this man.

“Well,” Umber said, chuckling. “We didn’t expect to meet anyone down here.” He looked back at the corridor. “This is the place. The map couldn’t be clearer.” Umber let go of the parchment with one hand. It was inclined to curl, and so it rolled up instantly. Umber stuffed it into one of the bulging pockets in his vest.

The big fellow, Oates, jabbed his elbow into Umber’s side, hard enough to make the smile falter for a moment. “Umber … his eyes!” Oates whispered.

“Oates, your manners,” Umber hissed at the big fellow.

The boy touched the corners of his eyes, wondering if he was injured. “What’s wrong with them?”

“Nothing, young friend,” Umber said, shooting a peeved look at Oates. “They’re remarkable, actually. Quite striking.”

“They’re weird. I don’t like them,” said Oates, thrusting his sizable jaw forward.

Umber pinched the bridge of his nose. “That’ll do, Oates,” he said grimacing sideways. “One more comment like that and you’ll be muzzled. I’m serious.” His expression brightened again as he turned toward the boy. “Actually, young man, we came here looking for something.” Umber’s gaze darted around the barren room. “I don’t see anything, though, except for you. What’s your name?”

The boy opened his mouth to reply that he didn’t know, but the question was answered for him. “Call him Happenstance,” the voice said, from somewhere out of sight.

Oates gripped the spear with both hands and raised it. “Who’s that? Who’s there?”

Umber put his hand on Oates’s heavy shoulder. “Let’s not make primitive threatening gestures at every stranger we meet, Oates.” He peered around, trying to find the source of the voice. “Hello, stranger. Come out and talk to us. You have nothing to fear.”

“Nothing to fear but something to lose,” the singsong voice replied. “Happenstance himself is what you came for. Take him, Umber. Keep him with you. You’ll need him, if you’re serious about that task you have in mind.”

The girl looked at Umber. “What task is that, Lord Umber?”

Umber shrugged. “I haven’t the slightest,” he said, but for an instant the boy saw an uncertain look in the man’s eyes. Umber raised his voice to address the stranger again. “You know me, but your voice is unfamiliar. Do I know you, sir?”

“Not by name or face,” came the reply.

Umber scratched the back of his head. He turned as he spoke, not sure where the stranger hid. “I don’t think I understand. Tell me, sir—was it you who sent me that note, about the treasure I’d find in the buried city?”

“The chance exists,” the stranger sang. Every time he spoke the three of them looked in different directions, trying to find the source of the voice. Oates looked ready to hurl the spear if the stranger showed his face.

“No time for questions now. There’s a note in the boy’s pocket,” the stranger said. “You’ll find some answers there. As for you, Happenstance—farewell! Good fortune!” The stranger didn’t stop speaking; instead, the voice faded until it could not be heard.

Oates glowered, and the girl shifted nervously from foot to foot. Umber pursed his lips and finally cleared his throat. “So,” he said to the boy. “Your name is Happenstance?”

“I … I guess so.”

Oates grunted. “You guess so. You call that an answer? Umber, I told you the boy was weird.”

“Oates!” snapped Umber. He clenched his fists, and then shook the fingers loose and pointed toward the archway that they’d entered. “Sophie, take Mister Loose-lips and step outside for a moment. I’d like to talk to … er, Happenstance before Oates makes a permanent bad impression.”

“Come, Oates,” Sophie said, tugging his sleeve. When they turned, Happenstance noticed the other weapons they carried. The girl had a quiver of arrows on her back, and a short bow strapped there as well. Oates had an ax dangling on one side of his belt, and a thick-headed club on the other. They left the chamber, taking the lamp with them.

“Don’t mind the dark, Happenstance,” said Umber. He had a pack slung over one shoulder and he opened its flap and reached inside. “I have my own light.”

“It’s all right. I can see,” said Happenstance. He wondered why Umber needed more light. Everything was plainly visible to him.

Umber froze with his hand inside the pack. “You can? But it’s pitch-black in here.”

Happenstance nodded, and then realized that Umber couldn’t perceive the gesture. “I can see very well.”

“How many fingers am I holding up?” said Umber.

“Five, if you count the thumb,” said Happenstance.

An expression came to Umber’s face, one that Happenstance would see many times in the days to come. Umber’s eyes grew wide and round, and his mouth burst into a toothy, delighted smile. “Nocturnal vision!” Umber cried. “What a world! But I’m blind as a bat down here.” He pulled a jar from his pack. It held a dozen fat wormy things, each gleaming with soft light in shades of yellow, orange, and red, while feeding on a scattering of leaves and mushrooms. Using them to light his way, Umber sat with his legs folded, face-to-face with Happenstance. “Glimmer-worms,” Umber said, tilting the jar. “Now then, Hap—do you mind if I call you that? Happenstance takes so long to say.”

Hap shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.” Neither name had any meaning or felt familiar. He looked toward the corridor where the others waited. “Would you tell me something, please? What’s the matter with my eyes?”

Umber smiled. “Ah. That’s one of the things I wanted to discuss. Nothing’s wrong with your eyes, Hap. But I’ve never seen a pair quite like them, and I’ve seen a lot. They’re an unusual shade of bright green. And they practically sparkle, here in the dark.” He put the jar of glimmer-worms on the ground between them and rested his elbows on his knees. “That big fellow, Oates? Let me apologize for him, Hap. He—how do I explain this?—has this compulsion. He’s compelled to speak his mind, with absolute honesty, at all times. Sometimes he has to muzzle himself, believe it or not, for his good and ours. However, this compulsion—well, it’s a curse, really; I’ll explain it some other time—makes him a most trustworthy servant. On the other hand, it makes him nearly unbearable to be around much of the time. I don’t recommend a steady diet of pure honesty, frankly. You’ll be out of friends by the end of the week.”

Hap nodded. He wondered if all people were as odd as this trio.

“Anyhow, I hear you have a note?” Umber said. His fingers waggled.

Hap patted his tunic and leggings, but found nothing. The cloak, he thought. He picked up the soggy garment, ran his hands along its sides, and then found a pocket in its inner lining. A short scroll was tucked inside. It was rolled tight and sealed with a green glob of wax, with words in dark brown ink under the seal:

For the Eyes of Umber Only.

“I’ve seen that seal before. Notice the letters, WN? That was on the scroll that brought me here,” Umber said, patting the pocket where he’d stuffed his parchment. “May I?” He held out his hand. Hap looked at the scroll for a moment, and then gave it to Umber.

“So intriguing,” Umber said. He sniffed the scroll and peered into one of its rolled ends. “Do you know who that fellow was, who spoke to us just now?”

Hap shrugged. “I don’t even know who I am.”

One of Umber’s eyebrows vaulted high. “That is also intriguing. Well, let’s have a read.” Slipping a finger under the edge of the parchment, he broke the wax seal. He unrolled the scroll and gazed at it for a while, with his lips moving now and then, mouthing words. Hints of emotion flickered over his face. He seemed amused, then surprised, and gradually went pale. He licked his lips as if his mouth had gone dry.

“What does it say?” Hap asked, craning his neck.

“If you don’t mind, I won’t tell you right now,” Umber said. “I’d like some time to …” His voice faltered, and he stared at the parchment again.

“What?” said Hap. “Is something wrong?”

Umber pinched the note at opposite corners, holding it with the nails of his thumb and forefinger. “Curious. The parchment feels warm. Almost too hot to hold.” Wisps of smoke streamed from the paper. Umber blew on it, but the note abruptly burst into flame. He squeaked and dropped the parchment. It turned white-hot and disintegrated into ash before it touched the ground.

Umber stared at the snowy remains. “Well, there’s a trick. I have to learn that one.” He used the edge of his hands to sweep the ashes into a pile. He scooped them, along with the broken seal, into an empty envelope that he extracted from one of his pockets. After he tucked the envelope away, his gaze fell on Hap again. Something had shaken his high spirits momentarily, but the smile soon came back.

“Well, Hap. I don’t think we have a choice about this. You’d better come with us. We can’t leave you alone in this tomb of a city. Is that all right with you? Will you come with me?” Umber stood and extended a hand to Hap.

Hap took a deep breath. He looked at Umber’s pleasant, almost giddy, face and the kind hazel eyes that crinkled at the corners. “I don’t know what else to do,” Hap said. He clasped Umber’s hand just as a deep rumbling shook the room and dust and rock started to rain down.
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CHAPTER
2


The shaking stopped a few heartbeats later. Umber coughed and used his fingers to comb a pebble from his hair. “Just a tremor,” he said. “Nothing to fear. We’ve felt a few since we arrived. Not as strong as that one, though. Come on.” He led Hap through the archway, where the others waited.

“Did you feel that?” asked Oates.

“No, Oates,” Umber said gravely. “All of my senses suddenly departed me, leaving me unable to detect an earthquake.” Sophie laughed, but dropped her brown-eyed gaze when Hap looked her way.

Hap stared at his new surroundings. Until that moment, all he consciously remembered was what he’d seen in the plain little chamber. Now as he looked around, the fountain of knowledge bubbled to life again and eagerly supplied the names for the strange sights before him.

There was a long, wide tunnel, crudely hacked from porous rock. The roof was so low that Oates had to move in a perpetual crouch. On each side the rock had been gouged away to uncover doors, windows, and alleys. Hap peered into the gloom and saw other, narrower tunnels intersecting this one, creating a—he waited for the word to come—maze in the stone.

“Do you know where we are, Hap?” Umber said.

Hap shook his head. “You called it the buried city.”

“Yes, but it has another name: Alzumar. Sophie, why don’t you tell Hap about it?”

The girl saw Hap looking at her and hid her damaged arm behind her back. “That’s all right,” she said, so softly it was hard to hear. “You do it, please.”

Umber smiled at her and nodded. “Of course, dear. Hap, Alzumar was the wonder of its age, centuries ago; a thriving city of dazzling wealth, peopled by artisans who imported precious metals and jewels from the corners of the world and wrought them into all manner of glorious things. Kings and queens still wear crowns and wave scepters that were crafted here. But sadly, its founders built Alzumar in an ill-fated location—in a valley, at the foot of a volcano called Mount Ignis. Do you know what a volcano is, Hap?”

Hap waited for the knowledge to come. “A mountain of fire,” he replied. The moment he said the words, a stronger tremor shook the underground city, echoing down the intersecting tunnels. Somewhere out of sight, a chunk of rock fell.

“We should get out,” said Oates, eyeing the rough-hewn ceiling.

“I suppose,” Umber said, pulling a loose thread from his vest.

Oates raised a finger and jabbed it Umber’s way. “Hold on—you’re wasting time on purpose! You’re keeping us here because you want to see that worm.”

Umber pretended to cough, but Hap saw him cover his grin with one hand. “Well, I was hoping to catch a glimpse. But I don’t think the beast is here after all.”

“It is here,” Hap said. He bit his lip when the others spun their heads his way. “Something’s here, anyway. It’s big. With a lot of legs.”

Umber gave a happy squeal and clapped his hands. “Wonderful! You actually saw the worm?”

“I heard it,” said Hap. “Just before you got here.”

“Now I’m sure we should go,” said Oates, turning to look over his shoulder.

“It sounded … scary,” Hap said.

“I should think so!” Umber rubbed his palms together. “Still, I suppose Oates is right. These quakes do rattle the nerves. We’ll go—but who knows, perhaps the worm will pop up before we reach the light of day. If we’re lucky.”

They walked down the craggy tunnel. The glow of Sophie’s lamp washed over half-exposed walls. Hap saw parts of columns and hints of friezes with images of men and women dancing and leaping.

“Hap, I didn’t tell you about the terrible fate of Alzumar,” Umber said. “When Ignis erupted, tons of ash fell, filling the valley to the brim and burying the city. Some folk managed to escape, but many were trapped here, along with Alzumar’s legendary wealth. The whole city was hidden under solid ash, intact but entombed. Before long, men returned to recapture the gold and jewels. They excavated the streets and tunneled into the doorways. It took hundreds of years, but finally almost every byway had been explored, and most of the wealth was found again. Still, people came searching for more. But sometime in the last fifty years, something else made its home here.”

“The worm?” asked Hap.

Umber nodded. “The tyrant worm, to be precise. Alzumar is a perfect lair for a creature that can’t stand the light of day. Quite a few fortune-seekers have met their doom in the tyrant worm’s jaws. It’s a legendary man-eater.”

Hap stared. “So why do you want to see it?”

Oates snorted. “Because he’s crazy, that’s why. He’ll go to the end of the world to get a peek at a monster.”

“Everyone needs a hobby,” Umber said. “I’ve heard the tyrant worm described as a cross between a dragon and a centipede. I’m beside myself with curiosity, Hap. How long is it? I’ve heard a hundred feet or more. And is it true that it’s blind, and finds its prey by sound alone?” Umber’s face was radiant, and he waved his hands in the air as he spoke. He would have gone on, but Sophie cut him off.

“Listen!” she cried.

They stopped walking. Umber put a hand to his ear. His mouth was reduced to a tiny, puckered circle. From somewhere in the distance, meager sounds wandered down the tunnel: soft thumps, like fingers drumming on stone.

Hap squinted so his keen sight better pierced the gloom, and he saw the worm—part of its long body, at least. Hundreds of paces away, well beyond the flickering yellow light that the lamp cast, the creature was crossing the main tunnel, going from alley to alley. It was immense, with a round body that nearly touched the stone roof, propped up on pair after pair of short, churning legs.

“It’s there,” he said.

“You can see it?” Umber whispered, tugging at Hap’s sleeve.

Hap nodded. At first he’d felt relieved that the worm wasn’t coming directly at them—perhaps it didn’t know they were there. But the hairs on his arms stood when he remembered how, when he heard it pass before, it sounded as if the creature was dragging its body while its clawed feet raked the stone. Not this time, though. Now it moved in stealth, with its body raised on its multitude of legs. The claws were retracted, so that only the leathery pads of each foot touched the stone and every step was muffled.

Umber tugged again. “What does it look like? What is it doing?”

“I don’t see the head. Just the body. It’s like a … serpent with a thousand legs,” Hap said. “And I think it’s hunting us.” He heard movement behind him, and when he’d turned around, the lamp was on the ground and Sophie had strung an arrow in her bow. The weapon had been cleverly designed so that the metal prongs at the end of her wrist slid into holes drilled in the bow. She aimed the arrow down the main passage.

“It’s not coming right at us,” Hap said. He pointed. “It’s crossing over, that way. I think it will come at us from the side, to surprise us.” The creature was still sliding across the intersection. Hap thought it would never end. But finally the body tapered. Every pair of legs grew smaller until he finally saw a slender tail with a barbed and lethal point.

“How can you see that, boy? I can’t see a thing!” said Oates.

“We’re being stalked! Isn’t it exciting?” cried Umber.

“Should we run?” asked Sophie.

“Oh, let’s move toward the exit, by all means,” Umber replied, grinning. “If it pounces, we’ll just dodge into one of those narrow doorways, easy as pie!”

Oates looked at Hap and shook his head gravely. “Umber’s out of his mind. Get used to it.”

Oates led the way with his spear pointing right, where the worm might lunge out. Hap glimpsed down the dark alleys and byways that they passed, where more hints of lost buildings were revealed. At the far end of the corridor he saw a tiny rectangle of bright light. The sun, his growing knowledge informed him.

Umber tugged Oates’s arm from behind. “Slow down—I need to get a look at it!”

The rectangle of light was blotted from sight as the worm shot out from another crossroad ahead of them. It plunged down the opposite byway, blocking their path. Hap caught a glimpse of a monstrous head. The reptilian hide kept sliding by, propelled by endless pairs of lizard legs.

“How long is this thing?” shouted Oates.

Umber shook his head, amazed. “Hundreds of feet. Look—I think it’s circling us, cutting us off in every direction! Brilliant! I’ll bet it comes from behind next. Ha! I was right!”

The head of the worm emerged from an alley just a few strides to their rear and poised there. The strange face was covered by scaly armor. Spiny whiskers, each longer than a man’s arm, bristled from both sides of the head. There was a thin line where its mouth was clamped tight, topped by a row of holes that might have been nostrils or ears. There were no eyes that Hap could see, only an odd domed structure like a beetle’s shell on its forehead. The two legs nearest the head were thick and powerful, with five wicked claws at the end of its fingers.

There was a moment of shocked silence, until Sophie gasped aloud. The thin horizontal line on the worm’s face cracked apart, the whiskers folded flat against the head, and the mouth opened with a roar. Row upon row of jagged teeth lined its jaws. The cavernous throat could swallow any of them in a single gulp. The tongue was slick and pale with plum-colored veins.

The legs of the worm churned like the oars on a galley, propelling it forward. The mouth snapped with terrible speed, and the teeth clashed so hard, Hap thought they would crack into pieces. Oates seized Sophie and Umber by the shoulders and pushed them through the nearest doorway before plunging in behind them. Hap bent his legs and sprang after them in a broad leap that carried him into the room, just ahead of the gnashing jaws.

“You’re a nimble one, aren’t you?” said Umber as Hap straightened out of the froglike stance in which he’d landed. Oates and Sophie shook with fear from the narrow escape, but Umber grinned wider than ever. As the raging creature hammered its head against the door, he looked at it like a beloved pet. The heavy blocks of stone on either side of the threshold shook but did not budge, even when the worm turned sideways and tried to squeeze inside. Hap was glad to see that the head was too bulky to slip through.

“It can’t get in, so we’re perfectly safe. We’ll just wait it out here,” Umber said.

“Wait it out like that fellow did?” grumbled Oates. He jabbed his thumb toward the corner of the room. Hap saw the slumping remains of some earlier fortune-seeker, now just a skeleton in a moldy tunic, with a rusted sword and shield at his side. The skull grinned from inside a battered helmet.

“Not necessarily,” said Umber. “It’s called optimism, people. Try it, I beg. Here’s the secret: Everyone, stop talking and don’t move. It’s said that the worm hunts by sound, not sight. In time it should lose interest and go. If not, I have the means to knock it out, remember?” He patted a bulging pocket in his vest. “But let’s try the silent treatment first.”

“Should I douse the lamp, Lord Umber?” Sophie whispered. Umber shook his head and tapped his lip. They stood perfectly still, scarcely breathing aloud. Hap looked around the room, which wasn’t so different from the one where he’d been found. Aside from the ancient corpse it was barren, stripped of valuables long ago. There was another doorway at the other end, thankfully just as narrow as the one that held the tyrant worm at bay.

Hap felt a tap at his shoulder. Umber pointed at the worm’s head, where something odd was happening. The shell on the creature’s forehead opened in the middle like shutters, and something emerged from the dark hole inside. It was a moist, twitching, globular thing, drooping at the end of a long stalk. As Hap watched, a black disc appeared within the globe and spread like oil on water. He heard Umber draw a quick excited breath.

Hap’s blood turned cold as the globe swiveled left and right before facing their small group. The black circle expanded and contracted, and Hap knew it was seeing them, bringing them into focus. The worm hissed.

“You said it couldn’t see!” shouted Oates, forgetting Umber’s instruction to be silent. He shook a fist. “We all heard it, Umber! You specifically said, it couldn’t see!”

“I know—isn’t it wonderful to learn something new?” Umber laughed. He reached into a pocket and drew out a bottle made of red glass and sealed with wax and cork. A dark liquid sloshed inside. “I hate to do it, really, but we have to put this specimen to sleep for a while.”

He cocked the vial over one shoulder and threw it toward the threshold. It struck the ground under the jaw of the beast, and a purple cloud billowed up from the shattered glass. The worm shook its head. It drew in a great breath and sneezed. Hap put his elbow across his face as a spray of noxious liquid spattered the room. Sophie wiped her cheek with her sleeve and looked as if she was going to be ill.

“Don’t fight it, you beautiful creature,” Umber whispered to the worm. “Let sleep come.”

The dangling eye wavered, and the black circle shrank to a dot. The creature’s head slumped until it touched the floor, where it rocked back and forth. For a moment, Hap thought the creature was going to sleep, but it suddenly snapped its head up and hammered it against the sides of the door. It opened its mouth wide and roared, louder than thunder. Hap felt hot breath ruffle his hair.

Umber puckered his lips and scratched his chin. “Huh. Should’ve brought the bigger bottle after all.”

“What’s that smell?” said Sophie. She pulled the collar of her shirt up to cover her mouth. Hap caught the scent as well. It was sharp and disagreeable.

“Wasn’t me,” said Oates. “Is it the worm?”

Umber’s nose wrinkled. “That’s sulfur, I believe. Not what you want to sniff when you’re at the foot of an irritable volcano. I think we ought to get out of Alzumar, very soon. We’ll have to find a way around the worm.” He headed for the rear archway, and the others followed. As Umber approached the threshold he took a final look back at the worm. Its eye hovered, watching them, but its head did not move.

“Interesting,” Umber said. “You’d think it would come around after us—” His eyes widened as if a thought had come to him, and he turned and dropped to the floor just as something whipped into the room through the threshold, slicing the air over his head with a whoosh. It was the narrow tail of the worm. Umber scrambled back as the barbed tip lashed at him. “Oh dear,” he said. “That could do some damage.”

The tail slithered into the room, driving them toward the gaping jaws at the other door. Oates growled and stepped in front of Umber, jabbing at the tail with his spear. “Do something, Umber!” he shouted.

“Yes,” Umber said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Think, Umber! The trouble is, it can see us. Didn’t expect that.” Sophie readied an arrow, and she turned to point it at the dangling eye.

“Hold on, Sophie,” Umber said. “Really, an arrow in the eyeball? Perhaps we don’t need to be so cruel.” He kneeled and pushed together a small pile of dirt. He lifted the pile in cupped hands, stepped toward the worm, and slung the dirt at its eye, coating the watery globe with grit. The beast let out an earsplitting howl and shook its head. The eye-stalk shrank back and the halves of the shell clapped shut over it.

Umber put a finger to his lips and gestured for the others to follow. As the tail stabbed blindly around the room, he edged around it and slipped through the narrow space between the tail and the threshold. Sophie followed, and Hap went next, prodded by Oates.

They moved with their backs pressed against the wall of the building they’d departed. Hap saw the body of the worm stretch down the narrow road and disappear around the corner. He looked at Umber, wondering where this reckless man would lead them next.

A louder, stronger tremor shook the entombed city. Hap felt the ground vibrate under his feet. Chunks of rock fell all around. At his back, the wall grumbled. Already, this quake had outlasted the others, and he had the feeling it wasn’t going to end.

The legs of the worm churned, scrabbling in unison against the stone. As the end of the worm slid by, the group ducked under its waving tail. Hap couldn’t tell if the worm was frightened by the tremor or on its way to hunt them down.

Umber didn’t hesitate. He smiled brightly, waved for them to follow, and ran after the monster.
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CHAPTER
3


The barbed tail swept before them as they ran past black alleys and doorways, turning left and right through the buried maze. Umber suddenly broke off from the pursuit of the tail. “Run for it!” he shouted. Hap saw that they’d found the main tunnel again. The rectangle of daylight was ahead, closer than before. He risked a look behind him, and it felt like a fist had tightened around his heart. The head of the worm shot out from a side street and turned in pursuit.

“Faster!” shouted Umber. Hap’s legs churned, and before he knew what he’d done, he was ahead of all of them. He looked back and saw their nostrils flaring and their cheeks puffing, and he wondered why they couldn’t keep up. It wasn’t from lack of effort; Sophie ran like a deer, and Oates charged like a bull. Umber was the worst runner by far. His knees rose awkwardly high, and his arms flailed. Sophie went by him easily, but Oates refused to pass Umber. The big man tightened his grip on his spear and looked over his shoulder, ready to fight. The worm was only a few strides back, and gaining.

Hap looked ahead and saw the opening, so bright with daylight that it stung his unaccustomed eyes. Umber had said that the tyrant worm could not stand the sun. But while Hap knew he’d make it to safety, he wasn’t sure about the others. The worm’s long whiskers reached forward, probing. One brushed Umber’s heel, and the creature’s mouth cracked wide in response. Its jaws would have snapped shut with Umber inside if Oates hadn’t heaved his spear into the worm’s throat. The creature paused to whip its head from side to side, flinging the weapon loose.

They spilled into the searing light of day, where the reek of sulfur was strong and the rumbling soared in pitch, no longer conducted through surrounding rock. They ran away from the dark tunnel opening until Umber wheezed, “Enough! That’s far enough!”

Umber bent at the waist and grabbed his stomach. He managed to laugh and pant at the same time. Sophie threw herself on the ground. Oates turned to make certain the worm hadn’t ventured outside. Then he pointed a thick finger at Umber. “You won’t be happy till you get us killed, will you? I almost wet my trousers! You know what I think, Umber? I think—”

The rumbling grew and the ground quivered. Hap craned his neck to see the steep, headless mountain that loomed over the buried city. It belched black smoke and vomited molten rock out of the cauldron at its peak. An orange river oozed down the mountainside, forking into streams. One of them looked sure to engulf the mouth of the tunnel and the place where they stood.

“I think it’s time to leave these ghostly shores,” Umber said, raising his voice to be heard. Hap looked behind them and saw that the land sloped gradually down until it reached a sparkling sea.

They walked swiftly until they reached a rocky beach where pocked volcanic boulders littered the sand. The sea was serene, with the smallest of waves caressing the shore.

“Would you mind fetching the jolly boat, Oates?” Umber asked.

Oates muttered something and stalked off toward a jumble of rocks. Umber stared back at the mountain, tapping his chin with a fist. “Will you look at that? The lava will cover the entrance and seal off the city again. And the tyrant worm with it, I suppose. Poor thing—I barely had a chance to study it.” His lips formed a pout and he turned to Hap. “And Happenstance, why do you suppose we met you at this precise moment, just before Ignis blew its top? A few minutes later and you’d have been trapped inside, doomed for sure. Do you think that was a coincidence?”

“I guess,” Hap replied.

Mount Ignis rattled and fired a glowing jet of molten rock out of its throat. Umber watched the mouth of the tunnel disappear. “Awfully convenient, if someone wanted to cover his tracks. But who could know when such a thing was going to happen?”

“Let’s go!” Oates shouted over the roar. Hap turned, and his mouth dropped open when he saw the big fellow coming back to the beach balancing a boat over his head with both hands. The boat was long and wide enough for eight people to sit in pairs, but Oates bore it across the sand like a wicker basket.

“He’s that strong, all right,” Umber said, stepping beside Hap. “Put it in the water, Oates!”

“And where else would I put it?” grumbled Oates.

Oates stood behind the boat, ready to shove off, while the others got inside. It was Hap’s turn, but he froze on the sand and stared at the water, wondering why his throat was knotting up inside his neck.

Umber’s hand rested on his shoulder. “Something the matter, Hap?”

Hap’s tongue stuck on the roof of his mouth when he tried to answer. “The water. It scares me.”

Ignis spoke next, with a fiery explosion that made Hap jump. He turned to see chunks of stone spewing out of the volcano’s top. Oates cleared his throat loudly and shoved the boat a foot deeper into the sea.

Umber frowned at Oates before giving Hap an encouraging smile. “You’re not the first person to fear water, Hap, but I think we’d better put some distance between us and the volcano. Would it help if I held your hand?”

A smoldering boulder thumped into the sand nearby. Hap shook his head. “Thank you. I can do it.” With his legs quaking, he stepped into the narrow craft, took a seat on a low bench, and closed his eyes. His other senses told him what happened next: Umber hopped in and sat beside him. Oates grunted and the boat ground across the sand, then bobbed in the shallows. The water behind them sloshed as Oates waded for a stride or two, and then the boat rocked as he jumped into the stern.

Hap thought he might have to pry his eyelids apart with his fingers, but he willed them open at last. And that was good, because he didn’t have to break his iron grip on the edge of the bench. He sat facing the back of the boat where Oates paddled hard, propelling them away from the raging mountain. Black smoke billowed across the sky.

“How long have you been afraid of water, Happenstance?” asked Umber.

“As long as I can remember,” Hap replied.

Umber chuckled. “Funny, Hap.” The smile faded by half. “Did you mean to be funny? Because you don’t remember anything, do you?”

Hap shook his head. “Not before I woke up. No.” He looked over his shoulder and saw the open sea. The strange nature of his memory struck him again. He couldn’t remember ever being at sea, yet he knew that sea was the name for this watery body, and he knew that it swarmed with fish, and he knew that he’d taste salt if he put a drop in his mouth. Instinct told him that the sea wasn’t always this placid, and that it could heave up lethal, towering waves when its ire was raised. He glanced over the side and wondered how far he’d sink if the boat capsized. The thought made his breath stop, and he dug his nails into the wood of the bench.
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