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CHAPTER
1

The boy gripped the railing tight. He watched the leviathan’s enormous tail rise from the brine until it almost broke the surface and then sweep down again in a powerful and dreamlike rhythm that propelled the barge through a rolling black sea. The port city of Kurahaven, storm-battered but still glorious, was far behind, and the sun’s fire had been doused hours before on the horizon ahead.

Happenstance eyed the dark waves uneasily. He’d hoped his dread of water might fade as he spent more hours plying its surface. But it’s as bad as ever, Hap thought, with a little twist at the corner of his mouth. His shoulders rose toward his ears.

There was an open hatch on the deck of the barge, with stairs leading down to the spacious central cabin. A giddy sound drifted up the stairs and into the night. Hap recognized the particular laugh of his guardian. Lord Umber was in his usual high spirits, which were always at their loftiest after a satisfying meal and a hot mug of his beloved coffee, and with the prospect of some thrilling discovery ahead.

Hap walked to the railing at the square prow to see what might lie before them. His extraordinary eyes pierced the darkness and found Nima, the barge’s captain, sitting cross-legged on the back of the leviathan, Boroon. Perhaps sensing that someone was watching, she turned to look back at the barge that was strapped to Boroon’s immense back.

“Hello, Nima,” Hap called. He wasn’t sure that Nima could see him in the gloom of night, with tatters of cloud shrouding the moon, but she waved. She stood, walked across the bony plates of the leviathan’s back, and climbed the stairs to stand beside Hap.

Nima was clad in black sealskin. As she ran her hands through her long hair, Hap stole a glance at the translucent skin that bridged the space between her knuckles. He pulled his gaze away in an instant; he knew better than most how it felt to have someone stare at a physical oddity.

“Why aren’t you below with the others, Happenstance?” she asked.

Hap shrugged. “I felt like coming up here.” That was hardly true. What he’d really felt like was not setting out on this adventure at all. He wished Umber could be content to stay home in the Aerie. It was a fine place to dwell, with wonders and mysteries galore inside its crammed archives. Those were the kind he preferred: adventures in ink, which couldn’t crush you in their jaws or under their feet. But, sadly, Umber liked the real thing. And to make matters worse, running off to a new land always exposed Hap to more strangers who would point and gawk at his strange green eyes.

“I’m glad to find you here alone,” Nima said. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to give you.” There was a silver chain around her neck. She lifted it over her head, and Hap saw a fat locket dangling, shaped like halves of a seashell. She held it out, and Hap opened a hand to accept it.

“It’s beautiful,” Hap said. “But …”

“Why am I giving it to you? Because I heard how you risked your life to save Umber. And Umber is my friend. You have spared me an ocean of grief.”

Hap clamped his jaw as he thought back to that terrifying night when he’d climbed a crumbling tower to confront the awful, eye-stealing creature that had taken Umber hostage. “It wasn’t just me who saved Umber,” he said.

“I know that. But Hap, you haven’t seen the true gift yet. Open it.”

Hap brought the locket closer to his eyes and saw a tiny clasp at the seam of the two shells. He pried it open with a fingernail, and the shells parted. Inside was an enormous pearl. It was as round and lustrous as the moon, which chose that moment to emerge from hiding and shine down on its little cousin. Hap goggled at the orb. He’d seen pearls in the jewelers’ tents in the marketplace at Kurahaven, but none so large or stunning. “How can I accept this? It’s too much!”

“You land folk value pearls more than I do. And do you really think it is so hard for me to find such a thing?” Nima asked. Hap supposed it wasn’t. Nima was amphibious, and she could breathe under the waves as easily as above them. Of course she could dive down and bring up all manner of wonders. Balfour had told him once that the leviathan barge was built and paid for by the fortunes she’d found in sunken ships.

“It may be useful in a difficult spot someday,” Nima said. “Or it might help a friend in need. Your heart will tell you when to use it.”

Hap snapped the locket shut and put the chain around his neck. “It’s wonderful. Thank you.”

“It was Boroon’s idea, in fact,” Nima said.

Hap stared at the leviathan’s broad head, cutting the waves before them. “Really? Boroon?” He knew that Nima communicated with the leviathan, but he had no idea that they discussed matters so … specific. “Would you thank him for me, please?”

Nima nodded.

A minute passed, silent except for the hiss of water along the leviathan’s side. “Where are we going?” Hap asked.

Nima smiled. “Umber wanted it to be a secret. You know how he is about these things.”

Hap sighed. If he could change one thing about Umber—besides his constant need for the thrill of exploration—it would be his obsession with secrets and surprises.

Before long everyone else was asleep, even the great leviathan, who bobbed in the water like a breathing island. Hap kept watch for the others, because he needed no sleep. That was another one of the great mysteries about him, the boy with no memory of who he was or where he’d come from.
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Boroon’s fins swirled in the water, holding the barge in place an arrow’s flight from the coast. Hap, like the others, shielded his eyes from the rising sun, staring at the spot where Nima pointed. He looked at Oates, who frowned and shrugged.

Umber thumped the railing with both hands and laughed. “I can see why nobody’s discovered this before! Why would any ship come close? It’s just a craggy sea cliff, unremarkable and uninviting. Still, Nima, I don’t see the opening you mentioned.”

“Watch when the wave hits the shore,” Nima said. “There.”

A crest of water rolled toward the cliff. Hap watched, expecting it to slam against the rock and throw up an explosion of foam. But something else happened: The wave collapsed, as if its foundation had vanished.

“I see it now!” Umber cried. “A cave, under the surface! But how can we get inside?”

“Boroon can take us,” Nima said.

Umber’s eyes gleamed. “It’s that big in there? And we won’t … you know … disturb them?”

Nima nodded. “It’s large enough. And I have done it once before.”

“I’m so glad you discovered this!” Umber cried, with his knees wiggling.

“It was Boroon who saw the cave from underwater. He is a curious soul,” Nima replied quietly. “But sometimes I feel I never should have told you about it.”

“Hold on, Umber,” said Oates, raising a thick hand. “What did you mean, ‘disturb them’?”

“Let’s not wait another second!” cried Umber, ignoring the big man. “Do we need to douse the fires?”

Nima shook her head. “We’ll be under for only a moment,” she said.

Under, Hap thought. Not again. He crossed his arms to suppress the shivers that ran through his body.

Umber rubbed his hands together and laughed. “Every-body, down the hatch. Boroon is going to dive!”

Hap followed the others down the stairs into the central cabin. Only Nima, who was in no danger of drowning, stayed above. Oates pulled the hatch shut behind him and sealed it, then came muttering down the stairs. He held on to one of the beams in the middle of the room and stared at the ceiling as the barge lurched forward.

This was the second time Hap had been aboard when Boroon took the craft underwater, and it terrified him as much as the first. He sat beside Balfour, Umber’s elderly friend and trusted servant, at the dining table that was anchored to the floor, his bloodless fingers clamped on the table’s edge. Sophie—the girl who was just a few years older than Hap and was valued for her skill as both artist and archer—was across from him, and she gave him a reassuring smile despite her own obvious nerves. There were round windows of thick glass in the walls, and the water rose past them as Hap watched. The light changed from pale daylight to the dim, shimmering green of the sea and then vanished as they passed into a space where little sun could reach. He felt the squeeze of pressure deep inside his ears, and when he worked his jaw, his eardrums popped.

Umber stood at the bottom of the stairs, bouncing in place and humming. “Listen, everyone—it should be safe to go up in a moment, but I think we should keep as quiet as we can.”

“You make more noise than anyone,” Oates pointed out.

“Do I?” Umber asked, narrowing one eye.

“With all your squealing and clapping.”

Umber glared. “Nothing wrong with a little enthusiasm.”

Balfour cleared his throat. “Umber, would you mind telling us why we need to be quiet?”

Umber raised a hand, palm out. “Patience, my friends! We’re almost there!” The barge’s bow tilted upward again. Boroon brought them to the surface, but the ascent was slow, as if the leviathan was trying to be as stealthy as such an enormous creature could be.

“It’s so much better if you see for yourselves,” Umber said. Hap could measure his guardian’s excitement by the diameter of his eyes, and they looked now like a pair of dinner plates. Umber dashed up the stairs and threw the hatch open. “Bring the lamps,” he called in a half whisper. “And walk softly!”

Hap waited for Oates, Balfour, and Sophie to ascend before him. When he followed, he heard Umber telling them: “Give your eyes time to adjust to the dark.” But Hap, of course, needed no time.

Boroon had swum into a great cave that must have been bored out over eons by the endless undermining of ocean waves. The entrance was behind them and underwater. Hap could see a glimmer of dim sunlight filtering through, as if passing under the threshold of a door.

The sea cave was immense. The ceiling of stone was a hundred feet above the top of the barge, and Boroon fit easily in the pool of water that washed up against a broad stone ledge in the interior. When Hap saw the monstrous things that occupied the ledge, his breath was snared inside his throat. For a moment he thought they were toppled statues or mummified creatures—anything but living beings. But then he heard the air rushing in and out of enormous mouths and nostrils, and he saw the subtle rise and fall of the vast chests.

They all stared, grasping the rail. Even the leviathan raised his head from the water to eye the five slumbering things.

Boroon was still the largest creature Hap had ever seen, but these titans were not far behind. A grown man could disappear under one of their feet. Two might have been female, but it was hard to tell with faces so monstrous: warty and craggy, with blunt horns sprouting from chins, cheeks, and foreheads. Their filthy hair had the coarse texture of a horse’s tail. The skin on their limbs was etched with countless lines as deep as the bark of ancient trees. Hap noticed, with some alarm, that their ragged garments seemed to have been made from the hide of a beast much like Boroon.

The creatures were sprawled on the ledge in almost drunken poses. Two slumped against the wall of the cave with legs splayed. One lay flat on her stomach with a hand dangling over the ledge and fingers in the water. Two more curled on their sides like babies.

“What are they?” asked Sophie, almost too quietly to hear.

The answer suddenly came to Hap. He’d read about them in Umber’s books. “Sea-giants!” he said, hissing the words. More than two hundred years before, the sea-giants had invaded the great city of Kurahaven and smashed it into ruins. The sorceress Turiana had somehow driven them away, and the sea-giants had stalked into the sea, vanishing under the waves, never to be seen again. Until this day, Hap thought.

Umber’s giddy smile was so wide it threatened to divide his head. “Exactly! We’ve found their den. Their resting place.”

“Resting place! Are you a crazy man, bringing us here?” cried Oates. “What if they wake up?”

“Kindly lower your voice,” Umber said, patting the air with his hands. He gestured for the others to gather close, and spoke in a hush. “I don’t think we have to worry about waking them.”

“We don’t?” Balfour asked quietly. “Why is that?”

“I think they’re waiting for something,” Umber said.

“Waiting? What kind of nonsense is that?” scoffed Oates.

Umber could barely keep still. He rubbed his hands together and shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Do you know why they came to Kurahaven, all those years ago?”

“To crush and plunder,” Balfour replied.

Umber shook his head. “They didn’t come to crush the city. They came to crush the hubris of its king.”

“That must have hurt,” Oates said.

Umber pinched the bridge of his nose. “Hubris means arrogance, you great buffoon. Now listen carefully, Sophie and Hap—I don’t think you know the entire legend.”

Hap and Sophie stepped closer so Umber could keep his voice low. “These days the kingdom of Celador is a peaceable place, friendly to neighbors and interested mainly in trade. But in that age the kings were growing in power and bent on conquest. They declared themselves the lords of the sea, and their pride grew as fast as their fortunes. They made Kurahaven the wonder of its age, with the greatest fleet ever seen. Then came King Brinn, the fiercest and most ambitious ruler of them all. No ordinary castle was enough for him. And so in the harbor he built Petraportus, the ultimate symbol of his kingdom’s might and mastery of the sea: a castle so grand that a ship could sail through its gates and into the man-made harbor in its great hall. Petraportus was quite a statement—so loud that it finally reached the ears of those who did not appreciate man’s challenge to their dominion.” Umber jutted his chin toward the sleeping giants. “And so the sea-giants roused themselves and put an end to Brinn, his fleet, his city, and his castle. Not to mention his hubris.”

Umber’s face lost its color for a moment. His gaze wandered to some distant, imaginary point. “It was a message to all humanity, come to think of it: Don’t get too big for your britches. There are always forces bigger than you can imagine, ready to put you in your place. If your ambition burns too hot, they’ll snuff you out.”

For a moment Umber looked ready to plummet into one of his episodes of despair. “But Lord Umber,” Hap asked quickly, “how do you know these are the same sea-giants?”

Umber gave his head a shake, and his eyes came back into focus. His smile was resurrected. “Why, I believe that’s the famous Bulrock, right there. Hap, do you remember the story of Brinn’s leap?”

“He jumped from the top of Petraportus, swinging his ax, and cut off Bulrock’s nose,” Hap said. Beside him Sophie, who had brought a pad of paper and charcoal, began to sketch the amazing scene. But she suddenly gasped and pointed at the largest of the giants, who was leaning against the wall of the cave. The tip of his nose was clearly missing.

“Nima,” Umber quietly called, “do you think you could have Boroon paddle us a little closer to the ledge?”

Hap looked down. At the moment just fifteen or twenty yards of water separated them from the rocky shelf where the giants slumbered. The idea of getting nearer seemed like madness.

He wasn’t the only one who felt so. Sophie’s eyes looked like they might pop out and fall onto the deck. Balfour said, “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Lord Umber.”

“I agree,” Nima said, folding her arms. “It would invite disaster.”

Umber waved a hand. “Come now, my friends. They won’t be roused easily—they’ve hibernated for centuries. I’d love to get a closer look. Touch one, if I can.”

Oates glared at Umber. “You are a crazy man,” he said.

“Because I’m not afraid of my own shadow?” Umber said. “Come on, Hap, you’ll join me, won’t you?”

Hap shifted his weight from foot to foot. “But … Lord Umber … if they awaken … you know what they could do. We could all get killed. And what if they went back to Kurahaven?”

Umber glowered and worked his jaw from side to side. “What’s the matter with all of you? You’re as meek as mice.” He lifted his feet, one after another, and hopped as he pried off his boots. When they fell to the deck, it sounded like thunder. “Stay here if you like. I’ll swim over. Be back in a minute or two, that’s all.”

“For heaven’s sake, Umber,” Balfour said. He fired a look at Oates, and Oates nodded back. Just as Umber hooked a leg over the railing, the big man stepped closer and wrapped a powerful arm around Umber’s waist.

“What’s this?” Umber cried, thrashing in Oates’s grip. “I’ll decide what I can and can’t do! Let go of me, you insolent, muscled mor—” He froze abruptly with his mouth hanging open, staring across the water. Hap turned to look, and his blood turned to cold sludge in his veins.

One of Bulrock’s eyes was open.
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CHAPTER
2

For a moment none of them moved, not even to breathe. Oates held Umber suspended in the air. The giant’s single eye gleamed, catching the yellow glow of the lanterns. How big is that eye? Hap asked himself, and then answered: As big as my head.

“Get below, all of you,” Nima whispered. “Softly now. Take the lamps. Seal the hatch.”

Oates lowered Umber to the deck and released him. Umber didn’t struggle or try to climb over the railing again, but the angry expression hadn’t left his face. He backed toward the open hatch, still watching the sea-giant.

Hap’s legs quaked as he made his way to the stairs. A tear ran from the corner of Sophie’s eye, and sweat beaded Balfour’s brow. Hap wasn’t sure that Bulrock was truly awake—not yet, anyway. The eye didn’t turn to follow them, and it never blinked. It simply gleamed, as vacantly as the moon. Don’t wake up, Hap said inwardly, over and over again, as if repeating the words would cast a spell.

They descended the stairs to the lower deck. Umber stopped to look back one more time, until Oates seized him by the back of the collar and pulled him down. Nima had run onto Boroon’s back to tell him to dive, and she would cling to the leviathan’s back when he submerged.

Oates closed the hatch, and a moment later the barge tilted. Hap heard water hiss up the sides and a dull roar as the sea engulfed the top deck. The vessel turned and surged forward before rising again, outside the vast cave, into the light of day.

Umber sat on the bottom step. He scowled and hammered his knees with his fists, darting angry glares at the rest of them. When he heard water rushing off the barge, he threw the hatch open again and raced out, leaning far over the rear rail and staring at the cliff. The others followed, and Hap watched, praying that the giants would not suddenly rise up and wade after them in pursuit.

“They must still be asleep,” Balfour said at last, letting out a long breath. “Thank the stars for that.” He pulled a white handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed his brow.

Umber slapped the railing and whirled to confront the others. “What was that all about? How dare you restrain me, after all I’ve done for the lot of you!”

Hap dropped his gaze, unable to meet Umber’s fiery stare.

“Umber … what you tried to do … It was …,” Balfour began, before his voice trailed off.

“It was what?” cried Umber. “Out with it, Balfour! What, do you think I’m dangerous? Do you think I’m mad?”

Balfour’s jaw worked up and down, until words finally eked out. “Umber, you know how much I esteem and respect you. All of us do.”

“Ha!” spat Umber. “Respect, you say? Is that what you call what you did?” Umber spun toward Sophie. “Tell me, Sophie: Do I frighten you? Do you think I’m crazy?”

“No, my lord,” Sophie said in a quaking voice. She covered her mouth with her only hand and turned away.

Umber crossed his arms and scowled. “And you, Hap! You know how our fates are intertwined. Are you afraid of me as well, to follow me wherever I go?”

Hap felt a thousand hot pinpricks across his face. “It’s—it’s not that you frighten me—” he began, before Umber cut him off.

“Cowards!” he snapped. “Will none of you speak honestly? Wait a minute—where’s that bloody Oates? Oates, come back here!”

Oates had been quietly edging his way across the deck and down the stairs, trying to escape from sight. His shoulders slumped when he heard his name called, and he trudged back to stand before Umber.

“At least I know you’ll be honest,” Umber said.

“Don’t do this to me,” Oates muttered.

Hap felt sorry for the big fellow. Because of a mysterious curse Oates was compelled to speak the truth at all times. This candor had offended many and earned Oates countless slaps in the face. But because of it Umber knew he could trust Oates completely.

“Tell me, Oates: Is that what you think of me? Am I mad? Am I a hazard?”

Oates sighed. “You’re reckless. You can’t find a beehive without wanting to stick your hand inside. You want to discover things, and you don’t care if you risk our lives along the way. I think one of these days you’ll get one of us killed.”

Umber snorted like a bull and stamped a foot on the deck. But then his fierce expression softened. He turned his back to them, staring at the sea. “But … I would never want …” He hung his head till his chin touched his chest. After a moment his shoulders began to bob.

Balfour looked at the others with mournful eyes. He stepped forward and put a hand on Umber’s shoulder. “We know you mean us no harm. But still … that was something to see, wasn’t it? Think of it, Umber: the sea-giants!”

Umber turned around. He was crying, but not from guilt or despair. The tears flowed past a mouth that had spread into a broad, elated smile. “Amazing! Astonishing! One of the things I wanted to see most in this world, and now I’ve seen it. Weren’t they incredible? Bigger than I ever imagined. Sure, I’d have liked to get closer, but that wasn’t prudent under the circumstances, I’ll grant you that. But I saw them. Sophie, tell me you got a good look! Do you think you can draw them well enough? Should we go back?”

“No!” cried Sophie, in a tone louder than Hap was accustomed to from her. “I—I saw enough, Lord Umber. I promise.”

“Wonderful! Wonderful!” Umber shouted, laughing. Behind his back Balfour looked at Hap and shook his head. Hap knew what he was thinking: Umber’s moods shifted so quickly it made a person dizzy.
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CHAPTER
3

Umber preferred not to disrupt the bustling harbor of Kurahaven by riding in on the back of a gargantuan sea-beast. Miles from the city they met with the Bounder, a ship from Umber’s merchant fleet—dashing vessels of daring design that could outsail anything the world had known. The Bounder was captained by Sandar, half brother to Nima. From that rendezvous it was only a few hours’ sail into Kurahaven. A savage storm had caused great destruction just a few weeks before, smashing the wharf into splinters and driving ships into the streets. Every vessel in the harbor had been damaged in the tempest, but the Bounder had been on a journey of commerce when it struck, and so was spared.

Dozens of boats of all sizes were usually cutting across the bay at all times, but when the Bounder sailed in, she was among a lonely three. Things were far busier on the shore, where thousands of people were occupied with repairs to the city and waterfront. Kurahaven was the wealthy capital of a prosperous country and so possessed the resources to rebuild its glory. Craftsmen who’d journeyed to Kurahaven from a hundred miles around hammered on the walls and roofs of the buildings; they pulled the pieces off damaged ships, cannibalizing the useful planks, beams, cords, and sails; they constructed new docks, which reached even farther into the waves. On the long hill beyond the city Hap saw rolling wagons laden with lumber and bricks. Even a half mile away he could hear saws and hammers and smell paint and sawdust.

The Bounder sidled up to one of the few surviving berths, scraping past a similar vessel that lay half sunk on its side. “Poor Swift,” Sandar said, bowing his head. The Swift was his usual command, but the sleek ship had fallen prey to the storm.

Once Sandar’s men had secured the Bounder to the dock, an anxious Umber scurried down the plank, waving for the others to hurry after him. A carriage waited. “Hoyle is hunting for you,” the driver called to Umber. It was Dodd, one of Umber’s servants and guards.

“I know—I saw her coming!” Umber cried. “Who knew she could move that fast? Get in, everyone!” Even the rickety Balfour practically broke into a sprint, and they piled into the carriage, with Oates climbing atop beside Dodd. Hap exhaled deeply as the carriage lurched into motion. Like the others he had no desire to be in the vicinity when Hoyle unleashed her wrath on Umber.

Hoyle was the short, squat, iron-willed woman who ran Umber’s business ventures. While she in theory worked for Lord Umber, it never seemed that way in practice: She was quick to scold him in a loud and unpleasant tone on the wastefulness of his pursuits of all things magical and monstrous. “I’m still walking on air after seeing the giants,” Umber said, slumping out of sight below the carriage window. “I refuse to be brought to earth by one of Hoyle’s tirades right now. She’ll find me soon enough, though.”

That’s true, Hap thought. Even he knew why Hoyle would be furious: Umber had commandeered the leviathan barge at a time when many of their merchant vessels were ruined by the storm. To Hoyle a lost business opportunity was more lamentable than the loss of a leg.

The carriage tilted as the muscular horses hauled it up the causeway that led to the Aerie, the remarkable tower of hollow stone where Umber and his trusted friends lived. Hap felt as if tight bands of iron were springing loose from around his chest. It was good to be away from the sea and back to the place he’d come to call home. If it were up to him, he’d never leave.
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Lady Truden, the tall, silver-haired woman who ran the household of the Aerie, stood beside the open door with her hands clasped at her waist. “Welcome home, Lord Umber,” she said. Her smile settled into a thin horizontal line as she nodded to the others, and Hap thought one of her eyes twitched at the corner when she looked at him.

They stepped onto the water-driven lift, which rattled and creaked toward the upper floors of the Aerie: the grand hall, the living quarters, and Umber’s rooftop tower.

“I’m going to bed,” Oates announced through a yawn.

“Of course you are, because you have the sleep habits of a cave bear,” Umber said. “But Sophie, my dear, please get to the studio while the images are fresh in your mind and commit them to paper. And Balfour, do you know what I could use?”

“An ounce of common sense,” Oates suggested.

Balfour dared a guess. “A pot of coffee?”

Umber clapped his hands and stepped off the lift at the grand hall, where the kitchen lay ahead. “Just the thing!”
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Hap kicked off his boots and flopped onto the small bed in his little room at the upper corner of the Aerie. It was a satisfying thing, he decided, to lie down in your own bed after a journey—even if sleep was not your intent. He wrinkled his nose. The air in his room smelled stale, because the room had been kept shut in his absence. So he stood and opened the pair of windows that looked over Kurahaven and its harbor. The windows were like eyes in the truest sense, because they were set under the brow of a great face that was carved in the Aerie’s outer wall.

As soon as he opened the window that faced the city, he heard the clatter of hooves and rumble of wheels on the causeway. He stuck his head into the breeze and saw a carriage. There was gilding on the wheels, and the driver wore the four-part coat of arms of the kingdom of Celador: the crown, the sun, the mountains, and a shell for the sea. Hap assumed it was a royal messenger until he saw a familiar head bob unsteadily out the window to gaze at the towering Aerie. It was Galbus, the middle prince.

Hap sighed, knowing that he would have to stand by while Umber spoke to Prince Galbus. Umber was determined to keep Hap involved in any significant development; if Hap didn’t go of his own accord, Umber would summon him. It could be worse, Hap thought. Of the three princes he preferred by far the company of this one. The eldest, Argent, was dull and severe. And the youngest, Loden, while outwardly charming, filled Hap with unease.

When Hap came down the steps to the grand hall, Galbus was gazing wide-eyed at the curiosities that filled the shelves. A figurine slipped from his hand, and he slowed its fall with the toe of his boot. He giggled, hiccuped, and fumbled it back on the shelf. Umber entered through the kitchen doors and smiled at his visitor.

“Galbus, my friend! How good to see you! May I offer you some coffee?”

Galbus returned the smile but wrinkled his nose. “You and your coffee, Umber—I don’t know how you can bear that bitter stuff. It’s wine for me, if you have it.” A silent belch inflated his cheeks.

Balfour emerged from the kitchen with a goblet before Umber could turn to call for it. Galbus drained half in a gulp. When he wiped his mouth, he saw Hap lurking by the stairs. “Happenstance! Come here, you mysterious imp. Let me get a look at those eyes!”

The prince was a fun-loving fellow, but he had a tendency to treat Hap like some adorable but exotic pet. As he watched Hap approach, he looked a little disappointed that Hap didn’t arrive with one of the fantastic leaps of which he was capable. Nevertheless, Hap forced a smile and turned his face up for inspection as Galbus tousled his hair.

“This visit is most welcome,” Umber said, coming to Hap’s rescue. “How can I serve you, my prince?”

“Actually, I’m here with an invitation. My brothers are going on a hunt, and your company has been requested.”

“A hunt, Your Highness?” Umber inhaled sharply between his teeth. “Forgive me, but I’ve never been fond of—”

“I know, I know, you don’t have the heart for the kill,” Galbus said, twirling his hands in the air. “But you’ll be interested in this hunt, because the prey is exotic.”

Umber’s mouth puckered. “Is that so?”

“Oh, yes!” Galbus said, tipping the goblet for another long sip. “A creature they call the death-boar has apparently been seen in the mountains. The folk are terrified. Wooo!” He waggled his fingers in the air in mock fear. “Loden asked Argent and me to hunt the creature with him, as we used to hunt together in our youth.” Galbus hiccuped again, and wiped the corner of his mouth with his sleeve. “But it was not Loden’s idea that you come along. Argent has some things to discuss with you—serious matters, I presume,” Galbus added, with a look of disgust on his face.

“And will you be joining us, Galbus?”

Galbus snickered over the lip of the goblet. “Really, Umber. Everyone knows I am foolish and lazy. Do you expect me to risk that reputation? No, I will take ill tomorrow morning when it is time to depart. After all, there are games to play and parties to plan.”

Hap closed his eyes and sighed. He knew already that he would be dragged along on this unwelcome adventure; his future was written in the smile forming on Umber’s broad, toothy mouth.

“This is tasty stuff,” Galbus said, tapping the goblet to shake the last drop into his mouth. “Do you have any more?”
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At night, while the others slept, Hap wandered about the dark rooms of the Aerie. This was his time to explore the strange artifacts on its shelves and read the volumes of books that Umber had gathered from around the world. In the peaceful silence he liked to imagine that it was his domain.

He picked up an item that was said to be a dragon’s claw. It was a piece of hollow bone the size and shape of a cow’s horn. As he ran his finger over its curved surface, he heard a small voice calling from below.

“What, will you be down here every night now?” It was Thimble, the reclusive fellow who stood only a few inches high and dwelled inside the cracks and nooks of the Aerie. Thimble had no patience for “big folk,” as he called them, so Hap felt somewhat honored that the little fellow had actually spoken to him. Thimble scowled up at Hap while leaning on his long spear, which had a glossy beetle impaled on its point.

Hap smiled. “Does it bother you if I am?”

“More than a little,” Thimble replied, jutting his jaw. The beetle twitched, and its legs began to scramble. “Thought you were dead,” the little hunter complained. He flipped the spear, pinning the insect to the ground, and put his little boot on its belly. Then he lifted the spear and plunged it down again, into the poor thing’s head. The twitching ceased at once.

Hap wrinkled his nose. “You don’t eat those, do you?”

“What if I do?” Thimble asked, sneering back.

A sour taste bubbled up Hap’s throat. “There’s better stuff in the kitchen. Balfour made berry pies today. …”

“I know that,” Thimble said. “I can get some if I want.”

“I’m sure you can, but wouldn’t it be easier if I got it for you? Wait here,” Hap said. He jogged to the kitchen and brought back a heaping slice for himself and a spoonful for Thimble. It was a surprise to find Thimble still there when he got back, but he tried not to let it show. The little fellow fascinated him, and Hap wanted to keep this encounter going as long as he could. He sat on the floor with his legs crossed and put the spoon between them.

Thimble dug a hand into the spoonful and broke off a piece of berry-stained crust.

“Good, isn’t it?” Hap said.

“It’s all right,” Thimble replied, cramming as much into his mouth as he could fit. He swallowed and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “You and I have something in common.”

“We do?”

“We’re both weird. Me ’cause I’m small. You ’cause … you’re just strange in so many ways.”

Hap couldn’t deny it. Whose story was as odd as his? He’d awoken weeks before in an underground city far away, with no memory of his previous life. The only clue to his identity was a note from the man who had left Hap for Umber to find. The note, signed with the initials WN, instructed Umber to take Hap with him on his adventures, and said that certain “skills” would arise. Those skills included the ability to see mysterious filaments of light that might someday allow him to steer the course of fate. For the moment, though, Hap had caught only fleeting glimpses of those threads and had no idea how to use them. This unusual power suggested that he belonged to a race of magical people called Meddlers—elusive beings who dabbled in human events for their own mysterious reasons.

“What’s with you?” Thimble snapped.

Hap realized he’d fallen silent for a while, and that his face had settled into a deep frown under a furrowed brow. “Nothing,” he said quietly. Then he remembered which way his thoughts had been headed. “Except … well, there’s something I’m supposed to do someday. For Umber. And I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to do it.”

“Save that other world, you mean?” Thimble asked. “The one Umber thinks he came from?”

Hap’s head rocked back. He’d forgotten what an accom-plished spy Thimble was, lurking in the crevices of the Aerie and listening to conversations nobody was supposed to hear. He cleared his throat. “Maybe.”

Thimble gathered as many crumbs as he could carry and stuffed them into his shirt. He pried the beetle off the point of his spear and kicked it away, no longer hungry. “Well, if it helps to know, I’m not sure you’ll be able to do it either.” He walked off with his shirt bulging and vanished in the crack of the wall that he called home.

“It doesn’t help at all, you little monster,” Hap finally replied, resting his chin on one hand.
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CHAPTER
4

The rays of dawn pierced the narrow windows of the Aerie. Hap munched on buttered toast and fruit while Umber closed his eyes and smiled into his mug. His eyes opened again and rolled sideways as Dodd stepped into the grand hall.

“Lord Umber?”

Umber grinned at him. “Morning, Dodd.”

“Don’t know if it’s worth mentioning or not, but a young man just wandered up the causeway. Not from around here, I think. He asked if we’d allow him to go over to the old castle across the breakwater.” Dodd looked down at the floor, not the usual cheerful fellow who liked to rattle off a poem he’d composed on the spot.

Umber waggled an eyebrow. “So he wanted to see Petraportus. Did you tell him it’s falling apart, and he could get killed?”

Dodd tried to smile, but it wouldn’t hold. “I said as much, but he was determined. I think he’d have swum over if we hadn’t let him by.”

Hap felt something like a feather teasing the back of his neck. He and Umber had nearly met their doom in the ruins of Petraportus. “But why does he need to see it so badly?”

“That’s the strange thing, Master Hap,” Dodd replied. “He thinks the old fisherman and his wife might have been his parents. He came looking for them … but of course I had to tell him what happened. How they were murdered and all, by that monster, only a few weeks back. The news hit him pretty hard. But he still wanted to see where … you know.”

Umber looked at Hap with his lower lip thrust to one side. Hap blinked back at him. His heart ached in sympathy.

“I know you always wondered about that pair, Lord Umber,” Dodd said. “And it was nice, what you did after they died. So I figured …”

“Yes,” Umber said. “Thank you for letting me know. Do me a favor, Dodd? When this young man comes back, invite him in. I’d like to meet him.”

As Dodd trudged down the stairs, Hap went to the tall, slender window that overlooked Petraportus, and watched. An hour later a young man emerged from the ruins and picked his way across the bridge of rubble that connected the old castle to the foot of the Aerie. The fellow was twenty or a little older, with brown hair braided in the back in the style of sailors.

“He’s coming now, Lord Umber,” Hap said.

“Would you mind asking Balfour to whip something up to eat?” Umber replied.
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Hap was still in the kitchen with Balfour when he heard Umber talking to the stranger. The kitchen door was ajar, and he peeked at the fellow as Umber sat him at the table. The stranger’s face was marked by sorrow, with a mouth that tugged down at the corners and dark circles under his eyes. He lifted his head to take in the surroundings, and his brown eyes widened. Hap remembered how amazed he’d been the first time he stepped inside this splendid place, hollowed from a great pillar of stone.

“What’s your name, friend?” Umber said, taking the opposite seat. There were goblets on the table. Umber filled them with wine from a pitcher and handed one to the stranger.

“Eldon Penny,” the young man answered, almost grunting the words. Hap frowned. Most people treated Umber with deference, but Eldon’s manner was blunt. He hadn’t even thanked Umber for the wine, or called him “my lord,” for that matter. Even if Eldon didn’t know that his host was a lord of the kingdom, the grandeur of the Aerie should have hinted at Umber’s stature. But the grim, lost expression reminded Hap why Eldon was behaving so: Hoping to find his parents, he had come instead to a pair of graves.

“Welcome, Eldon,” Umber said. “Forgive me for asking, but Dodd tells me you think the hermits who occupied the old castle might have been your parents?”

“Hermits, you say?” Eldon asked, wrapping his fist tight around the stem of the goblet. His mood was fragile, Hap realized. The sadness could turn to anger in a flash.

“They can’t have been hermits,” interrupted Oates, who’d just come down the stairs.

“What’s that?” said Umber, cringing a little at Oates’s entrance.

“A hermit lives alone, right? So you can’t have two hermits who live together. It doesn’t make sense.” Oates puffed his chest.

“You make a good point at a bad time, Oates,” Umber said, rubbing his temple. “Would you mind exercising your intellect in some other room?”

“Fine,” muttered Oates, and Hap heard his heavy feet trudging back up the stairs. Eldon looked from Oates to Umber with a strange expression, both irritated and confused.

“I was about to say, I meant no offense,” Umber said, raising his palms. “It’s just that they kept to themselves and shunned company. I tried to talk to them a few times, even sent some food and clothes their way. But they refused to speak. I finally decided to stop bothering them.”

“Ah.” Eldon raised the goblet and sipped. “Well. The truth is that they were my mum and dad. Horace and Alma Penny were their names. I’m certain it was them. I found some of their belongings that I recognized.” Eldon breathed deep and looked at the ceiling. “Was it you, then, who had them buried so nicely?”

Umber nodded. Hap thought about the two handsome stone caskets that Umber had brought to Petraportus, and the slab of marble with the engraving: May they find the peace they sought together.

“Then I am grateful to you, sir,” Eldon said. “That is a noble resting place. More than simple folk like us would ever dream for.” The words were polite, but the voice was bitter. He stared into his cup and swirled the wine.

“Tell me, Eldon,” Umber said. “Do you know why your parents came here? And how did you find them? If you don’t mind telling, that is.”

In the kitchen Balfour nudged Hap in the back with a tray and whispered, “Go on out and join them, Hap. Umber would want you there. Besides, I’ve got to bring this food out, and you’re in my way.”

As Hap pushed the door open, Eldon heard the noise and looked up to see who was coming. He had begun to answer Umber’s question, but the words caught in his throat when he saw Hap. He made a choking sound, and the goblet fell from his hand.

“Eldon?” Umber said, rising.

As the young man tried to stand, his eyes rolled up, and he crumpled to the floor.
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Umber and Balfour sat Eldon up. His eyes fluttered open, crossed, and focused, and then his gaze darted about until it found Hap again. Hap’s throat twisted itself into a knot.

“It … can’t be so,” Eldon whispered, gaping. “Julian?”

Hap took an awkward step back. “Who? Me?”

Eldon rubbed his eyes with his fingertips. “No … impossible. Sorry. You can’t be Julian.”

Umber’s eyes blazed. “Eldon, who is Julian?”

Eldon took his shaking hands away from his face. “My brother.”

“Come on, my friend,” Umber said, tugging Eldon’s arm. “We can’t have our guest sitting on the floor. Let’s get you back in your chair and fill that goblet again.” As he helped Eldon up, Umber looked at Balfour. Balfour grimaced back and shrugged.

“Eldon, this is my ward, Happenstance,” Umber said. “Hap, why don’t you join us at the table?”

Hap was torn between curiosity and the urge to run. Umber met his gaze and flicked both eyebrows upward. Play along, the gesture said, and so Hap lowered himself uneasily into the chair opposite Eldon. “How do you do?”

Eldon blinked at him and took a deep breath. “Happenstance, was it? Please understand. I thought I’d forgotten what Julian looked like. But seeing you … it’s like seeing his ghost.”
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