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    For all those who believe there is still room in the world for a few kindhearted fire-breathing dragons
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A BRONZE NANO-DRONE ROSE from the cemetery behind Saint Paul’s Cathedral and tilted northward, four spherical engines glowing blue. It ducked beneath a cab on Cheapside, weaved through hurrying knees and boots, and paused in the shadow of a white stone building. When the pedestrian traffic thinned, it popped up over the rooftop, dropping into a hidden courtyard and pushing in through the mail slot of a weathered black door.

Several minutes later, a light ding echoed through an ancient chamber of wood and slate, announcing the arrival of a lift. A man and woman in scarlet robes stepped off and turned toward a judges’ platform at the curve of the horseshoe-shaped room, oblivious to the tiny drone slipping out behind. With a flare of its engines, the drone shot up into the safety of the rafters and set a drifting course among oaken beams, widening its iris to take in the scene below.

A crowd was gathering.

Four separate groups assembled in four separate sections of polished wood bleachers. The first, to the left of the judges’ platform, looked serious, even dangerous, in gray overcoats that sat heavy on their shoulders like steel armor. Every man and woman among them wore a red scarf, bunched up beneath battle-scarred faces as fierce as the fire-breathing dragons sculpted into their high-backed chairs.

Those across the chamber bore more placid expressions and yet appeared no less dangerous, wearing a mix of high-collared suits and black robes. They kept their eyes fixed straight ahead, matching the marble unblinking eye set into the wall behind them. And they remained eerily silent, fingers flicking and tapping at their thighs in a sort of code.

The occupants of the next section down were not silent. They whispered and chattered, guarded by a pair of giant golden statues at the rear corners of their bleachers. They were stuffy sorts in tops and tails, casting dour looks across the chamber at the fourth and final group.

The looks of these toppers, as they were called, were not lost on that last group, known to the rest as the crumbs. A few of the crumbs scowled back through thick spectacles. Others nervously tugged at tweed waistcoats. They were the smallest group by far, huddled in a bunch at the center of chipped and abused bleachers carved with falcons, wolves, owls, and bears.

But unlike the toppers, there were real giants among them.

The nano-drone settled above the judges’ platform and zoomed in on the second judge from the left, an olive-skinned woman in a scarlet robe. She had just pulled a bronze cylinder from a pneumatic tube and cracked it open. She drew out a parchment. The drone snapped a picture.

PLAINTIFFS:

SIR IGNATIUS GALL, MINISTRY OF SECRETS

SIR BARRINGTON ROTHSCHILD, MINISTRY OF GUILDS

DEFENDANT:

JACK BUCKLES, MINISTRY OF TRACKERS

As soon as the judge opened the pneumatic tube to return the cylinder, the drone idled its engines and dropped, barely scraping the wood backing of her chair.

The woman turned to the judge beside her, cylinder dangling above the open portal. “Did you say something?”

“Only that I hope this doesn’t take all night. The Royal Arbiter and I have a nine o’clock table at the Wig and Pen.”

“I can’t imagine it should. Then again, you know how vicious these ministry squabbles can get.” She dropped the cylinder into the tube, closed the portal, and pressed a brass button. Off it went through twists and turns with the nano-drone clinging to the front, flaring its blue engines in delight.

Jack Buckles sat on a plain wooden bench in a small waiting room, head resting in his hands, trying to clear his mind.

It didn’t work.

Three blue-green pings lit up the corner of his brain, like sonar in a submarine. Ping. Ping. Ping. Jack waited for them to stop. Ping. Ping. Ping. They didn’t. He left the bench and walked over to a brass grating set high on a wall papered with burgundy and gold silk. Blue light glowed behind.

The moment Jack pulled the grating free, a nano-drone shot out. It coasted around the room in a slow descent and came to rest on the bench beside Jack’s nine-year-old sister. The two exchanged a glance. Sadie—that was her name—shrugged and smiled.

Their mother, meanwhile, looked befuddled, but not by the drone. She patted her coat pockets, holding a single red glove by the fingers. On the way back to his seat, Jack knelt beside her and lifted a matching glove from under her chair.

“Ah. There it is.” She spoke with a British accent, even though she had spent the first thirteen years of Jack’s life in Colorado, pretending to be American. “Just like old times.”

Jack glanced over at a black slate door, looming in the corner. “No, Mom. It isn’t.”

“Everything is going to be all right, Jack.”

Nothing had been all right for more than a year, ever since a mad Clockmaker had kidnapped his dad, luring Jack out of an exile no one had bothered to tell him about. Jack’s discovery of his birthright as a member of a cloak-and-dagger British detective agency had caused him nothing but trouble. Since then, he’d been cut off from everything he’d known and locked in an underground tower—his mother and sister prisoners with him, his father in a coma. Returning from exile had made Jack lonelier than he could have ever imagined.

Jack shoved his hands into the pockets of an old leather jacket, one he knew Mrs. Hudson would frown upon. The matron of the Ministry of Trackers had strongly advised him to wear a suit for the trial. Jack had chosen a T-shirt and jeans.

“You’re strong, you know,” said his mother. “Your father and I grew up together on Tracker Lane, embedded in the rigors and traditions of the ministry from birth. You were denied that, and yet you’re stronger than he was at fourteen, both mentally and physically.” She poked the knot of muscle at his shoulder and combed his dark brown hair with her fingernails before sitting back again. “You can handle whatever they throw at you tonight, Jack. I know you can.”

He hoped so. London’s oldest secret agencies—the Ministry of Dragons, the Ministry of Secrets, the Ministry of Guilds, and the Ministry of Trackers—all played by a different set of rules. Simply by learning his true identity, Jack had violated Section Thirteen of the tracker regulations, the rule mandating the exile of the thirteenth generation.

And he had broken many more rules since.

A girl with honey-blond hair pushed in through the opposite door, along with the scent of strawberries, staring down at her smartphone. Gwen Kincaid snapped her feet together directly behind Jack’s mom and looked up. “There you are.”

Jack frowned. “Where did you think I was?”

“Not you, you wally.” She unraveled a purple-and-black striped scarf with one hand and pointed her phone at the nano-drone with the other. “Him.”

“You mean, it,” said Jack.

“No. I mean, him.” Gwen drew a walnut pillbox from the pocket of her gray wool coat and flipped it open, exposing the blue velvet padding inside. “Fun’s over, Spec. In you go.”

Spec approached the box as if intending to obey, but then zipped away at the last moment and flew around the room. He settled in a high hover, out of Gwen’s reach, and did a little flip.

“Get in the box or spend the next week as a paperweight on Mrs. Hudson’s desk.”

Gwen’s threat did the trick. The nano-drone cut its engines and dropped into the pillbox, snapping it closed with the weight of the fall, and Gwen squished herself down between Jack and Sadie to show them the smartphone. “He took a picture of tonight’s lineup.”

“Risky.” Like he needed another mark on his record. “What if the judges had seen him?”

“They didn’t, did they?” Gwen bumped Jack’s shoulder with hers. “You see, before it became a courtroom, the Black Chamber was the Elder Ministry station of the Royal Mail, so there’s all these pneumatic tubes, and some of them connect to the air ducts, and—”

“Gwen.” Jack placed a finger under her arm, lifting the phone. “The lineup?”

“Right.” She tapped the screen, bringing up the photo of the judge’s parchment. “Gall is scheduled to speak.”

Ignatius Gall—the Undersecretary for Things Unknown at the Ministry of Secrets—was the creepiest of all their agents, with a clockwork monocle in place of one eye and a skeletal clockwork prosthetic in place of his right arm. Jack had it on good authority that Gall had enlisted the mad Clockmaker to kidnap his dad so he could experiment on a tracker brain, causing his dad’s coma. Jack also had it on good authority that Gall wanted his family dead. “He . . . uh . . . wouldn’t try anything in front of all those people, would he?”

Gwen gave him an indefinite shrug. “Probably not. Right? Too many witnesses.”

It was not quite as confident an answer as Jack was hoping for.

She switched to the video. All those people, four secret societies, had come together for one purpose—to determine Jack’s fate. The camera zeroed in on Gall, at the center of the Ministry of Secrets section. Jack bent closer to the screen. The spook, as agents of the Ministry of Secrets were called, appeared to be talking to the empty space beside him. “Who’s he talking to?”

“An imaginary henchman?” offered Gwen. “Who knows? Madmen talk to all sorts of things—rabbits, pigeons, shopping trolleys. In any case, it looks like—”

“They’re ready for you.” Sadie finished the statement for her. But Jack’s little sister wasn’t looking at the video with the others. She had turned to face the big black door.

It opened slowly, ghostly silent, and a boy in a three-piece suit with glossy black hair poked his head in. His eyes settled on Jack. “Master Buckles, I presume?” His manner was posh, as Gwen would say, but not his accent.

“Yeah. That’s me.” Jack stood, straightening his jacket.

The boy pointed at him, turned his finger over, and curled it twice. “You’re with me, yeah? The rest of ya can watch from the cheap seats.”
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POSH-SLICK-HAIR BOY LED JACK down a long arching bridge to a circular podium elevated above the chamber floor. The whole place smelled of old wood with a hint of lemony polish, a spotty orange scent in Jack’s intersecting senses. He took care not to touch the podium’s slate railing as he took his seat. Those mixed-up senses allowed him to spark—to see the memories trapped in stone and steel by feeling molecular vibrations, drawing out the light and sound trapped within.

Metal had a vibrant memory, but short. Stony materials like slate had long, deep memories, but contorted and shadowed, often terrifying. A high heart rate or a rush of adrenaline could cause any tracker to accidentally spark, and Jack’s heart was pounding.

Murmurs and whispers from the bleachers reached out in gray tendrils to grasp at him.

Section Thirteen.

He’s gone too far.

They disintegrated in smoky wisps as his escort dropped into the chair next to him. “Name’s Will. Welcome to the Black Chamber.”

Jack shook the boy’s offered hand, furrowing his brow. “Are you . . . my lawyer?”

“We call ’em barristers, Jack. And no. I’m not one. I’m an adjudicator’s clerk, your guide for tonight’s proceedings.” Will pronounced clerk as clark, the way Gwen and Mrs. Hudson always had. “I work for that lot.” He thrust a thumb toward the panel of judges. “The Royal Council of Adjudicators for Disputes Wiffin the Elder Ministries, the infamous RCADWEM.”

In a year and two months of navigating the strange world of the four Elder Ministries, Jack had never heard of the RCADWEM, infamous or not.

Don’t look so grumpy, silly.

The thought entered Jack’s mind unbidden, and he looked to the crumb bleachers in time to see Sadie and his mother entering from the hall, with Gwen right behind them.

Sadie waved, wiggling her fingers. In the last year, she had gone from being way too good at hide-and-seek to reading Jack’s emotions and pushing thoughts into his mind.

Jack gave her a subtle shake of his head, hoping she’d read his answer. Not here. It’s not safe.

Among the spooks of the Ministry of Secrets and the dragos of the Ministry of Dragons were two ancient bloodlines—Arthurian fire-wielders and Merlinian telepaths. Jack’s troubles were partly a result of his tracker abilities manifesting far too early in life, along with some Arthurian-slash-drago tendencies. He dared not imagine what the spooks might do if word got out that Sadie was showing signs of Merlinian blood.

A gargoyle-esque sneer drew Jack’s gaze a few seats over to a blond and bulbous teen on the verge of gianthood. Shaw—journeyman warden, protector of artifacts, enforcer of rules, and all-around glory hound—had made Jack’s comeuppance his primary ambition in life. He gave Jack a disturbing wink, clearly enjoying the night’s spectacle.

“Noggins up, Jack. We’re startin’.” Will shoved a hand under Jack’s armpit and hauled him to his feet. He had some muscle under that suit.

The woman Jack had seen in the nano-drone’s video cleared her throat. “All rise for the Right Honorable Sir Alistair Drake.”

The assembly rose with a great thumping and shuffling of feet, and an elderly black judge with a tight gray beard walked to the center seat at the judges’ desk. He paused to survey the room, then seemed to remember something and drew a white wig from the pocket of his robe.

“That’d be the Royal Arbiter,” whispered Will, “the head of the council.”

Sir Drake flopped the wig onto his head, where it sat slightly askew. “Be seated, please. Master Recorder, read the complaint.”

The woman untied a green ribbon from a bundle of parchments and raised the top page to her eyes. “We the undersigned, his lordship the Minister of Secrets, the Unblinking Eye of the Realm, Master of Mysteries, Sultan of Spies—”

“Just the salient points, if you please, Asha.”

The Master Recorder glanced at the Royal Arbiter sideways, then set the first page aside and picked up the next. “The Ministry of Secrets and the Ministry of Guilds do hereby raise the following complaints. Number one: that the apprentice tracker John Buckles the Thirteenth, sometimes called Jack, did willfully infiltrate the Ministry of Guilds by use of a submarine, which subsequently sank and now rusts at the bottom of the ministry’s granite lake.”

Jack couldn’t help but glance at Gwen. The submarine had been her idea. She blushed, making her freckles glow.

The Master Recorder continued. “Number two: that this same Jack Buckles did willfully remove a potentially world-ending artifact from the Ministry of Trackers and hand it over to a madman—namely, the Clockmaker.”

Jack squirmed in his chair. The complaint failed to mention that he had needed that dangerous artifact, known as the Ember, to rescue his father.

“Number three: that this Jack Buckles did alter the DNA security files of the Ministry of Secrets and use said access to aid in the theft of the Crown Jewels.”

Jack leaped out of his chair, grabbing the slate railing. “That’s a lie. I was set up by—”

The chamber went dark. Jack’s podium dropped into a black ether, slamming down into a ghostly version of the same room. He had done exactly what he had told himself to avoid. He had grabbed the rail and sparked into the past, right in the middle of his own trial.

Stone, without fail, had always taken Jack far into the past, usually to some traumatic event in the object’s history. But this spark felt different, more familiar. People—of a sort—milled about in the bleachers, black-and-gray silhouettes polished to a dull gleam like the slate rail itself. Similar creatures assembled on the platform, taking the places belonging to the arbiters’ council. This was a rocky version of the scene Jack had watched on Spec’s video. The slate had brought him only a few moments back in time. Why?

One silhouette from the spook section looked Jack’s way, and not by chance. It saw him. One eye—the eye that should have been covered by a clockwork monocle—glowed orange. “Hello, Jack,” said Gall in a voice made grating and raspy by the slate. “Surprised?”

Once before, in the headquarters of the Ministry of Secrets, Jack had suspected Gall of seeing him in a spark. He had let it go as fear and fancy, but this time there was no doubt. The imaginary friend Jack had seen Gall addressing in the video had been Jack himself.

How? Jack wanted to ask, but he couldn’t. A tracker couldn’t speak during a vision without first pushing his consciousness fully into the spark, and that came with big risks.

“Must you really ask?” said Slate Gall as if he’d sensed Jack’s question. “You’ve heard the rumors about me by now, I’m sure. Miss Kincaid is always keen to share what she knows.”

Merlinian, thought Jack. A telepath, maybe even a seer—able to look into the future.

“And now you are asking yourself, ‘Is he really all those things? Or was he simply smart enough to know that I would spark back to this moment?’ ” Gall chuckled, a gravelly laugh emanating from stone lungs. “We haven’t time to delve that deep. For now you need to know that you and I are about to embark on a journey. And you would do well not to resist.”

Fat chance, thought Jack.

The orange eye shined a little brighter. “I suspected you would feel that way. Not that it matters. At this moment, I am your reality, Jack. I am your past, I am your present, and most importantly, I am your future—both the long and the unbelievable short of it.”

Slate Gall thrust out a rocky hand, and Jack stumbled back from the rail, instantly coming back to the warm lights and the orange, woody scent of the present. No more than a fraction of a second had passed. Before Jack could gain his bearings, Will grabbed him by the arm and sat him down. “You will not do that again. Ya get me?”

“No,” breathed Jack, catching a disturbing grin from Gall. “No, I won’t.”

Section Thirteen.

Out of control.

For the first time, Jack agreed with the whispers in the crowd.

Out of control. They had no idea.
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“I APOLOGIZE, MY LORD,” said Will. “The accused will not speak again.” He caught Jack in the shoulder with a backhanded thump. “Will ya?”

Jack shook his head, but when Will sat down, he risked an earnest whisper. “Don’t I get to speak?”

“Where do ya fink you are?” Will whispered back. “America?”

“But what happens if they find me guilty?”

“The judge’ll lock ya in the Mobius Tower ’til ya go mad. Maybe feed ya to a dragon.” The clerk settled back into his chair, utterly relaxed. “The usual punitary constigations.”

“Neither of those is a word.”

“Really? So now you speak legalese?”

Jack crossed his arms and faced forward. “That’s not a real word either.”

The Royal Arbiter rolled a finger in the air, signaling for the Master Recorder to continue.

A few of the complaints were not Jack’s fault, like blowing up a hyperloop transport system belonging to the Tinkers’ Guild. Several were, like starting a flaming rave among a dozen live specimens in the Ministry of Dragons Collection.

Through all of it, Jack had only been trying to do the right thing—to rescue his dad, to stop the Clockmaker from burning London to the ground, and to stop Edward Tanner from unleashing a power upon the world that had once wiped out a tenth of its population. It was Gall who had set it all in motion, and now he would hang all the consequences around Jack’s neck.

Once the Master Recorder had finished, the Royal Arbiter turned to the section of dark-robed spooks, still flicking their fingers in silent conversation. “Who speaks for the Ministry of Secrets?”

Gall stepped up to a podium at the center of the spook section, his clockwork eye twitching and clicking as he focused on the Royal Arbiter. “Lord Ignatius Gall. Undersecretary for Things Unknown.”

“These are serious complaints, Lord Gall.”

“True.” Gall gripped the podium with one good hand and one mechanical prosthetic. “But these are not mere complaints, are they? These are symptoms, festering sores that give testimony to an underlying disease within the Ministry of Trackers.”

Jack winced. Was he a festering sore, an underlying disease? He felt like he needed a shower, maybe some antibiotics.

“Oh, he’s good,” said Will. “A regular oraficorial genius. You’re done for.”

Gall gestured with his good hand toward the crumb bleachers. “The Ministry of Trackers is rotting from the inside. For more than a year they have harbored this dangerous boy. And as we all know, another tracker, Professor Edward Tanner, went rogue two months ago and sought to resurrect the power of Genghis Khan, putting the whole globe at risk.”

“And I stopped him.” Jack jumped up again before Will could restrain him, careful not to touch the railing this time. He couldn’t believe Gall would bring up Tanner. After all, it was Gall himself who had sent Tanner to recover Genghis Khan’s ruby.

Gall’s clockwork monocle gleamed, as if he had foreseen—even planned on—Jack’s response. “Yes, you did. And how, Mr. Buckles? How did you stop him?”

Jack opened his mouth to answer, but he faltered, and dropped his eyes. He couldn’t answer that, not in front of this crowd. Will pulled him down into his seat.

The spook addressed the rest of the chamber, raising his voice. “Don’t let this boy’s tender age fool you. There are rumors that he burned Tanner to death from the inside out.”

Gasps rippled through the bleachers.

Jack shot a questioning glance at Gwen, who shook her head, eyes wide. They had spoken to no one about the fire that had started during Jack’s subconscious battle with Tanner. How could Gall have known?

Mrs. Hudson jumped up from her seat. “That is outrageous, Lord Gall! Even for you!”

The arbiter looked from one to the other, his expression growing stern. “Do you have any proof to back up this accusation?”

“Not at this time, my lord.” Gall grinned at Jack—a shameless, open leer. “Not at this time.”

“Then what is your point, sir?”

“Only this: that the Ministry of Trackers, an agency guarding a cache of artifacts with the collective potential to bring about the apocalypse, has allowed this child—this Section Thirteen with unknown and uncontained powers—to hide within their midst. We, the Ministry of Secrets and the Ministry of Guilds, are asking, nay, demanding that this”—he shoved a finger toward Jack—“creature be destroyed, and that the crumbling Ministry of Trackers be dissolved.”
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“SO THAT WENT WELL,” said Gwen as she and the Buckles family reached the Lost Property Office. The little office served as the front for the Ministry of Trackers. It also served as the top level of the Keep—a huge Gothic tower that jutted down into the caverns beneath London’s Baker Street like a crashed rocket ship.

Jack gave Gwen a hug goodbye, and then he, Sadie, and his mom followed a pair of giant wardens through the upper offices to the Great Stair that wound its way down around the tower’s outer rim. He kept silent in the long descent, still trying to process what had happened.

The moment Gall had called for the dissolution of the Ministry of Trackers, all the crumbs had jumped to their feet, shaking their fists. The toppers, golden giants grinning behind them, began chanting, “End the trackers! End the trackers!” And no amount of shouting from the Royal Arbiter could shut them up.

To Jack’s surprise, the dragos, led by a tall blond woman with piercing blue eyes, had taken the trackers’ side. And so it went, dragos and crumbs versus spooks and toppers, for a half hour, until the Royal Arbiter finally made himself heard and declared an end to the night’s proceedings. He had a dinner reservation that he did not intend to miss. The trial would reconvene in two weeks.

Two weeks. In that short time, Jack had to find a way to save his agency and head off a death sentence, all while outwitting a crazed spook who could read his mind and see into the future. Great. No problem.

At the bottom of the Great Stair, the wardens took their leave. Jack’s mom turned a bronze key and pushed open an ancient wooden door, and the three stepped out onto a cobblestone lane lit by gas lamps. The bottom, or rather the top, of the Keep tower stuck out from the rocks above, with eight gargoyles looking up at the ceiling instead of down at the houses below.

Four seventeenth-century cottages surrounded a cul-de-sac with a burbling fountain. House Fowler, House Tanner, and House Mason all stood empty, thanks to the exile of the unlucky thirteenth generation and their parents. Only House Buckles still had lights burning.

“We should eat,” said Jack’s mom, hanging her hat and blue peacoat on a hook beside the door. “We need to keep up our strength for the storms ahead.”

Dinner was quick and cold—mutton and toast. When he finished, Jack excused himself and went upstairs. He sat down in the big red chair beside his father’s bed and took up a frail hand beset with plastic tubes. “Gall is coming, Dad. And I don’t know how to stop him.”

John Buckles the Twelfth, Jack’s dad, said nothing, leaving only the beeping of his life-support monitors to answer.

“He’ll kill us. And then he’ll have the trackers disbanded.” Jack bobbled his head, trying to look on the bright side. “I guess that means the ministry won’t be able to prosecute you and Mom for the Section Eight thing.”

Jack’s mom, Mary Buckles, had been born Mary Fowler, a daughter of another tracker family, and Section Eight of the ministry regulations strictly prohibited the mixing of tracker bloodlines. But Jack’s parents had fallen in love. His mom had run away to America and the two married in secret, using the exile of the thirteenth generation as cover.

So Jack was a double whammy—a bad luck Section Thirteen and the cursed child of a Section Eight violation. His return had exposed his parents. The ministry planned to put them on trial as soon as his dad woke up. But Gall would probably kill all four of them before it came to that, and maybe Gwen as well.

Jack let go of his dad’s hand and slumped back into the chair, yawning. “If we don’t beat this, none of us will survive.” It was his last thought as he drifted off to sleep.

The dream began as usual. Jack stood by himself in a crystalline cave, the type of world he experienced whenever he sparked on a jewel and stepped into the vision. The walls sparkled like diamonds.

Gwen appeared beside him, dressed in the gray coat and black leggings she favored. “Oh, very nice. Is this a spark?”

It wouldn’t matter how he answered. Jack had seen it all play out before, night after night. “No, Gwen. This is a nightmare. Please go away.”

She didn’t hear him. “Cool. I’ve never been in a spark with you before.”

Jack adored the way her freckles rose with her smile, the way they responded to her every expression. He had never told her that. There wasn’t time to tell her now. “You have to leave.”

“But I just arrived.”

Too late. The creature had already come.

A faceted silhouette grew at the far end of the cave, taking the shape of a man in a bowler hat.

Gwen glanced back at him. “I think that’s your dad.”

“No.” Jack’s voice had grown weak, barely a whisper. “No, it isn’t.”

Something moved in the diamond shell, like the larva of a moth, twisting and seething until the jeweled cocoon shattered into dust. A man emerged, wearing the same blue-green body armor he had worn when Jack had last faced him. “Hello, Lucky Jack.”

From that point on, Jack’s words were scripted. He could not control them. “You’re dead. I saw you fall from Big Ben.”

“No, mon ami. I am alive. And I am coming for you.” The Clockmaker pointed at Jack with a stump instead of a hand. “You stole my flame.”

Jack hated that stump. He had never wanted to cut anyone’s hand off, but the Clockmaker had turned it into a flamethrower. “You gave me no choice. You were going to burn London.”

“Liar.” The Clockmaker let out a wry chuckle. “You stole the Ember because you could not resist the beauty of the flames. And now you have a fire of your own burning inside.” His eyes shifted down to Jack’s closed fists.

Jack slowly opened them. A tongue of white fire rested in each palm.

The Clockmaker took a menacing step forward. “I will have that flame. It belongs to me.”

“No. Leave me alone!” Jack thrust out his hands. The flames shot away, merging into a diamond fireball that slammed into the Clockmaker with a brilliant flash.

That should have been it. The nightmare should have been over.

It wasn’t.

The fire consumed the Clockmaker, transforming him into a dragon of titanium, steel, and the same blue-green alloy that made up his body armor. Red eyes glowed. The creature came roaring forward, cracking the diamond floor with metal talons.

Gwen charged out to meet it. “You should have stayed dead!”

“Gwen! Don’t!” Jack tried to pull her back, but his fingers swept through her shoulder.

The dragon opened its metal jaws and released a torrent of flame.

“Gwen!”

“Jack!” Someone was shaking him. “Jack, wake up!”

Jack’s eyes popped open. He was still in the chair, listening to the eternal beeping of the monitors.

“Oh, thank goodness. You’re conscious.” Gwen—the real Gwen—had her coat off, frantically swatting the arm of his chair.

Jack blinked. “What . . . What are you doing?”

“Saving you. As usual.” She shook out her coat, nodding down at the arm of the chair. Scorch marks marred the wood. Smoke drifted up from the burgundy quilting.

Jack opened his right fist, the way he had opened it in the nightmare. A little yellow flame rested in his palm.

Gwen puckered up her lips and blew it out. “We really must get control of that.”

The grandfather clock standing in the corner read ten o’clock. Jack had been asleep less than an hour. “How did you get in here?”

She laughed. “As if I ever left after we said goodbye. I followed you in and waited for the wardens to close up shop. I have a lead, Jack, something I saw at the tribunal. It’s solid.”

“Did you pick the lock on our door again?” Jack was still trying to push away the fog of the dream. “You know how Mom feels about that.”

Gwen slipped her coat on over a green sweater. “You’re not listening, Jack. I have a lead.”

“Yeah. No. I heard you.” He rubbed at the scorch marks with the corner of his T-shirt, trying to wipe them away. “What kind of a lead?”

“The kind of lead that could put Gall away, save your life, and perhaps save your dad’s in the process.”
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GWEN SPOKE LITTLE AS she dragged Jack across the bridge beneath the roaring waterfall of the Keep’s power station, making for the unguarded utility door at 221B Baker Street. Stealth was key. As a Section Thirteen, Jack could not leave the Keep without an order from Mrs. Hudson, which he did not have.

Soon they were safely aboard a cylindrical carriage on the Ministry Express, the underground transport system of the four Elder Ministries. The purple glow of the maglev ribs flashed by the windows, casting their light across the quilted blue upholstery.

Gwen handed Jack a grainy photo.

“This is your lead?” he asked, tilting the picture to take better advantage of the globe lanterns at either end of the carriage. He had seen it before. Two men were posing before a green marble fireplace, arms across each other’s shoulders. One was Jack’s grandfather, John Buckles the Eleventh. The other man remained a mystery. Jack dropped his hand to his lap. “I found this, remember? In Grandpa’s journal where the page had been torn out. It was a dead end.”

Jack and Gwen had started a quiet investigation into Gall after Tanner had let it slip that Jack’s grandfather had died to keep a dangerous artifact out of the spook’s hands—a small red sphere that Jack called the zed. According to Tanner, the zed could bring Jack’s dad out of the coma. Only Gall knew how. But the investigation had drifted into a black hole of missing journal pages and meaningless pictures.

“We don’t even know who that other guy is.”

“Don’t we?” Gwen took the photo back and pointed to the mystery man. “Picture him twenty years older, wearing a scarlet robe and a white wig—looking terribly, terribly bored.”

Jack drew in a breath. “The Royal Arbiter.”

“I recognized him during the hearing,” said Gwen, tucking the photo away. “And I’ve taken measures to keep tabs on him.” She held her phone between them, showing Jack what appeared to be a live image of Sir Drake—without the wig—leaving a restaurant.

“You have the judge under surveillance?” Jack put a hand to his neck. He could already feel the noose closing.

“Relax. It’s Spec. He’s quite discreet.” The carriage hummed to a stop, and the clamshell doors hissed open. “Hurry. He’s on the move.”

They rushed across a multilevel platform of red granite. Cylindrical maglev trains flew through bronze rings above and below them. The Ministry Express side of Temple Station was drago territory, and Jack could feel their eyes boring into him as he ran. Dragos always stared at him. No one had ever told him why.

During the elevator ride to the surface, they checked Spec’s video. Sir Drake strolled up Fleet Street. Gwen expanded the picture and tapped the screen, activating blue lines that identified his possible routes. She pointed to a large station three blocks on. “There. That’s Ludgate Circus. Trains. Buses. If he reaches it before we catch up, we’ll lose him.”

She had not timed the statement well, since the elevator ride was not over. Muzak played from a speaker above them. And the two stood side by side in awkward silence. Gwen coughed. “Um . . . so, are you going to tell me why you lit your chair on fire and thrashed around in your sleep, all whilst calling my name?”

Jack’s face went tingly. “I was”—he swallowed—“calling your name?”

Gwen nodded.

“Well . . . I was . . . I mean, you were . . .” The elevator bumped to a stop, saving him.

Gwen slid open the door and took off at a quick walk, eyes on the video. “We’ll circle back to that one, shall we?”

Their quarry did not take the projected route to the train station. Instead, he took a sudden left into a rat’s nest of alleyways, stairwells, and courtyards. Even with Spec’s video to help, it took all of Jack’s tracker skills to follow the judge’s trail through the rapid turns—the gray scuff of a leather sole on cobblestone, the yellow flap of a wool overcoat lined with silk.

Jack slowed as they passed through a tiny courtyard. At the center stood the bronze memorial of a cat, seated on a dictionary. He wrinkled his nose. “Is that . . . ?”

“A predecessor,” said Gwen, tugging him onward. “The Archivist of the eighteenth century lived on this lane. Brilliant man. Naturally, the cat gets the statue.”

Moments later, the two caught up to Spec at the entrance to a tavern. Wooden barrels beneath the awning read YE OLDE MITRE.

Jack had assumed Sir Drake was heading home, not hopping from a pub to a tavern. “So our only lead is an old judge out for a bender?”

“I very much doubt that.” Gwen coaxed Spec back into his box and pulled open the door. “After you.”

Only a few patrons haunted the front room. Grizzled faces flickered in the dim orange light. “Look.” Jack gave a subtle head tilt toward a green marble hearth where the last embers of the night’s coal lay dying. “That’s the fireplace from the picture.”

The barkeep fixed them with a steady scowl, cleaning a glass with an old rag. “Whadda you two want?”

Jack lowered his chin, avoiding eye contact. “We were looking for someone.”

“In the snug.” The barkeep waved his rag at a tiny side room with YE OLDE CLOSET painted across the doorframe. “He’s waitin’ for you.”

“Um . . . He is?”

The scowl intensified.

“Thank you. Thank you very much,” said Gwen, pulling Jack toward the room. “Snug is a bit generous, if I’m honest,” she whispered once the two had squeezed inside.

The dying firelight hardly breached the threshold, making the little room uncomfortably dark. Jack could make out a single table, a couple of chairs, and a leather bench against the back wall. All were empty. “I think that barkeep is messing with us.”

But as his eyes adjusted, a falcon and a dragon took shape in the wood moldings above the bench. Jack had seen them together before, on an heirloom from his father’s armory. “Gwen, there’s—”

“I see them.” She pulled out her phone, letting the glow from its screen wash over the panel. The wings and tails of the two creatures touched to form a seal, with a Latin phrase etched beneath. “Familia in Aeternum,” read Gwen. “Forever family. What do you suppose it means?”

On a hunch, Jack pressed the seal inward, and heard a soft clank, followed by a scraping of wood. The bench, along with a section of the wall behind it, rotated outward. He laughed. “It means the barkeep wasn’t messing with us after all.”
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A FALCON, THE SYMBOL of the trackers.

A dragon, the symbol of the dragos.

Familia in Aeternum.

Forever family.

There was more to Sir Drake than Jack had first supposed.

A spiral staircase, lit by a hissing gas sconce, beckoned them onward. Three steps down, Jack pulled an iron lever, and the bench and panel swung back into place, closing them in.

At the bottom of the steps, they found a tavern built from an old crypt, with patrons wearing anything from chalk-striped suits to ragged street clothes. A kid with green spiky hair and a black leather jacket glanced up from a nearby table. He gave Jack an indifferent nod before returning to a plate of bread and cheese.

“This is . . . odd,” said Jack, and he wasn’t talking about the crypt layout or the mixed scent of bread and blackberries. A girl circled a finger in the air, gathering a disc of vapor into a globule of water. She flicked it away to splash against a boy’s head at the next table over. Across the room, two little boys of Arab descent sat back to back, each with half of a chess set on a separate board. One slid his queen diagonally across the squares. The other dropped his forehead into his palm and knocked over his rook.

Gwen lifted Jack’s chin to close his mouth, which had been hanging slightly open. “Why have we never heard of this place?” She pointed to several men and women brooding over a table strewn with maps. “There’s the arbiter.”

The moment she spoke, Sir Drake looked up, smiled, and gestured toward an empty table.

Jack answered with a nervous nod. “It’s like he sensed we were here. That’s not disconcerting at all.”

The three took their seats, and a fourth chair slid over from the table next door of its own accord. A well-dressed teen with shiny black hair sat down opposite Gwen. “Hello, miss. Remember me?”

Jack did. “Will.” He narrowed his eyes. “How’d you do that?”

Will touched two fingers to his temple, as if that was the answer. “Welcome to Fulcrum, Master Buckles. It’ll be good to ’ave a tracker ’round ’ere again.”

“Whoa,” said Gwen. “Slow down. What is Fulcrum, some kind of tracker-drago speakeasy?”

The clerk laughed. “Not likely. There’s no alcohol down ‘ere, too much business goin’ on. And we are Fulcrum.” He used an elbow to point at the patrons around them. A few answered with solemn nods. “This speakeasy, as you call it, is the Cellar—a right and proper lair.” He took a swig from the wooden mug he had brought with him, leaving a swath of pink foam on his upper lip. “Best brambleberry cider-milk in the Elder Ministries.”

Jack tried to wrap his brain around that one. “Brambleberry what?”

“Want some?” Will wiped his lip and stood up again. The chair moved out of his way on its own. “ ’Course you do. Two cider-milks coming up.”

As Will sauntered off, Jack turned to Sir Drake, raising a finger. He meant to ask what Fulcrum was all about, but the Royal Arbiter answered that very question before he got the chance to ask it.

“We are the secret society within the secret societies, Jack—a catalyst of equilibrium, using our modest skills to keep the balance of power among the Elder Ministries.”

Gwen sat forward in her chair, lips parting with a question of her own.

“What sort of skills?” asked Sir Drake, doing to her what he had done to Jack. “For one, the sort of skill that allows me to finish your sentences. I can hear your most prominent thoughts, moments before you speak them.”

The slightest smile lifted the corners of Gwen’s mouth. “You’re Merlinians.”

Will sat down again, setting two mugs of frothy pink cider on the table. “And Arthurians, yeah?” The mugs slid over to Jack and Gwen on their own. “In my case, that means telekinesis. Pretty cool, eh?” He winked at Gwen. Her freckled cheeks flushed.

Jack glowered at him. “I thought the Arthurians were a subset of the dragos, and the Merlinians were a subset of the spooks, fire-wielders and mind-readers from—”

“The bloodlines of Arthur and Merlin,” said Sir Drake. “True. But Fulcrum stands apart, Jack. Think of us as . . . outcasts.” He bent forward. “Just. Like. You.”

“Ahem.” Gwen found her tongue, turning away from Will. “Are you saying Jack is part drago? Or part spook?”

“Both, I should think. As all trackers are.” Sir Drake sat back and snapped his fingers. Spiky-green-hair kid strolled by, sliding a plate of rolls, apple slices, and cheese onto the table. “The same sensitivity that allows me to see the thoughts on the tip of your tongue, allows a tracker to experience every piece of his environment in four additional dimensions.”

Will rotated a finger, and Gwen’s mug moved in a circle, pink foam curving to a swirly peak. “An’ the same brand o’ telekinesis that lets me to do that, lets Jack, ’ere, read the molecules of a door knocker. It also lets a drago ignite the air molecules in ’is palm.” He raised his mug in toast. “But you know all about fire, don’t you, Jackie Boy?”

Jack wasn’t about to confirm his budding abilities with fire in front of the judge—not after Gall’s accusations. He kept silent, but he raised the mug to appease the clerk.

Will took a great big swallow and smacked his lips. “Aah. Good, yeah?”

Jack tried to match him, but he wound up coughing into his sleeve, eyes watering. “It’s . . . sharp,” he wheezed.

“That’d be the brambleberry juice. If it weren’t for the moose milk, you’d never get it down.”

Sir Drake frowned at them both. “Jack’s ancestor Johnny Buckles was the first to discover the connection. At the same time, he saw the dragos with their raw power, the spooks with their secrets and mind-reading, and the toppers with all their money, and realized that any one ministry might quickly overpower the rest.”

“So he created Fulcrum to keep the balance.” Gwen took a swig of her cider without so much as a flinch.
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