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PROLOGUE

The legends say that once, long, long ago, there was a single round world, like a ball floating in space, and that it was ruled over by six wise badgers. The legends also tell of a tremendous explosion, an explosion so huge that it shattered the round world into a thousand fragments, a vast archipelago of islands adrift in the sky. As time passed, the survivors of the explosion thrived and prospered and gave their scattered island homes a name—and that name was the Sundered Lands.

That’s what the legends say.

But who believes in legends nowadays?

 

Well . . . Esmeralda Lightfoot, the Princess in Darkness, does, for one. According to Esmeralda, the truth of the ancient legends was revealed to her in a reading of the magical and ancient Badger Blocks—a set of prophetic wooden tokens from the old times. And reluctant hero Trundle Boldoak believes it as well, and between them they have already found five of the six crowns that the prophecy said they must seek.

But there is a problem. Someone else is also hunting for the Six Crowns—his name is Captain Grizzletusk, and he’s the meanest, bloodthirstiest, wickedest pirate ever to sail the skies of the Sundered Lands. And just to make matters even worse, Grizzletusk and his murderous pirate band are being helped by none other than Millie Rose Thorne, Queen of all the Roamanys, and—horrifyingly enough—Esmeralda’s very own aunty!

They have outdistanced their enemies for the time being and have arrived at the Guild of Observators in the crumbling old city of Widdershins, seeking help from the Herald Pursuivant . . . Percy, to his friends.
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“Trundle! Duck!”

Esmeralda’s warning came only just in time. Trundle flung himself to the floor as a huge leather-bound book came swooping toward him, wide open and with its pages crackling and flapping.

He covered his head with both paws as the thrashing pages of the book grazed past him. The book rose again and sailed on, rebounding off an oak-paneled wall and cartwheeling up toward the ornate ceiling.

And the book wasn’t the only missile flying around the room. Not by a long way. Inkpots whistled to and fro; papers and parchments and documents rose in fountains and fell in blizzards. Scrolls whisked this way and that like great trapped insects with wings of red tape. And adding to the chaos and the confusion were paperweights and letter openers and candlesticks and pens. Not to mention dozens of albums and textbooks and encyclopedias that flocked around the room like ungainly birds.

Peering out from between his fingers, Trundle saw Esmeralda dive behind the Herald Pursuivant’s leather sofa as a volley of quills zipped past her like arrows and embedded themselves in the wall.

And in another part of the room, the Herald Pursuivant himself, their dear friend Percy, was wielding a walking stick, batting away blotters and inkpads and sticks of sealing wax.

“We have to get the crowns apart!” Percy yelled as he gave a candle snuffer a wallop that sent it spinning through the air. “It’s the only way to stop this!”

It was the crowns that were causing all the trouble.

 

Little did Trundle guess as he and Esmeralda moored the Thief in the Night to a crumbling pillar in a quiet, uninhabited quarter of the College of the Guild of Observators that their visit would be the cause of such a riot!

Keeping out of sight, and with three of the crowns in their arms, they had made their way to Percy’s private office, slipping under cover every time a badger strode past with his trail of book-laden minions. Several times they had dived into the shadows when a troop of fox guards came stumping along the corridors with their clanking armor and rusty weapons.

Finally they had reached the Herald Pursuivant’s door. He had been delighted to see them—and even more delighted when they showed him the three crowns they had brought with them. The Crown of Fire, in its old biscuit tin; the Crown of Ice, safe and sound in the container the Lamas of Spyre had made; and last but not least, the Crown of Wood in its box with 5 OF 6 engraved on the lid and with the final clue pasted within.
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Percy had closed and locked his door behind his visitors. Then he had cleared space on his desk, and the three crowns had been taken out of their boxes and placed reverently on the dark mahogany surface.

“You’ve done marvelously well, my friends,” he told them, slowly circling the desk and examining the crowns from every angle.

Esmeralda beamed with pride. “It wasn’t easy, I can tell you that!” she said. “The phoenix wasn’t at all like you might have thought. He was old and grouchy and scraggy . . . and we were in a battle . . . and we met up with a pirate hare who was completely out of his gourd!”

“He ended up as an oracle in a monastery,” added Trundle. “And that’s a whole other story!”

“My, my,” said Percy. “I see you’ve had quite the adventure!”

“More than one adventure, Percy,” said Esmeralda. “We haven’t even told you about the lizards and the flying opera house and the steam moles! And Jack is now principal rebec player in an orchestra that’s touring all the outer islands of the Sundered Lands, to packed houses.”

“Well, I never!” Percy straightened up and smiled at them. “And to think, that after all these hundreds and hundreds of years, two little people like you should track down five of the six ancient crowns!” He laughed. “Extraordinary!”

“I think I like that one best,” said Trundle, gazing at the Crown of Fire, sitting atop its biscuit tin. Its long, cool, slender flames flickered and fluttered like ribbons in a breeze. Trundle thought it was probably the most beautiful and fascinating thing he had ever seen.

“I still prefer the Crystal Crown,” said Esmeralda. “Because that’s the one that started it all off.” She looked at Percy. “You still have the first two crowns safe, don’t you?”

“Indeed I do,” Percy said.

“Could you get them out?” asked Trundle. “I’d love to see all five together!”

“An excellent notion!” Percy said. “Wait here a moment while I go and fetch them.”

He returned a little while later with the crowns of Crystal and Iron, which he placed with the others on the desk.

“Outstanding!” Esmeralda breathed, gazing at the crowns in wonder.

“Extraordinary!” Percy murmured.

“I’ll say!” a spellbound Trundle agreed. Gathered together like that, the five crowns made a spectacular and breathtaking sight.

But the friends hadn’t been given much time for standing and staring. The first thing that had alerted them to the trouble that was coming was a faint, raspy humming sound, like a distant swarm of angry wasps.

“What’s that noise?” Esmeralda had asked. “And why is it getting louder?”

But before anyone had the opportunity to respond, the source of the humming became all too clear. The crowns had started to vibrate, gently at first, but gradually with more and more agitation. And as they quivered and shook, so they had moved toward one another across the desk.

“Oh, dear,” Percy had said. “I don’t like the look of that. Perhaps we should—”

And it had been at that precise moment that the whole room had gone crazy.

 

“We have to get the crowns apart! It’s the only way to stop this!”

That’s easier said than done, Percy! thought Trundle as a wooden in-box flashed past the tip of his snout and crashed into the wall with a loud bang.

Keeping low to the floorboards, Trundle crawled toward the desk. The heavy piece of furniture was shaking and rocking, its legs drumming on the floor like impatient fingers.

From the corner of his eye, he saw that Esmeralda was also advancing slowly on the desk, using a huge atlas as a shield against the flying objects.

He reached the desk and gradually lifted himself so he could peer over the top. The five crowns were in a ring, whirling around and around so quickly that they were just a bewildering blur in front of his eyes.

“Do something!” howled Esmeralda. “Stop them, Trun!”

Trundle drew his sword, and with a thundering heart and screwed-up eyes, he poked the blade into the furiously spinning tempest, hoping to slow the whizzing crowns down enough for them to be pulled apart.

“Ow!” There was a clang and a crash and the sword was knocked out of his grip. “Ow! Ow! Ow!” he yelped, hopping from foot to foot and wringing his stinging paw.

But it had done the trick. The five crowns went careering in all directions around the room, bouncing off the walls and the ceiling and the floor, hissing and spitting like meteors.

Esmeralda fended off the Crown of Wood with her atlas. It crashed to the boards at her feet and she leaped forward on to it, dropping the book and grabbing the crown in both arms.

At more or less the same moment, Percy made a flying leap for a cupboard door, flinging it open just as the Crown of Fire zipped past him. The crown shot straight into the cupboard, and Percy slammed the door on it.

“Trundle! Stop messing about and get one of the crowns!” hollered Esmeralda as the Crown of Wood heaved and bucked under her, struggling to get free.

Blowing one final time on his tingling fingers, Trundle gave a mighty pounce, and more by luck than judgment, he managed to snatch the Crown of Iron out of the air.

He ran to a wall cabinet, whipped the door open, and bowled the crown inside. The precious object clanged and rang as he whisked the door shut behind it.

The effect was immediate. Everything that had been flying and careering through the air suddenly came crashing and bashing and whacking and cracking to the floor.
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Percy picked up the Crown of Ice, popped it back into its container, and shoved it into a drawer in his desk. Then he found the Crown of Crystal and put it on a high shelf.

An exhausted silence filled the room.

Esmeralda got to her feet, the peaceful and immobile Crown of Wood in her paws. “Let’s . . . not . . . do that . . . again . . .” she panted.

“I had no idea they would react like that!” gasped Percy.

Trundle gazed around the wreckage-strewn room. “If this is what
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