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      Each summer, the kingdom of Dunbury holds a lottery. The prize? The right to face the Black Dragon in a fight to the death.

      Nobody ever returns.

      Widespread hunger. Banned Books. Harsh royal decrees to keep the citizens in line. After nearly fifty years, the poor, downtrodden people in the isolated country between the mountains and the sea have lost all hope. Somehow, mysteriously, the cruel King Goodheart controls the dragon. And with the dragon, no one dares defy him.

      Until thirteen-year-old Lucky Grayblock, the clumsy, gangly, decidedly unlucky assistant in the dusty old library, finally becomes eligible for the dragon lottery … and discovers one last chance to turn everyone’s luck around.
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        for the libraries

        and those who
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        By order of the king, it is hereby proclaimed:

        That once each year, with no exceptions,

        As the sun sets on summer's first day,

        A hero is chosen by random lottery,

        From all persons who are eligible,

        In the great Kingdom of Dunbury,

        To engage the Black Dragon,

        Exactly one week later,

        At first blush of dawn,

        In a fight to the death.
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          The Secret Room
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      The day of the lottery, Lucky finally found the secret room in the old library.

      In truth, he didn't so much find the room as spot it when the hidden door was left open. For once, he wasn't even looking for the room. He'd merely ducked out of the crowd to sneak into the library—it was actually named the Royal Archives now, but even the king sometimes slipped and called it the library—to say goodbye to the man who'd been like a father to him.

      The only father Lucky had ever known, anyway.

      "Smudge!" he called as he squeezed through the wood chute at the back of the brick building, getting there just seconds before Berk was sure to round the corner outside and see him. "Smudge, it's me, Lucky Grayblock … the Curious Kid with Yet Another Question!"

      He didn't actually have a question today, but it was something of a tradition now. The wood chute at the back of the old library was small and narrow, which was no problem, since Lucky was also small and narrow. At thirteen—a decidedly unlucky number, because it meant he was eligible for the lottery—most other boys were much taller and broader. That meant he didn't fare so well in fights with bullies at Dunbury Academy, bullies like Berk, but it also meant he could fit through tight places like the old library's wood chute.

      All things considered, since the wood chute was not only how he frequently escaped from those same bullies, but also the way he first met Smudge, Lucky was okay with the trade. Lucky was smart, at least, near the top of his class in Numbers, Civics, and Real Science, all the things that people were still allowed to learn, which was more than a lot of his bullies could say for themselves. Most of them could barely read.

      Learning to read beyond a very basic level, like so many things in Dunbury, was now considered a luxury, not a requirement.

      Usually, by the time Lucky dusted himself off and removed any slivers stuck to his palms from the firewood piled beneath the chute, Smudge was already making a sarcastic remark about how Lucky's head couldn't possibly have any more room in it after all the questions he'd asked over the years.

      But now, as Lucky stood in the tiny room that had served as Smudge's home since his wife died ten years earlier, there was no answer. The rocking chair by the fireplace was empty, as was the narrow bed and the corner kitchen with the cast-iron stove and the cluttered walnut cupboards. The room was quiet except for the murmur of the crowd outside as people made their way to Liberty Arena, as well as the faint metallic squeaking in the corner of the room, where Pastry was hard at work in his exercise ball.

      It was definitely hard work because the mouse had only three legs, but what Pastry lacked in grace he more than made up for in determination. Smudge had named the three-legged mouse Pastry because the rodent had been discovered nibbling on a scroll about the proper way to prepare desserts for the king. Rather than releasing him into the city, where Pastry would surely have been easy pickings for the many stray cats, Smudge kept him as a pet.

      "Hello?" Lucky said. "Smudge, are you here?"

      Still, there was no answer—except, after a moment, a distant gong from the arena. This was the first of three, signaling twenty minutes before the lottery.

      No oil lanterns were lit, but since it was nearly sunset, and the solitary window high over the bed faced the west, plenty of rich amber light gave some warmth to the austere brick walls. It smelled faintly of raspberry tea, Smudge's favorite evening drink. When Lucky placed his hand near the tea kettle on the stove, he found it warm, so he knew the old man had been in the room recently.

      The door leading to the main part of the library was ajar, just a tiny gap but enough that Lucky could see that the hall was dark. He knew from experience how spooky the library could be when not lit up by lanterns. Hesitantly, he opened the door wider. The hall, cold brick walls with a long red carpet down the center, was indeed dark, but he thought he could faintly make out some light—a flickering golden glow from beyond the stacks. As usual, the hall smelled of old brick and aging parchment.

      "Smudge?" Lucky called. "Mr. Smodgerton? Are you out there somewhere?"

      Again, there was no answer, not unless he counted his own voice echoing off the brick walls. Lucky didn't know why he tossed in Smudge's real name, since even Smudge rarely called himself Smodgerton. But Lucky was starting to feel a creeping fear that something bad had befallen the old man, and fear always made Lucky behave strangely.

      Lucky was afraid a lot. He wanted to be brave, he really did, but it was hard to be brave when he was the unluckiest boy who had ever lived.

      Yet the thought of his best friend in the world in some kind of trouble was enough to prompt Lucky to creep down that dark hall, despite his cold hands and his racing heart. Maybe it wasn't Smudge in the main hall. Maybe it was someone else, someone who shouldn't be there. If that was the case, Lucky didn't want to alert them to his presence, which meant not lighting any lanterns.

      Fortunately, the old library's floor was stone, not creaky pine like his mother's shack, so his worn leather boots made no sound. Faint as the light was, he could still make out the outlines of the massive stacks—at least three stories high in most places—that filled the main hall, as well as the thousands of scrolls crammed onto the wooden shelves. Only the bottom shelves contained books anymore. The rest were scrolls, mostly royal decrees.

      The light was coming from the left, near the main entrance and the Query Desk. The first shelves blocked Lucky's view. A threadbare red carpet, much like the one leading to Smudge's private chamber, lined the floor in front of the stacks.

      The brick walls were thick. Lucky could just barely hear footsteps on the cobblestone outside, not a lot of noise considering how many thousands of people were making their way to Liberty Arena. His heart loud in his ears, Lucky tiptoed to the end of the first aisle, toward the light.

      When he craned his head around the stacks, he saw something quite odd.

      The portrait of King Goodheart, the one Smudge said his wife had painted, was crooked.

      The picture, which depicted the king on horseback, wasn't crooked the way a picture was usually crooked, a little to the left or a little to the right, but crooked at a very odd angle, the whole thing sort of … bent. There was a pulsing golden glow to the picture's right, on the fringes of the tapestry that hung next to the picture. The tapestry, which showed the Black Dragon fighting the king's brother, Sir Gravin Putarlumpin, was rippling in an odd way.

      That was when it occurred to Lucky that the picture wasn't crooked at all.

      It was open.

      Lucky realized that he'd at last discovered the library's rumored secret room, the one Smudge insisted did not exist, no matter how many times Lucky pestered him about it. It was the most brilliant place for a secret door, since King Goodheart's White Guards would be reluctant to search behind it, loath as they were to touch a king's portrait for fear of damaging it. The punishment for damaging any likeness of King Goodheart was severe.

      Were there forbidden books in there? Lucky took a few steps toward the painting, forgetting, in his excitement, his previous trepidation. It was only when he was past the stacks, in the middle of the open area that ran along the front of the building, that it occurred to him how exposed he was.

      It was at that exact moment that the painting swung outward, the light brightening.

      Lucky froze. Before he could even get himself to take another breath, the painting fully opened, exposing a rough, oval-shaped passageway through the brick. The opening was off the ground a few feet, so none of the opening was visible when the portrait was closed. A person holding a flickering lantern moved into view, and in a strange way the opening acted like a portrait itself: a portrait of a person who stood behind the portrait of the king.

      It was Smudge.

      And he was looking right at Lucky.
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          No Need for Goodbyes
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      If it had been any other day, in any other place in the old library, Lucky would have spoken as soon as Smudge laid eyes on him. What was there to be afraid of, anyway? It was just Smudge, his old friend.

      Yet because it was Lottery Day, and because Smudge was coming out of a secret room, a room the old man had long insisted did not exist, the word hello froze in Lucky's throat. There was something else that gave Lucky pause. It was the expression on Smudge's face, an expression Lucky couldn't remember ever seeing before.

      Fear.

      There was no mistaking it. Even though it was dark, and much of Smudge's body was shrouded in shadow, he was looking straight at Lucky and his face was fully lit by the brass lantern in his hand. His mouth, a small mouth for such a wide, round head, was open as if he'd just gasped. His eyes, under his bushy black eyebrows, were as wide as Lucky had ever seen them. His saggy jowls, already on the pale side, were nearly as white as his cloud of unruly hair.

      Something about Smudge looked different. What was it? Smudge was dressed in his usual threadbare wool sweater vest with the writing quills in the front pocket, a sweater vest he wore almost year-round, even when it was bright and sunny as it had been today. Underneath the sweater vest was the typical white shirt, the fraying, ink-stained sleeves rolled up to the elbows, and the collar unbuttoned enough that Lucky caught a glimpse of the old man's pendant, the chestnut one containing a pen and ink portrait of his beloved dead wife.

      It wasn't until Smudge blinked that Lucky figured out what was missing, only a second before Smudge must have realized it too.

      "Oh, my spectacles," Smudge muttered, briefly touching his face before disappearing to the right.

      The old man's shuffling footsteps faded, then stopped, meaning whatever hall was back there was short indeed. Smudge forgetting his spectacles gave Lucky all the more reason to think that the secret room was full of books.

      Unlike many people, who only needed spectacles to read, Smudge was the opposite. He had to take his spectacles off to read. Outside of reading, however, as Smudge had explained many times, without his glasses he was pretty much as blind as a horse wearing full blinders, which explained why he hadn't seen Lucky even though Lucky stood right in front of him.

      No way Smudge would have taken his glasses off unless he'd been doing some reading.

      Lucky knew he should probably wait, then let Smudge know he was there, but something told him he shouldn't. If Smudge wasn't afraid because Lucky had startled him, then why was he afraid?

      So Lucky dashed back around the stacks, trying to keep his footfalls quiet. In the near-darkness, it was hard to see all the ruts in the stone floor, and he tripped and took a few tumbling steps, skewing the long red carpet outside Smudge's room and nearly falling.

      Somehow he managed to stay upright. He straightened the carpet and darted to the wood chute, even as he heard shuffling footsteps in the main hall and saw the lantern light growing brighter.

      He realized he'd left the door that led to the library wide open, when it had only been partly ajar when he entered, but there was nothing he could do about it now.

      "Smudge?" Lucky called, pretending that he'd just come down the chute. "Smudge, are you there? It's me, the Curious Kid with Yet Another Question!"

      It was only a few seconds before Smudge emerged, holding the brass lantern aloft. He had something in his other hand, which Lucky at first thought was a small book, but it was actually a tiny yellow scroll tied up with a red silk ribbon. The red silk ribbons hadn't been used since before Lucky was born, since silk, like so many things in Dunbury, was now a precious commodity.

      "Yes, yes, I'm here, Luckles!" Smudge said, hurrying as much as his shuffling footsteps would allow. Luckles was Smudge's nickname for Lucky, which Smudge had said was an endearment that combined lucky and chuckles, though Lucky suspected it was more because Smudge didn't particularly care for the name Lucky. "Just needed to, um, check to make sure the copy parchment was fully stocked, my lad."

      This was an unusual thing for Smudge to say, as Lucky knew full well that the copy parchment—what visitors used to make copies of any specific decrees or passages from books they wanted for their own use—was fully stocked, since he, himself, had stocked it last night just before close.

      Lucky wasn't going to mention this, so he merely nodded, then pretended to dust himself off and check for slivers. As he bustled into the room, Smudge glanced back at the door through his thick, round-rimmed spectacles, as if realizing it was more open than he'd left it. At the sight of his owner, Pastry leapt from his exercise ball and squealed.

      This gave Lucky a way to redirect Smudge's attention away from the open door. "Did you feed Pastry his dinner, sir? It looks like his food bowl is empty."

      Just as Lucky hoped, Smudge glanced at the mouse cage, his eyebrows drooping so much they hid his eyes, as they often did when he was mulling over something. His eyebrows, which some people described as giant black caterpillars, were his most defining feature, especially since they had remained black while the rest of his big pouf of hair had gone white. Even the dusting of hair on his protruding ears—ears that made him seem related to Pastry, the way they gave his face a mouse-like appearance—was as white as flour.

      "Dinner?" he said. "Yes, yes, I fed him some goat cheese. Of course I did. I wouldn't forget my little friend's dinner tonight, of all nights."

      "Tonight, sir?" Lucky said. "What do you mean, tonight of all nights?"

      "Hmm? What are you doing here anyway, lad? I figured you'd be on the way to the lottery by now. Now that you're eligible, you can't be late."

      Lucky's throat grew tight. When he played over this moment in his mind last night, he'd been able to say all the things he'd always wanted to say, about how grateful he was, how appreciative of everything Smudge had done for him from that day five years ago when he first slipped through the wood chute, just looking for a place to hide.

      But when it came to it now, words were difficult. "I came … I came to say goodbye," he managed.

      "Goodbye? Whatever for?"

      "Well, I … You know how things usually go for me. With anything, um, involving chance. I just figured, now that I'm eligible for the lottery—"

      "Oh, danderbush!" Smudge exclaimed. "I thought that was what you might be getting at, you silly lad. Don't tell me you're going to start in again at how unlucky you are."

      "Well, I am unlucky, sir. I think I'm the unluckiest person who's ever lived. That's why I'm pretty sure that I'm going to win the lottery tonight, since that's the unluckiest thing that can happen to a person in Dunbury."

      "Nonsense!" Smudge waved his hands wildly about, as he often did when he was upset, which seemed to remind him that he was holding the scroll. He shoved it quickly into the pocket of his sweater vest along with the quills. It was tiny enough that it disappeared behind the black feathers. "Pure nonsense, I say. You're no unluckier than anyone else."

      "But I am, sir. I'm the thirteenth Grayblock child born on the thirteenth day of the thirteenth month. It's obvious. My mom knew I was unlucky from the start, which was why she named me Lucky. She was hoping it would balance things out. But it didn't work. If there's a banana to slip on, I'm taking a tumble. If a bird poops on someone's head, it's always mine. If something bad is going to happen to anyone, it's going to be me—it always is."

      Smudge shook his head. "You've said all this foolishness to me before. Your mother, as much as I admire how hard she has worked for her family since your father's passing—"

      "Which was the unluckiest thing of all, sir. And it happened the very year I was born."

      "It happened because your father won the lottery, Luckles. And I'm still very angry about that, because Silas Grayblock was both very strong and very kind, a combination that is quite rare indeed. Usually someone that strong can't resist taking advantage of people weaker than them, but your father was never that way. And as I was saying, as much as I adore your mother, she shouldn't have given over to such nonsense about luck. It was almost like she was blaming you for your father's death, and that isn't fair at all."

      "She's never said she blames me, sir," Lucky said. "All she ever says is how much she loves me … oh, and to be careful not to trip."

      "Oh, she wouldn't say it aloud, even if she felt it deep in her heart. As you know, my own mother died when I was quite young, so I suppose you are free to dismiss what I'm saying—"

      "I would never dismiss anything you say, sir."

      "Yes, well, it is something we have in common, at any rate. You without a father, me without a mother. I was only going to say that usually the way a person feels comes out one way or another, even if they can't admit it to themselves. And anyway, if you do win the lottery today, it won't be because you're unlucky, that's for sure!"

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "It means the whole thing is fixed, lad. I've told you that many times."

      "Sir—"

      "In nearly five decades of these ridiculous lotteries, it's become quite obvious. First, all the strongest were weeded out. Now he's working on the smartest. His self-righteous majesty King Urkin Putarlumpin is always afraid somebody is going to take away his power someday."

      "King Goodheart, sir. We have to call him King Goodheart."

      "No, we most certainly do not, at least when we're in our own company. That is a name he chose for himself, as a way to hoodwink us into believing something he's not. I, for one, will not be fooled, and neither should you! Lurkin' Urkin—that's what people called him when I was a child. Did you know that? Because he was always lurking about, up to no good."

      Always nervous whenever Smudge got this way, Lucky glanced at the tiny window, too high to make out what was out there, but he could still hear people walking along the cobblestone street beyond the alley behind the library, even if the footsteps weren't quite as numerous anymore. "Sir, you mustn't talk that way. Especially today. It can get you into so much trouble."

      "I will talk the way I want to, Luckles. I always have and always will. We need more people to speak their minds in this sad, desolate kingdom of ours. And anyway, there's no need for goodbyes, even for tonight, because I'm going to the arena too. Let me just get my hat and we'll be off."

      Watching Smudge head to the little closet next to the bed, Lucky was speechless. While seeing Smudge emerge from a secret room was the biggest surprise of the night, hearing him say he was coming to the lottery was a close second.

      "I'm sorry," Lucky said. "You're—you're coming to the lottery, sir?"

      "I am."

      "But you never go to the lottery. You said—you always say—the whole thing is—"

      "A foolish spectacle for the gullible masses? A petty dictator's gruesome charade to keep the stupid and the cowardly in line? Yes, I've often said both, and also that I refuse to dignify it by gracing it with my presence, but tonight I'm coming just the same."

      "But why? You're not eligible, sir. People in lifetime-appointed positions can't be selected." While there was no risk his friend could win the lottery, Lucky wanted Smudge to remain in the old library just the same. If Smudge was here, he couldn't say something that violated one of the many manners of conduct written in the scrolls. "It's going to be crowded and noisy and—and—and a lot of hassle. Isn't it better to stay here in your rocking chair?"

      Smudge, who'd finally found his hat and was turning it over in his wrinkled hands, sighed. Like most things Smudge, the hat, a brown felt bucketeer, was threadbare and faded. It even had a coin-sized hole on top, so it would do little good in the rain, and it often rained in Dunbury.

      "It is true I can't win the lottery," he said. "But as you so clearly pointed out, you can. In the unlikely event that you do win, I want to be there."

      "But sir—"

      "No buts about it, Luckles." The old man donned his hat, then offered up a wistful smile. His eyes, behind his thick spectacles, were shiny. "As my wife Wyla always said, butts are for bottoms and not for the brains of the wise. Let's go so we're not late. We would not want to keep our esteemed ruler waiting."
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      Nobody knew why the Black Dragon first came to the Kingdom of Dunbury.

      The official story, the one written in the scrolls, was that forty-seven years ago, at the end of a particularly rainy spring, the Black Dragon just showed up one day in the Ridgeline Mountains that bordered Dunbury to the east. It took up roost on Redclaw Precipice, a jagged outcropping on Hoodspan, the tallest peak, and what used to be the most popular destination for anyone wanting a sweeping view of the land and the sea. From below, the outcropping really did look like a giant red claw, especially with the morning sun behind it.

      At first, so the story went, the dragon merely perched itself on Redclaw, in full view of the entire kingdom, which, of course, created quite a stir. Sometimes the dragon would fly out into the Great Sea and return with masses of sweepwings or grayfin in its claws, which it would proceed to eat right there on the precipice, as if taunting everyone below with such a public display of its ferocious teeth.

      There was lots of talk about whether something should be done, because it was assumed it was only a matter of time before the dragon grew tired of eating just fish or fowl, and turned its appetite to Dunbury's livestock or even the citizens themselves.

      But the king at the time—a very old and frail King Dezin Putarlumpin, father to the current King Goodheart—decided it was better to be cautious than take preemptive action. The last thing a weary, war-torn Dunbury needed, after years of fending off constant invaders from the mountains and the sea, was another enemy. After all, the dragon hadn't harmed any Dunbury citizens, had it? Perhaps the old stories were just myths and this dragon would leave them alone.

      But he was wrong.

      A few weeks after its arrival, the Black Dragon began to pick off cattle, horses, and even pet dogs that had wandered too far into open fields. Then it ate a farmer, when he was returning from a well with a bucket of water. Dunbury was in panic. The king's two sons, Sir Gravin Putarlumpin, the eldest and next in line to the throne, and Sir Urkin Putarlumpin, who'd spent much of the last year traveling abroad, volunteered to rid the kingdom of this menace. The old king, proud of his sons' bravery even if he feared for their lives, agreed.

      If both his sons died, the king would have had no heir to the throne, but at the time it was the Council of Citizens, selected by random lottery, who did much of the daily work of running the country. Even though nothing had been written into law, it was largely assumed that when the king died, so would the line of succession. The people would rule themselves.

      And so it was, on the first day of summer, that the two brothers climbed Mount Hoodspan to engage the Black Dragon. It took all day to climb the mountain, so it was sunset by the time they got there. People gathered in Liberty Arena, which had one of the best views of Redclaw Precipice, to watch the great battle unfold.

      It lasted for hours. The dragon's eyes, which always lit up when it was angry, glowed as bright as the sun. Even with all the fire and smoke, the people could sometimes make out the glint of the armor or the flash of steel blades.

      When the smoke cleared, Sir Gravin lay dead on the rock.

      But miraculously, Sir Urkin had a wounded Black Dragon pinned, a knife embedded in its bleeding neck. The blood was such a bright, pulsating orange, like molten lava, that it was visible even down in Liberty Arena. Rather than kill the beast, Urkin told the dragon he would spare its life if it agreed to several conditions. Dragons, it was well known, were always true to their word when they made a promise.

      One, the dragon could not harm Dunbury in any way—its people, its livestock, or anything owned by the citizens, from the Ridgeline Mountains to the Great Sea.

      Two, the dragon would not allow passage to any enemies of Dunbury, keeping the kingdom safe from all external threats for as long as it lived.

      Three, the dragon would allow a challenger from Dunbury to fight it once a year, selected as the sun set on summer's first day and to be engaged one week later at dawn on Redclaw in a battle to the death. The reason was so the dragon could prove, by beating this challenger, that it remained strong enough to protect Dunbury.

      When Sir Urkin returned, bloodied and bruised, dragging the lifeless body of his brother on a litter of cattle ribs, he related all this to everyone gathered in the arena. The king wept for his dead son but hailed Urkin as a triumphant hero, as did all the grateful people of Dunbury, especially when it soon became clear that the Black Dragon was true to its word. Not only did the dragon bother them no more, it brought a period of enduring peace to the kingdom.

      Soon after, the king died peacefully in his sleep. Sir Urkin, now next in line to the throne, became king. He quickly disbanded the Council of Citizens, explaining that the city, without the constant threat of war, ran smoothly enough not to need a council. He replaced the lottery to select council members with one to select the dragon challenger.

      The people were too grateful to Urkin, who renamed himself King Goodheart, to ever consider ending the line of succession. He even made himself a golden scepter topped with a heart-shaped orb studded with diamonds, as yet another reminder, he said, to always rule with the goodness of his heart. From that day onward, he was seldom seen without his precious scepter.

      No one dared doubt the wisdom of the man who had tamed the Black Dragon, even as he set about issuing many royal decrees in an effort to improve Dunbury—decrees that rarely seemed like improvements at all. So people's heads weren't filled with foolish ideas, most books were banned and destroyed. If someone wanted to grow something, make something, or offer a service, it had to be approved by the king. All churches except those under the purview of the Royal Church of Dunbury were prohibited. There were regulations for what people could wear, what people could say, and even whom they could marry.

      Most importantly, and expressly for their own safety, no citizens of Dunbury were allowed to venture beyond the Ridgeline Mountains or sail their ships beyond sight of the White Guards that manned the watchtowers.

      Still, in the early years, there was a lot more enthusiasm for the lottery, which started out as voluntary. It helped that King Goodheart allotted a thousand gold coins to the one selected, if they won. Yet even without the prize, there probably would have been plenty of eager would-be heroes lining up for the right to defeat the dragon and prove their worth.

      But after a few dozen died—all of them swallowed whole, which seemed to be the Black Dragon's preferred method for dispatching its challengers—it became clear that beating the beast a second time was no easy matter, and participation in the lottery became mandatory. Eventually, the only exceptions were the lifetime appointments—judges, reverends, keepers, and, of course, anyone of royal lineage, vestiges of the Before Times that King Goodheart left in place. Plus Goodheart added exceptions for all women with children not yet eligible. Because of this, it wasn't long before very large families became the norm. These large families, of course, meant all of their produce, livestock, and other precious resources were stretched more thinly.

      With each passing decade, less and less was seen of the Black Dragon, until eventually the only time it consistently appeared in full view was on Lottery Day—perched high above on Redclaw Precipice, watching with a wary golden eye as the next challenger was chosen. Sometimes, late at night, people would hear the flap of its webbed wings as it headed out to sea in search of food. Rarely someone might claim they'd seen a burst of flame on the snowy peaks as the dragon scared off someone from the lands beyond the Ridgeline Mountains, a foolish interloper who had not yet learned that Dunbury had its own special protector.

      The rest of the time, at least it was assumed, the creature remained in the cave at the back of Redclaw Precipice, nursing its grievances but staying faithful to its vow. What everyone wondered—when they weren't wondering where their next meal was going to come from, as Dunbury had become increasingly poor and desolate the longer it was cut off from the wider world—was whether there would ever come a time when the dragon simply failed to appear on Lottery Day.

      What would happen then? Dragons were said to live a very long time—centuries, even—but they were not immortal. All the dragonlore books had been burned up long ago, but those were the rumors. Or what would happen if the Black Dragon simply decided to break its word and flee Dunbury for a more promising home?

      What then?
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      This was what Lucky was thinking about as he and Smudge left the old library and joined the dwindling throng making its way to Liberty Arena. He knew the Black Dragon story by heart, as all children of Dunbury did, since they'd been told it again and again since their first day at the academy, but the story took on a lot more urgency when his own name was going to be in the six-foot-high golden chalice for the first time.

      Would the dragon show up today? As they rounded the corner onto Freedom Road, the main thoroughfare in the heart of Dunbury, he could clearly see Redclaw Precipice to the east. Illuminated by the setting sun behind him, as the mountains turned from a hazy purple to a deep, forbidding black, the outcropping looked as much like a massive claw as it ever did—a claw ripping into what was now a blood-red sky.

      There was no Black Dragon … yet.

      The second gong from the arena sounded, echoing off all the stone and brick and wood. Ten minutes to go. Hardly anyone spoke except in hushed tones. All the shops were closed, doors boarded up for the night, upstairs windows shuttered. Their shadows preceding them on the rutted cobblestone were long and stretched.

      The wind, at their backs, was cool and smelled of the sea. Warm as it had been earlier, in summer the heat rarely persisted once the sun was down. It was already chilly enough that Lucky wondered if he should have brought the sweater vest Smudge had given him for his birthday; he didn't usually wear it to Dunbury Academy because the other kids made fun of him—they already mocked how baggy, worn, and ill-fitting his uniform, a hand-me-down from his older brothers, was—but a layer of wool would come in handy now.

      Walking next to Smudge, he would have been proud to wear the gray vest, even if other kids saw him. After all, Lucky had sometimes allowed himself to dream that he, too, would one day be appointed Keeper of the Scrolls—many, many years in the future, of course. Lucky couldn't bear to even imagine life without his old friend.

      "You'll be all right," Smudge said, as if reading his mind.

      "What's that, sir?"

      "The lottery, lad. You have nothing to worry about."

      "Oh. I wish that was true."

      "It is, it is. None of that nonsense about being unlucky now. Today is the day when all of your luck starts to turn around, I'm sure of it. And if you're afraid, just pretend to be someone who's brave and soon it will be true. You know I don't like to lie, especially to people I like, but sometimes it's okay to lie just a little to ourselves, if it helps us do what needs to be done."

      But to Lucky, the old man's voice had a strange quake, as if he was nervous. This made Lucky even more anxious. He looked at Smudge for reassurance, but the old man's expression was hard to read, partly because his eyes were shadowed by both his big fuzzy eyebrows and his bucketeer.

      Three blocks to go. Still no Black Dragon. He could now make out the white marble pillars of Liberty Arena, looming over the thatched roofs of the houses and shops closest to it. They passed the stables where two of his older brothers worked, brothers that would now be at the arena with the rest of his family, and he got a good whiff of manure and hay. His mother always insisted on attending along with all of her children, whether they were old enough to get selected or not, and even though she wasn't eligible herself.

      It suddenly occurred to Lucky that his mother actually was eligible, now that Lucky was of age. She had no more ineligible children. No wonder she seemed jumpier than normal this morning.

      The thought of his mother winning the lottery was almost as unbearable as the thought of winning himself.

      "What do you think the chances of a person winning are, sir?" Lucky asked. "I mean, the odds?"

      "Well," Smudge said, "if it was a true lottery, it's about one in seven thousand, since that's the number of people who are eligible. However, if King Putarfrumpin decides you're the one to win, your odds are exactly one hundred percent."

      Lucky cringed. Not only did Smudge not call the king by the name Goodheart, he'd deliberately mangled it, which was something he had been doing a lot lately. It didn't seem as if anyone nearby had heard, but it still made Lucky apprehensive. "Sir, please," he whispered, "you mustn't say that. You could be arrested."

      "Oh, they wouldn't dare, son," Smudge scoffed. "Not on such a minor infraction. It would take a lot more than that for King Futardumplin to be bold enough to throw me in his dungeon. He knows how much the people look to me for guidance."

      As much as he hated to hear Smudge talk this way, Lucky knew his friend was probably right. King Goodheart may be feared, but not many respected him anymore, not if they were honest about it, and almost nobody liked him. Almost everyone liked Smudge, and even more respected him. Lucky could see this even now, the way other citizens walking beside them kept glancing at the old man with a mixture of surprise and admiration.

      With surprise, because they'd never seen the old man attend the lottery before. With admiration, because they knew that nobody knew more, about

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/dl_interiorlogo_300.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/frp-logo-for-ebook.jpg
FLYING RAVEN

PRESS





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/dragonlottery--cover1500.jpg
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn

SCOT T WILLIAM

(1A&FCITEP(

DﬁAGON

LOTTERY





