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The Gray Shack

When the world of Artimé turned gray, Henry Haluki knew that Alex was dead.

The medicinal herbs he’d been picking turned to weeds in his hands, and the ground beneath his knees became hard and cracked. The enormous mansion swirled and disappeared, leaving a small shack in its place. Hundreds of Artiméans who’d been inside the mansion spilled out of the shack’s doorway and burst through its windows, trying to keep from being crushed. The walls strained and bulged as if they were about to explode.

Henry stared for an instant, trying to comprehend what was happening, and then he dropped the weeds and ran toward the chaos to help. As he went, he realized that his hospital ward and everything in it would have disappeared along with the mansion. He reached into his healer’s coat pockets to see what medicines he carried with him, but those magical products had vanished too. His heart sank.

Cries and shouts rose from all over the property. It was impossible to know where to start helping. Henry looked around frantically as it dawned on him that his and Thatcher’s adopted young Unwanteds were probably somewhere in the disaster. His breath caught as he thought about how scared everyone must be. With Alex gone, he had to step up.

With Alex gone. Not just away. Gone. For good.

A sharp pain speared through Henry. He slowed and stumbled forward, crumpling into the agony of the realization. A horrendous sob exploded from him, the sound of it lost in the chaotic din. Alexander Stowe, head mage of Artimé, is dead. Henry clutched his chest and tried to breathe, blinking the tears away. Then he got up and pushed through the growing crowd around the shack. He had to keep going.

“Henry! Over here!” Sean Ranger was inside, holding his young son out the broken window and looking frantic. “Can you take Lukas? I can’t find Ava!”

Henry rushed up and took the boy. Sean used his sleeve to clear out the rest of the glass, then helped a few others get through the window. He disappeared into the shack to look for his daughter.

“Go on,” a man by the window said to Henry. “Move out of the way so we can get more people out.”

Overwhelmed, Henry hurried away from the disaster with Lukas. The five-year-old was crying. He was missing a shoe, and he had a bruise turning purple on his arm and one on his cheek. A thin trickle of blood ran down his leg. Henry set the boy down and examined him. Finding his injuries to be minor, he tried soothing him. “There,” said Henry, distracted and looking anxiously for his teens to surface from the stampede. “It’s going to be okay.” With relief, Henry spotted one of his and Thatcher’s recently adopted girls, Clementi Okafor, at another window helping others out. Her natural spiral curls had a layer of gray dust on them, and her black skin shone with sweat. Henry caught sight of Clementi’s brother Ibrahim, from the same purge group of Unwanteds, assisting her from the inside. “Thank goodness,” Henry murmured. Hopefully the rest were close by.

Lukas sniffled, drawing Henry’s attention back. “Where’s Ava?” asked the boy. “I want my dad.”

“She’s . . . She’ll be coming any minute. Your dad is going after her. It’s just a little shack, so it shouldn’t be too hard. They’ll find us out here.”

“Everybody fell on each other,” said Lukas tearfully. “I got hit in the face.”

Henry sucked in a breath, imagining what it must have been like to have the entire population of Artimé, on multiple floors and in a variety of additional magical rooms that took up no space, suddenly and entirely converge in the single gray shack when the mansion disappeared. He kept seeing more and more people struggling to get out. With other Artiméans rushing forward to help at the exits, there wasn’t much Henry could do at the moment but stare and feel the horror he’d felt when he was ten years old—the first time Artimé had disappeared and Alex had taken him under his wing.

Alex is dead.

The reminder hit him like a sucker punch to the gut. It repeated over and over in his thoughts. He tried to rationalize—tried to come up with reasons why it couldn’t be so. Maybe Alex had just gotten too far away from home and had moved outside of his magely range, assuming there was one. Silently Henry counted the days since Alex and Thatcher and the rest of the rescue team had left, and he knew Alex would have been in the land of the dragons for a while. So it didn’t seem likely that he’d somehow be out of range now if he hadn’t been yesterday.

Alex. Is dead.

Sean came running over to them, bloodied and battered, with six-year-old Ava in his arms. She seemed to be okay, with just a few cuts and scratches on her arms and one of her legs. Henry checked her injuries and made sure she was all right. Then he looked up at Sean with dread, not sure what to say in front of the children.

Sean held Henry’s gaze for a moment, then shook his head sorrowfully. “He’s . . . gone. He’s got to be.”

Henry swallowed hard. Hearing Sean say it made it seem real. Permanent. Sorrow enveloped him. But fear did too. If Alex was dead . . . what about Thatcher? And Lani? And Carina and the others on the rescue team? Were they dead too? He pushed the horror of that thought aside and nodded. “We need to get to Aaron—bring him over here right away. He knows the spell. He has an extra robe.”

“Henry,” said Sean, “we can’t get to him. The tubes are gone. We’d have to take a ship. It’ll take days.”

“Can’t we send a seek spell—” Henry cut himself off, annoyed and disheartened. “Sorry. Of course not.” He thought for a moment as his anxiety built. “Who else knows what to do?”

Sean looked up. “Claire Morning does. She has a robe. She’s familiar with the spell, too.”

“Is she in Artimé?” Henry’s eyes swept the area.

“I don’t think she came today.”

“Let’s go to Quill and find her, then.” Henry glanced back at the chaos surrounding the shack, confirming that, like Sean’s and his kids’, most people’s wounds were superficial. His adopted Unwanteds would be all right—they’d been through worse. And there were people helping at all the exits. He spotted a few of the nurses assisting the injured, but without medicine or the hospital ward, they couldn’t do much.

Neither could Henry. “Hang on a minute,” he told Sean. He ran over to one of the nurses to explain where he was going and put her in charge while he was gone. “Keep an eye out for the rest of my kids, will you?” he asked. “Clementi and Ibrahim are there by the east window, but they’re the only ones I’ve seen emerge so far.”

“Of course,” said the nurse, knowing it was more important for Henry to go after Claire so they could get the magic back as quickly as possible. Before chaos turned to disaster.

Sean and Henry each took a child on their backs and turned toward Quill, where Claire Morning now lived. At the sight of the larger part of the island, they both gasped, because they’d forgotten something else.

Quill was gone too. Everything there looked even worse than in Artimé. It was nothing but old burned land and sooty rubble. And angry, nonmagical Quillens were coming toward them in droves.
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The Time Before

It had happened once before, when Henry was ten. Hours after Mr. Marcus Today, the first head mage and creator of the magical world, had been killed and Artimé had vanished, Henry’s mother had died of injuries sustained in a skirmish with the Restorers of Quill. Henry’s sister, Lani, had been taken captive on Warbler Island, leaving Henry with his grieving father, Gunnar, who was also trying to regain control of Quill.

The mess of problems that had surrounded Henry in those awful days had left a permanent, invisible bruise on his soul. He’d clung to Alex as a shadowy helper. Fetching him cups of water or a bit of broth if he could get some. Trying to come to grips with his losses when everyone else was feeling losses too. Comfort had been scarce. Artimé had seen its worst in the way people treated one another.

It had taken weeks for Alex to decipher the strange spell that Mr. Today had magically sent to the boy’s pocket in the moment before he’d died. Sky had helped Alex—the world might still be gone if it hadn’t been for her. People had turned desperate. Water and food had been nearly nonexistent. But they had survived . . . most of them anyway.

» » »

With Ava and Lukas on their backs, Henry and Sean forged a path through the increasing crowd of upset Quillens. The people of Quill were not magical, but the world they lived in was. When Quill had been destroyed by fire, Alex had come to the aid of the contentious neighbors, pushing the boundaries of Artimé’s magical world to cover the soot and burned-out buildings and whatever else had been left. He’d created magical houses and workplaces and fields and even a lighthouse for them, and the people of Quill had accepted these things begrudgingly, having no other choice. They’d been tiresome and grumpy neighbors, but peaceful since then. Most of the Artiméans had at least a few family members there. But Quill’s focus on what was important strayed far from Artimé’s, and the two places, despite sharing an island, were still quite opposite.

As they traveled, Sean and Henry scanned the crowds for signs of Claire, hoping she was already on her way to Artimé. The shock they both felt was numbing. Henry could hardly fathom what had happened. All he wanted was for the magic to be restored as quickly as possible so he could send a seek spell to Thatcher. If he got one in return . . . well, it would mean at least they weren’t all dead. Henry’s throat caught. The desperate need to know if Thatcher and the others were alive was all consuming. He had to shove it down and get through this.

Sean felt the same way about Carina and Seth. “At least we were more prepared this time,” he said. “I just can’t believe . . .” He choked on the words, then kept going. “I can’t believe Alex is . . . gone.” He glanced up at Ava on Henry’s back, not wanting to say anything to scare the young ones even more than they already were, especially since no one was 100 percent certain that Alex was dead. But Ava wasn’t paying attention. Rather, she was looking around in wonder and fear at the desolate burned-out mess of land that used to be Quill. She’d never seen it like this before.

It was slow going, pushing upstream the whole way. After an hour or more they came to a huge gathering of angry Quillens blocking the path, demanding to have their houses back. At the center of the gathering, hundreds of feet away, was Gunnar Haluki, Henry’s father, looking frazzled. Beside him was Claire Morning, the musical instructor, raising her voice in a way she’d told many singers to avoid doing in order to protect their vocal folds. But now she was forced to do whatever it took to be heard.

“You must let me through!” Claire insisted. “I can’t help you unless you let me get to Artimé! I need to talk to the people there. Please make way!”

The crowd around her grumbled louder.

Henry touched Sean’s shoulder. “I’ll go help them.” He carefully lifted Ava off his shoulders and handed her to Sean so she wouldn’t get stepped on. Then he shouted with authority, “Coming through! Move it! Look out!” which was uncharacteristic of him, but as it was a new distraction, it worked. He pushed people aside, row after row all the way to the center, and caught his father’s eye. Gunnar looked relieved to see him.

Henry reached Claire first and took her hand, then beckoned for his father to come and grabbed his hand as well so they wouldn’t get separated. They weaved through the crowd until they found Sean. Sean quickly herded them out ahead of the mob toward Artimé. Henry took Ava back onto his shoulders as they went.

“Thank you,” Gunnar said, glancing behind him. They began to pick up speed to stay ahead of the others. “They weren’t quite grasping the fact that things can’t be restored without Claire going into Artimé.” Then he looked at Henry. “What news do you have?”

“None,” said Henry. “We can only assume Alex is dead.”

Gunnar Haluki looked pained, and he closed his eyes momentarily, then shook his head. “Of course, we thought as much. But it’s . . . It’s hard to hear that.”

“It’s terrible,” Claire said. Her face was smudged with soot, and her cheeks had tear tracks running down them. “No word from anyone?”

Henry shook his head.

“Do you have the robe?” asked Sean, looking anxious. Claire wasn’t carrying it.

“Not yet. I don’t keep it in our house in Quill, since it would disappear with the world the moment I’d need it.”

“Well, that’s brilliant of you,” said Sean. “Where is it?”

“It’s inside the gray shack along with the clue and the miniature model of the mansion. Those were the three items that Alex used to bring the world back the first time. If all goes as I planned, I’ll find the things in the little cupboard in the kitchen.” She hesitated. “I hope everything’s still in place after all these years. I’ve been meaning to go to the gray shack in the Museum of Large to check on the items once Alex left, but I’m afraid I haven’t done it.”

“Hopefully everyone will have emptied out of there by the time we return,” said Henry. “There were hundreds of people inside the mansion when it happened. It was a disaster, all of them falling on top of one another from all locations—the living spaces, theater, lounge, dining room. The upstairs on top of down, I imagine—all squished into that tiny space. They were breaking windows to get out.”

“Oh dear,” said Claire. “That’s horrible.”

“It was frightening,” Sean said. He glanced at his daughter and son, but they appeared to be handling their fear. They rode quietly on his and Henry’s shoulders, sometimes pointing and talking with each other about the strange sights they were seeing.

Their little group went faster, but the way became more difficult the closer they got. People began chanting “Bring back Quill!” as they converged into the area that, with magic, would expand into beautiful Artimé. Without magic, it was a small plot of land, and there was little room to move.

“Let us through!” Henry called out. “We can fix this, but we need to get to the shack!”

Sean began hollering too, though it was hard for anyone to be heard. They lost Gunnar Haluki somewhere along the way, but Claire pushed on with Henry and Sean. They had to squeeze and weave through the people who were packed all the way to the seashore.

Then Henry stopped and grabbed Sean’s arm. He beckoned to Claire and then pointed to the gray shack . . . or what was left of it. Only one wall remained standing. The roof had collapsed. The rest of the little house had apparently exploded due to all the people inside.

“Oh no,” Henry muttered, looking at the others in alarm. “It’s in shambles. Now what’ll we do?”

“Come on,” said Sean. “Link arms so we don’t get separated. Children, hold on tight!”

Sean led the way with one elbow, shoving roughly to clear a path to the shack. The others plowed after him, fearing the worst. Would people be crushed under the debris? When they finally reached the area, they could see that the exterior walls of the shack had collapsed outward and lay flat, so if anyone had been in the way, they would have been pulled to safety by now.

Henry spotted the nurse he’d spoken to earlier and saw Clementi and Ibrahim and the other four of his wards present with them. He breathed a sigh of relief, then turned to look at the mess before them.

The interior of the shack was almost completely torn apart. Shredded.

“This is not good,” Claire muttered. She pushed her way over to where the kitchen cupboards should have been, but there was nothing left except piles of splintered wood, broken shelves, and shattered glass.

“The robe has got to be here somewhere,” she said as Henry and Sean caught up to her. She looked frantically around people’s feet. “Maybe it’s buried under the collapsed walls.” Exasperated, she put her fingers in her mouth and emitted a sharp whistle, startling those nearby into silence. Then she put her hands in the air and shouted, “Attention, everyone! We need to clear this area. Now!”
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A Fish and a Fire

Thisbe Stowe and Sky from Warbler, both bedraggled, stared at each other for a split second in the cave’s firelight. Then they threw themselves together in a huge, long embrace.

“You came for me!” Thisbe exclaimed.

“You found me!” said Sky. They danced in front of the fire together, and then Sky pulled back to look at the girl. “How did you know I’d be here?”

“I should ask you the same question!” said Thisbe. She looked around. “Where’s everybody else?” There were a few makeshift supplies, nothing more.

“I haven’t seen them yet—did Alex come with you?”

Thisbe blinked, and her grin fell away. “What? Is he here?”

“I assume you’d know better than me,” said Sky with an unsettled laugh. Something clearly was being misunderstood here, but she couldn’t figure out what. She thought back to when she’d last seen Simber, Carina, and Thatcher at the Island of Fire, on their way to get Fifer, Thisbe, and Seth, who’d run off to help the dragons. But that was a long time ago, before she’d been sucked into the volcanic island. Surely Thisbe had been rescued by now. “Wait a minute—have you been in the land of the dragons this whole time? Since Simber and the others went chasing after you?”

Thisbe gave a confused look. “Of course. Where else would I be? I just escaped the catacombs this morning. I haven’t seen anyone from home since before the Revinir captured me.” She paused, still not quite understanding. “Is Fifer okay? Did she survive? Who else came with you?”

Sky’s face wrinkled up. “I’m extremely confused.”

“So am I,” said Thisbe. “Didn’t you come here to rescue me?”

“Me? To rescue you? No. I figured Simber and Thatcher and Carina would have found you by now. They’d stopped to tell me they were going after you. . . . It was weeks and weeks ago, before the Island of Fire swallowed me up.”

“Before . . .” Thisbe stared at Sky, the love of her brother Alex’s life. She tried to understand the strange conversation, but she had no idea what Sky was talking about. “The Island of Fire . . . swallowed you up?”

“Yes,” said Sky. “I arrived here all alone. I—I didn’t know you’d been captured.” She paused, looking consternated, then continued. “I wasn’t even sure where I was, or the name of this land, until the other day when I ventured into the marketplace and listened to some of the townspeople who were speaking our language. I’d assumed you and Fifer had been rescued weeks ago. And that you and Alex and the others had figured out the volcano connection . . . and came looking for me.”

“The volcano connection?” Thisbe asked, even more puzzled. “What are you talking about? You mean the one in the crater lake over there?” She pointed to the center of the lake.

“Yes, exactly!”

“I still don’t get it.”

Sky’s expression became strained. Smelling food burning, she looked at the fire to check her fish and saw that it was beginning to char. Quickly she removed it from the spit and set it aside. “It’s a long story. Do you want to eat something first?” Suddenly Sky remembered how Thisbe had nearly stolen her fish. “And what was that lie about getting food for your sick mother? Your mother died when you were a baby!”

Thisbe’s lips parted; then heat flooded her face. The lie had come so naturally. The Revinir must be right about her being more evil than good, no matter what Rohan had told her. “I’ve been through some tough times,” Thisbe said in a soft voice. She grimaced as the memories of the Revinir forcing her to drink the broths flashed through her mind. The horror she’d felt as dragon scales erupted from her arms and legs after the dragon-bone broth. And the shock of the strange images that had blinded her after the ancestor broth. Absently Thisbe pulled her sleeves down over the scales—she didn’t feel like explaining those quite yet.

The small movement made her groan in pain. Her limbs were weak, her muscles sore from escaping the catacombs. Her stomach ached with hunger. But she remembered Rohan back in their camp area and knew he’d be worried if she stayed away too long. “I have a friend who escaped with me. He’s hiding over there in the brush. May I . . . invite him to eat something too?”

“Of course,” said Sky, eyeing the girl with concern. “I was only teasing about your little fib. You can move your things into my cave. There’s room for three, and the fire keeps the bugs away.”

“Thanks.” Thisbe didn’t bother to explain that they didn’t really have any “things” other than their bone harnesses and the clothes on their backs. She squeezed Sky’s arm. “It’s amazing to see you. You have no idea.”

“And you,” Sky said, heartfelt.

Thisbe ran off to get Rohan while Sky wiped the dust off two large pieces of bark, which she’d collected and used as plates over the past weeks. When she heard the two coming toward the cave, she broke into the fish with a stick and portioned it out onto the bark.

Thisbe introduced the two. “Rohan is from here in Grimere,” she explained. “He was one of the black-eyed slaves with me inside the catacombs.”

“I’m so sorry you were imprisoned,” Sky said. “I’m glad you escaped.”

“Thank you,” said Rohan, bowing his head slightly. “I’m happy to meet you. And to learn more about how you got here.” Thisbe had given Rohan a hurried explanation of who Sky was as they ran to the cave, but he was not quite sure he understood what she was doing here, if not to rescue Thisbe.

“I think we’re all a little confused,” said Sky. She handed Rohan and Thisbe plates of steaming fish.

As they ate, Thisbe explained that Simber had indeed arrived and had tried rescuing her and Fifer, but he’d hit the invisible glass and hurt Fifer. He’d managed to collect her, but before he could come back for Thisbe, the Revinir’s soldiers had snatched her up. She’d been forced to work underground in the catacombs for the long-fingernailed woman all this time. “I thought Simber would come back for me,” Thisbe said quietly. “Even once I heard that they’d left the land of the dragons and headed home to get Fifer to safety, I expected him to come back. But no one ever did.” She paused as tears sprang to her eyes. “That’s why I thought you were part of some sort of rescue team.” She stared blearily into the fire for a moment, then set her bark plate down. “I thought you’d finally come for me. But that’s not it at all, is it?”

“No. I’m sorry.” Sky watched Thisbe, her compassion evident. “But at least we’re together now,” she said quietly.

Thisbe pulled her gaze away from the mesmerizing flames. “Yes. At least there’s that. Though it sounds like we’re still stuck here.” She was quiet for a moment. She and Rohan accepted another serving of fish. Then Thisbe glanced at Sky. “What happened to you?”

Sky stoked the fire and sat down with a sigh. “About a week or so after Simber, Carina, and Thatcher stopped by, I was out working on the Island of Fire. Just minding my own business as usual, trying to figure out how and why the volcano rises and plunges the way it does.” Like Thisbe had done, she stared into the fire as she spoke, her eyes reliving the experience. “With almost no warning, the island began to go down. I dove for the white boat but couldn’t get it started in time. Scarlet was in the skiff a safe distance away—too far to help. The island sank, and the boat and I were sucked with the sea into the mouth of the volcano.”

Thisbe and Rohan stared. “Then what happened?” Thisbe asked. “How did you not drown?”

“The water poured on top of me like a huge, heavy weight,” said Sky. “I got separated from the boat. I thought I was going to die. I held my breath as long as I could, but when I finally had to gasp for air, I discovered I could breathe. Only shallowly, and it was very uncomfortable, but there was some sort of protection . . . a bubble or something around me. It was too difficult to move my chest because of the intense pressure. I felt like I was moving at an extremely high speed, but I didn’t have any way to gauge that. Everything went black for a moment. Then I could see a circle of light in front of me. It was like a pinprick at first, but it grew larger the closer I got. So I sort of . . . aimed for it, I guess, by pointing my head toward the light. Seconds later I was shooting up through the circle and exploding out of that volcano right over there inside a giant ball of water.”

“Are you serious?” Thisbe exclaimed, while Rohan remained dumbstruck. “Did the boat come out too?”

“No—that’s one confusing part I still don’t understand. The boat didn’t come out with me. It . . . it kept going. I guess. I don’t know. I didn’t see it.”

“How can that be? Where did it go?”

“I don’t know,” Sky said again. “But I’ve had a lot of time to think about this out here all alone. And I wonder . . . ,” said Sky, her voice measured, “I wonder if there might be other volcano islands out there, connected to this . . . network. Or whatever. So maybe the white boat ended up going through one of them into some other world.”

“Some other world?” Thisbe asked, incredulous. “How many worlds do you think there are?”

Sky shrugged. “No idea. It’s just a guess. But clearly there’s a system that none of us knew about, though if we’d just thought a little more, we might have come up with it.”

“How?” asked Thisbe.

“Do you remember that pirates from our world used to travel somewhere to sell the sea creatures they’d captured? That’s why Pan wanted to send her young dragons away in the first place, because they were in grave danger. But we didn’t know where she’d sent them, or how they’d gotten there. It’s all starting to make sense.”

Thisbe was silent, trying to understand.

“Pardon me,” said Rohan, a puzzled look on his face. “You mentioned that you flew out of the mouth of the volcano when it surfaced. Were you thrown clear of the volcano itself?”

“Yes, luckily.”

“You must have hit the water with tremendous force. How did you survive?”

“Well,” said Sky with a shaky laugh, “that’s another mystery. I managed a deep breath before hitting the surface of the lake, so I wasn’t worried about drowning, but I landed so hard I knocked myself out.”

“How did you swim to shore?” Thisbe asked.

Sky gave the two a solemn look. “I didn’t. I think . . . something . . . helped me.”

“Some . . . thing?” asked Thisbe. “Like what?”

“When I opened my eyes, I was lying on the shore, and there were large footprints in the wet sand next to me. They weren’t human. They were webbed.”

“Webbed?” said Thisbe. “Like a duck?”

“No-o-o,” said Sky slowly. “Much bigger.” She hesitated, like she couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “They reminded me of the footprints that our own dear Issie the sea monster makes when she comes to Artimé for a visit.”
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A Familiar Face

Fifer Stowe and the others on the rescue team had failed to find Fifer’s twin, Thisbe. Now they were in a strange forest far away from home, injured, exhausted, and digging a grave so they could bury Alex Stowe, their head mage. Their brother. Their friend. The evil Revinir, once known as Queen Eagala of Warbler, had surprised them in the catacombs and struck him down with a lethal spear of dragon fire through his heart.

While Talon, the bronze giant, took over the grave digging, Lani Haluki and her husband, Samheed Burkesh, clung to each other looking shell-shocked. Alex had been one of their dearest friends for more than half their lives, ever since they were first declared Unwanted and purged from Quill. They’d been through so much together. They’d fought together, found love together; they’d even lost their faithful friend Meghan Ranger together.

The remaining three had forged stronger bonds in adulthood. There were few people who’d understood Alex better than Lani and Samheed. There were few people Alex had trusted more than them. The friends were in the prime of their lives! They had so much ahead of them! But in one horrible instant, Alex was gone. It felt like a nightmare.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Lani whispered. Samheed squeezed her hand like he was holding on for dear life. He couldn’t speak. Tears streamed down his cheeks.

A step away from Lani, Fifer was numb and silent. Her relationship with her brother Alex had been rocky. But in the past days he’d become so much more than the stern, slightly distant, rule-enforcing figure she’d known all her life. He’d changed himself and in the process had come to see and accept Fifer as a full-fledged mage—and a good one, at that. He’d become her partner in this quest. Her teammate. Her friend. He’d found trust in her, and she in him. And their relationship had just begun to bloom. They’d worked well together—imagine that!—and had talked about the future. Fifer had grown to love him more than she could have expressed. And she’d wanted to start making up for all the years they’d butted heads.

But now he was dead, and Fifer didn’t know what to do. There was a fresh new hole in her heart, right next to the one for Thisbe. Fifer wasn’t sure if her heart had room for any more. She wasn’t used to this—wasn’t used to losing anyone. The jolt of these losses hit like a hurricane. Her life had been completely upended over the course of months, and she’d been thrust into a nightmare . . . arguably one of her own making. A wave of guilt washed over her. She closed her eyes for a moment to try to withstand it.

And the chances of rescuing Thisbe had just plummeted. She was still being held captive somewhere in the catacombs. But the rescue group’s magical components were useless. Alex’s death had broken Artimé’s magical system. Without it, they were too vulnerable to go after Thisbe again. So they were stranded here until someone in Artimé restored things. Even then, what would they do without Alex? It was a helpless spot to be in. Fifer edged closer to Lani for comfort, and the woman reached out and gave Fifer’s shoulder a gentle squeeze.

Fifer’s gaze turned to Simber, who’d become a frozen statue when the magic disappeared. Letting Simber know what had happened . . . It would be impossible. Fifer glanced at Lani and said quietly. “Will you tell Simber when he wakes up?”

Lani nodded. “Of course,” she whispered. “Don’t worry about that anymore.” She kept her arm around Fifer. They watched Talon continue to dig.

The legendary winged bronze giant from Karkinos, the Island of Legends, was unaffected by the Artiméan magical outage. He raked his hands deeper and deeper into the forest floor, pulling roots and rocks and dirt out of the way. Digging a grave for a hero in a land that wasn’t theirs.

As Talon was finishing, trumpets sounded in the far-off distance. The Artiméans paid little attention. When the grave was ready, they removed Alex’s robe. Crow folded it carefully. Then Samheed, Carina, Seth, Thatcher, and Kaylee lowered Alex’s body into the grave, laying their head mage to rest forever. Those who wanted to speak about what he’d meant to them did so tearfully, quietly. Others stood by, unable to find the words, staring silently through wet eyes.

When it was over, they each put a fist to their chests and tapped, saying, “I am with you.” It was a symbol of unity that Alex had created in a dark moment many years before. A symbol the Artiméans intended to continue using in Alex’s honor. No matter where his body was buried, the people of Artimé would hold Alex in their hearts, just as he had held them all in his.

Fifer stood back as the rest of them pushed the dirt into the hole, on top of her brother. Slowly they dispersed, but Fifer remained, watching the fresh mound of brown dirt turn gray in the heat.

Seth stood with her. After a moment he put his hand on her shoulder, but he stayed quiet too. He was trying to remember every second of the funeral perfectly. Someone would have to recount it to Thisbe someday, and Seth wanted it to be right. It was the only thing he could think of to do for his friends in this terrible time.

At the campfire a short distance away, Crow, still holding Alex’s robe, looked at the others. “Does anyone remember the spell to bring the world back? Perhaps it can be done from here.”

“I know the spell,” said Lani, sniffling and wiping away tears that wouldn’t stop flowing. “But I don’t think it’ll work, because part of it requires standing on the back step of the gray shack. But I’ll try it. I’ll try anything.”

Crow brought the robe to her because Lani’s wheels weren’t working well at all on this terrain. Now that the magic had been stripped from the contraption she’d been using ever since her lower body had become paralyzed in the final battle of the seven islands, she struggled to move. She slipped the robe over her shoulders and fastened it. It smelled burned, but it also smelled like Alex. She breathed deeply, trying to absorb any possible lingering greatness from the mage, knowing there would be no more opportunities to get it firsthand. No more talks, no more philosophical arguments, no more laughter or playing tricks on each other. The harshness of that realization was more than Lani could take right now. First Meghan, now Alex. She and Samheed were the only ones left of the original foursome. At barely twenty-eight years of age, it wasn’t right or fair. Her heart ached for Alex and Sky and their future lives that would never be. The universe was altered. All hope seemed to drip away from her limbs and soak into this miserable place, and there was nothing Lani could do to collect it.

She opened her eyes. “I’ll try over there,” she said quietly, pointing to an open area. Samheed helped her across the rough ground to the space she indicated, then stepped out of the way.

Lani blew out a breath and closed her eyes. She concentrated for a long moment. Then she recited the magic spell that she’d memorized years before, just in case she might ever need it, for that was the kind of person Lani was.

Follow the dots as the traveling sun,

Magnify, focus, every one.

Stand enrobed where you first saw me,

Utter in order, repeat times three.

Then she concentrated even harder and said, “Imagine. Believe. Whisper. Breathe. Commence.” Those five words had been revealed in the “dots” found in artwork in the head mage’s office, which is what the spell referred to. Lani didn’t need to see the art to remember the words. She repeated them three times, pausing in between each word to really think about it and what it meant, and its significance to bringing back the world.

They all waited. After the last words were uttered, Lani opened her eyes and looked down at her wheeled vehicle to see if it had taken on its usual magical sheen. But nothing had changed. “Is Simber still frozen?” she said.

“Still frozen,” Samheed confirmed. “I’m sorry.”

Lani muttered an oath under her breath, clearly disappointed. “I didn’t think it would work,” she said. “I suppose I should try it again, just in case.”

Carina nodded. “It won’t hurt.”

Lani concentrated and went through the slow process again. But it was to no avail. “I’m not standing where I first saw Mr. Today,” she lamented. “We’ve got to be in Artimé on the back stoop of the shack to do this.”

“Claire Morning has got to be getting there soon,” said Samheed. “It’s been hours.”

“I hope nothing’s wrong,” said Kaylee. Kaylee Jones was not magical, but she was a skilled swordswoman and sailor. Nor was she originally from the world of the seven islands. She’d come to their world on her sailboat through what she called the Dragon’s Triangle, which was a deadly area of the sea in her world.

“If we don’t get our magic back soon,” said Samheed, “something is definitely not right.”

Fifer, who’d left the graveside and wandered over to watch Lani, sagged in disappointment after the failed spell. She moved away again, but not out of sight. Seth stayed with her. They sat down, resting their backs against a large tree trunk.

“Do you think you should try it?” Seth asked her.

Fifer looked sideways at him and was surprised by his earnest, compassionate expression. A sudden pang pierced through her numbness, and she drew in a breath. “Try what?”

“That spell.”

“Me? Why? I don’t know it.”

“You’re the best mage we’ve got,” said Seth.

Fifer was quiet. Then: “It won’t work if it’s like Lani said—you have to be standing in a place we can’t get to.”

Seth shrugged. “Yeah, I suppose.” He glanced at her carefully. “So . . . how are you feeling?” He wasn’t quite sure how to talk about someone being dead, especially a person who’d been so close to Fifer. It wasn’t something he’d ever had to do before. He glanced at her, a bit nervous to see if he’d upset her.

“I feel odd,” Fifer said.

“Me too,” said Seth.

“It’s like everything that I can’t reach inside me hurts,” Fifer went on. “But my skin is numb. My mind is thick, like half-frozen mud. I just . . . I can’t believe Alex is dead. I feel like I should be crying more, but I’m just . . . I’m stunned. Why . . . ? How . . . ?” She was quiet for a moment. They listened to the trees groan and the crackle of twigs and leaves as the others moved around camp. “I can’t make sense of it. How did this happen? Why was the Revinir in that crypt?”

“I don’t know,” said Seth.

“I mean, like, did your team see her sneak in there or something? You were over there the whole time.”

“Of course not,” said Seth defensively, “or we wouldn’t have just barged in without a plan—or without telling Alex and you. We thought Thisbe was in there. Alone, like the other prisoners were.”

“I know. I know,” muttered Fifer. She put a hand over her eyes and sighed. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m saying.” She glanced at Seth with a guilty look. She’d hurt him with that accusation, and she knew it wasn’t fair, but she felt compelled to find someone to blame for this in order to make sense of it. But Seth was her closest friend now. Another sharp pain found its way in.

“It’s okay,” said Seth.

They were quiet again, and the trumpet call could be heard a third time that evening. Fifer continued to grapple with the events and how they’d occurred. “It just seems weird that the Revinir was in there. Like one of the prisoners. Why did Dev lie to us? Why did he purposely say Thisbe was in a room in that hallway? Did he do that to trick us? Did he know that the Revinir would be in there?”

There was a crackling sound of sticks behind them. Seth turned but saw nothing in the shadows. “Maybe. Probably, knowing him. I’ll bet he told the Revinir to do it after he saw we were back in this world.”

Fifer nodded, then grew puzzled as she thought through the timeline. “What—you mean after Princess Shanti was killed? Dev didn’t stick around. He ran away from the catacombs, not toward them. He must have known the Revinir would be in that crypt before then. And that’s why he sent us there.” It felt good to blame someone. “He’s a terrible person.”

“Yes,” agreed Seth.

“No,” came a voice, and Dev stepped into the patch of moonlight. “I wasn’t lying. I sent you to Thisbe’s crypt. I swear it.” He looked around, straining to see in the darkness. “Where is she? Didn’t you find her?”
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Finding Some Answers

Dev!” exclaimed Fifer. She and Seth got to their feet. Princess Shanti’s personal black-eyed slave, Dev, stood before them. He looked ragged and filthy.

“Didn’t you find her?” Dev demanded again.

Pulses of heat and anger throbbed through Fifer’s numb body. Hot tears sprang to her eyes. It was Dev’s fault they’d opened those crypts. Dev’s fault that they’d been surprised by the Revinir. It’s Dev’s fault that Alex is dead. Fifer felt her cheeks burn, her skull practically expanding inside her scalp.

“This is your fault!” Fifer said angrily. Her face screwed up, and she ran at Dev, slamming into him and sending him flying so hard to the ground that he hardly knew what had hit him. Then Fifer jumped on top of him and started punching him as hard as she could.

“Help!” Dev cried, shielding his face with his arms and trying to roll out from under her.

Seth, realizing what was happening, leaped to grab Fifer and drag her off Dev. Fifer kicked and yelled, bringing Thatcher and Seth’s mother, Carina Holiday, running over to them.

“What’s happening?” cried Carina, ready to fight.

“It’s Dev!” shouted Fifer. “He tricked us! He sent us right into the Revinir’s trap so she could kill Alex!” Spit and tears flew from her. She tried wriggling out of Seth’s grasp, then kicked backward at him, mad that he’d pulled her away. She landed a blow that sent Seth yowling, and he dropped her to the ground. Fifer clawed her way to her feet again and ran at Dev once more, slamming her head into his stomach as he tried to get up.

“Fifer, stop!” Thatcher said, going after her. He grabbed her around the waist and pulled her away. She kicked at Thatcher, too, but he held her fast and wrapped a thick arm around her legs to soften the blows. “Seth, help Dev up.”

Seth obeyed. Fifer’s yells turned to sobs. “You tricked us,” she said. “Just like you did before. It’s your fault my brother is dead!”

“What? Dead?” Dev, his chest heaving and his nose and lip dripping blood, pulled from Seth’s grip and scooted backward like a crab away from them, a wild look on his face. Seth, limping, stayed with him, like he was worried Dev might try to make a run for it.

Kaylee came running up to the group, sword drawn. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know what happened!” Dev shouted back at Fifer. “I promise I didn’t do whatever it is you think I’ve done. I mean it!” He looked around fearfully, then lowered his voice and said in a harsh whisper, “The Revinir is my enemy too!”

Fifer’s throat felt scorched. Between sobs she looked at Dev’s face. It was blurry through her tears, but she could see he was afraid, and she didn’t think he was faking it. She began to struggle again in Thatcher’s grasp. “You can put me down,” she muttered.

Thatcher set Fifer on her feet. “Don’t go after him again,” he warned. “This boy saved your life once, when you almost bled to death. You owe him a chance to explain at the very least.”

Fifer frowned and swiped at her tears. Her knuckles throbbed from where she’d punched Dev, but she hardly remembered doing it. What was going on? It was like an explosion had happened inside her. She took a deep breath and blew it out, trying to calm down. “Dev has double-crossed us before,” she said. “I should have known not to trust him. He sent us straight down into the catacombs to get ambushed by the Revinir.”

Thatcher looked at Dev. “Is this true?”

“No,” said Dev, impassioned. “I mean . . . it’s true I might have screwed up in the past. But the Revinir thing . . . I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about. From the elevator, Thisbe’s crypt is the last one on the left. I would have been more specific if I’d had time to tell you more. It was a big risk for me to tell you that much.” He touched his protruding lip tenderly.

Fifer and the others stayed quiet, letting him explain. Dev, relieved, straightened his shirt and sat up a bit straighter. “I was outside all day working in the market. There was no way I could have known the Revinir would be in Thisbe’s crypt. She doesn’t exactly fill me in on her whereabouts.” He wiped his nose on his sleeve and, lifting his arm to the moonlight, he examined the amount of blood soaking in. “Maybe if you tell me what happened, I can help you try to make sense of it.”

Fifer couldn’t answer. She folded her arms over her chest, squeezing her fists to increase the stiffening, throbbing pain in her knuckles. At least that pain was something that made sense. Something that penetrated her numbness.

Seth told Dev everything that had happened on their mission, from the time they’d enacted their rescue plan to the critical moments after they’d broken the door to Thisbe’s crypt.

Dev’s mouth slacked when he heard about how the Revinir had killed Fifer and Thisbe’s brother. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I . . . I didn’t know any of this. Like I said, I hadn’t been down there since early yesterday morning before I got sent to work at the market.”

“Why would the Revinir be hiding in a crypt?” asked Thatcher. “Is that something she often does?”

“She never does that as far as I know,” said Dev. “But I was only there for a short time, and she kept me busy working. I don’t know why she would have been inside Thisbe’s crypt. And I don’t know where Thisbe could have been this morning when you went to rescue her. The slaves start work early, but if the other children were still in their locked crypts like you said, that means Mangrel hadn’t been by yet to let them out for the day.” He hesitated, then explained, “Mangrel is the crypt keeper, not a soldier. He brings water in the morning and opens the crypt doors. Maybe Thisbe got called to go in early this morning and was already in the Revinir’s kitchen working on bone broth by the time you came down into the catacombs. Unless . . .” He stared thoughtfully and didn’t finish.

“Unless what?” asked Fifer.

“Nothing. I was just thinking she could’ve gotten into trouble for refusing to help the Revinir. She was already on the edge after everything else the Revinir made her do. And maybe she’s been sent to the dungeon. But that wouldn’t make much sense. . . . She’s too valuable to the Revinir now.” Dev slid his hand over his dragon scales thoughtfully and tugged at his ragged sleeve. Then he turned and looked at Fifer with true remorse in his eyes. “I’m sorry about your brother. I promise you—I’m not that evil. I’ve . . . I’ve lost my family too. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.”

Dev’s confession came as a surprise, just like many of Dev’s statements or actions did. He said it without looking for pity, but to prove his innocence.

Kaylee studied Dev’s face for a long moment, then put away her sword. “I’m sorry,” she told him. She’d also lost her family, since there was no way for her to get back to America. In fact, almost everyone in their group had lost someone dear to them. Carina’s first husband, who was Seth’s father, had died in the first battle Artimé fought against Quill long ago. Seth didn’t remember him, but it was a loss nonetheless. Thatcher was the only one whose entire family was still living, all of them having made their way to Artimé years ago after Queen Eagala—now the Revinir—had been overthrown.

Fifer eyed the boy, feeling suddenly exhausted. “All right,” she said warily. “Come with me before you bleed all over everything.” Blood kept dripping from his nose, and she went to her bag to get him a cloth so he could clean up by the river. Now both she and Thisbe had given Dev a nosebleed. Fifer wasn’t exactly proud of it, but she thought it was an interesting fact. When she got to her things and dug through the bag in the firelight, she realized it was suspiciously empty. “Oh no,” she lamented. “All the food from Artimé has disappeared!”

“I didn’t take it!” Dev said hastily.

“I know you didn’t,” said Fifer, sounding devastated. “It’s our magic. It’s gone for the moment because . . .” She grimaced. “Well, it’s gone until somebody in Artimé figures out how to bring it back. But all of the magically prepared meals brought along have disappeared.” She sighed heavily and started crying again, though it was more for their situation and the reminder that Alex was dead than the fact that the food was gone.

Carina came over to Fifer. “Don’t worry. You brought fishing gear, didn’t you?”

Fifer nodded.

“I can help with that,” said Dev, seeming desperate to make up for past transgressions. “I’m—I want to help in any way I can. I don’t really have anything else . . . to do. Now.”

“Yeah,” said Fifer quietly. “Sorry.” She knew he must be grieving for Princess Shanti. “But why are you acting so nice?” She gave him a suspicious look. “It’s not like we’re going to turn you in to the king or the Revinir or anyone. I’m the one who shouted at you to run yesterday in the market.”

“I know.” Dev looked at the ground. “I knew it was you. Thank you.”

“Whoa.” Fifer eyed him suspiciously. “Did you just say thank you? Now you’re starting to worry me.” She pulled a cloth from her bag and shoved it at him. “What do you want from us, anyway?”

“Fifer,” Carina chided softly, since Alex was no longer there to insist that Fifer be kind.

Fifer narrowed her eyes at Carina and said quietly, “You don’t know Dev like I do.”

“Fair point,” Carina conceded. “Continue.”

“Well?” Fifer prompted Dev. “Answer me.” She was starting to figure out what he was doing. But she wanted to hear what he would say. Perhaps she’d be surprised again.

Dev glanced around self-consciously, seeing all of Fifer’s group except for the strangely frozen ones looking at him. He wiped his nose with the cloth and held it there for a moment. Then he winced, whether from pain or because of what he was about to say, Fifer wasn’t sure.

“I’ve never . . . been alone . . . before.”

Fifer tilted her head disbelievingly.

Seth made a disgusted face. “Lie. You were alone on the rock the morning you took our food.”

“True.” Dev closed his eyes for a moment. “I meant . . .” He stopped and blew out a breath. “Without Shanti or someone else controlling me. You know? I’m . . . I don’t know what else to do. And I also thought maybe you’d have Thisbe here now. She’s been . . .”

“She’s been what?” asked Fifer.

“A friend.” He sighed again and closed his eyes, defeated. “Never mind. A lot has happened.”

Fifer and Seth glanced at each other, confused. Finally they took Dev aside, out of the spotlight. Everyone else stayed near the glow of the campfire.

Fifer had always thought it was easier to talk in the dark, and this was no exception. “First, I’m sorry that Shanti died. That must have been a big shock for you.” She knew well enough now how it felt to go through that—she was still reeling.

“Thanks.”

“But I want to make sure you know that Shanti was not your friend. She didn’t treat you like a friend. She was horrible to you.”

Dev was silent. His expression became pained.

“Fifer,” said Seth, “maybe now’s not quite the time to talk about that.”

Fifer pressed her lips together and glanced at Dev.

“It’s okay,” said Dev. “I know. I mean . . . she was nice to me sometimes, but . . .”

“You were her slave, Dev,” said Fifer, trying to be gentle. “That’s not okay, even if she was nice to you sometimes. You shouldn’t have to be anybody’s slave! Not for any reason! If she had been a real friend, she wouldn’t have kept making you get punished for the things she did wrong. And she would have given you those gold rocks all the time, whenever you did work. Not just as a bonus for making a zillion gold rocks for her, or whatever.”

Dev closed his eyes.

“Fifer, he knows,” said Seth. “He doesn’t need a lesson right now. He just . . . He needs some real friends.” Seth put a hand on Dev’s shoulder, and the boy startled at the touch and jerked away. “Sorry,” mumbled Seth, dropping his hand.

“It’s all right.” Dev kept his gaze on the forest floor and tugged his sleeves again. “I was wondering if I could stay with your camp for a while. Until I . . . figure some things out.”

“Of course you can,” said Seth.

Fifer hesitated, then nodded. “Sure.”

“I might be able to help you find Thisbe,” Dev said, as if he were still trying to convince them.

“Even if you don’t, it’s okay,” said Fifer. “You can stay with us.” She hadn’t fully let go of her wariness of the boy, but when she’d started to look at life from his angle, she was a lot more willing to give him another chance. “Just don’t be a jerk,” she suggested.

“I’ll try not to be.” Dev’s eyes darted restlessly toward the river. “I’ll go catch some fish if you want.”

“Sure,” said Seth. “That would be great. I’m starving. You’re planning to share this time, right?”

“Yes, of course,” whispered Dev. He knew he deserved that.

“My fishing tackle is in my bag if you need it,” said Fifer.

“I’ve got my hook.” Dev looked like he wanted to get away from the intense conversation. Fifer had had enough of it by now too.

As they walked toward the riverbank, the three heard a flutter in the trees that grew louder and more intense as dozens of red-and-purple falcons landed on branches above them. When the noise quieted, Shimmer, the leader, dropped down and landed on Fifer’s shoulder.

Fifer petted the falcon. “You found us,” she murmured. The bird shimmered brightly, magically, in the dark forest.

“Birds?” said Dev. “Are they your pets?”

“Sort of,” said Fifer.

“Does that shimmer mean the magic is back?” asked Seth.

They looked back toward the camp at Simber, who was still frozen. “I guess not,” said Fifer, confused. “But the birds have brought the hammock with them. And since she’s still shimmering, I don’t think they’ve lost their magic.”
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