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For Unwanteds fans everywhere
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A Momentary Lapse of Judgment

Alex Stowe, head mage of Artimé, stood alone at the helm of the magical white boat called Claire, speeding eastward over the waves. The island, his friends, and all the people who were gathered on the glorious green lawn grew smaller and smaller behind him. He didn’t know where he was going. He only knew that his identical twin brother, Aaron, was out there somewhere. In trouble, definitely, but alive—Alex could feel the life in his own broken soul.

He also knew that there was no one else in the world who would rescue Aaron.

Not that Quill’s high priest deserved rescuing, especially by the head mage of Artimé, after everything Aaron had done to hurt him and his people. And even though Aaron wasn’t technically responsible for either of Quill’s organized attacks on Artimé, he had killed Mr. Today. An unforgiveable offense. Yet the invisible bond between the brothers was ridiculously stubborn, and it wouldn’t let go of Alex, no matter what Aaron did. It was wrong and maddening, but it seemed they were irrevocably tied together. And thus, here he was.

With nothing but open sea before him, Alex closed his tired eyes as he traversed the waves, letting the cool breeze wash over his face and flutter at his shirt collar. He hadn’t been alone like this in ages. Neither Spike, the intuitive whale of Alex’s own creation, nor Simber, the winged-cheetah statue who protected Artimé, had noticed his impulsive departure, so he remained gloriously alone and vulnerable. It was exhilarating. Feeling rejuvenated from the weariness of battle and grief of the past weeks, Alex filled his lungs with fresh air.

He opened his eyes. The gentle swells of deepest blue seemed to stretch out forever before him. So serene and peaceful—he loved the sea.

Now and then a spear of doubt over his sudden departure pierced his conscience, though he tried to ignore it. His intense premonition that his brother had been so near death and was now most certainly alive had clouded his judgment. It felt like a second chance . . . but a second chance at what?

He rubbed his side where the pain had been. His premonition was more than magical—it was physical. Something much deeper than magic could ever be. What was Alex supposed to do, ignore it? It seemed irreverent to do so.

Granted, he knew this was an impulsive move. It was the kind of move Alex rarely made these days. And it might cause problems in the near future, with the looming presence of Gondoleery Rattrapp growing larger and remaining completely unpredictable.

Alex’s actions might even be considered reckless by some. After all, he and Lani had just managed to rid the entire island—Quill included—of the ice spell Gondoleery had cast upon the land. And even though Liam Healy had reported that Gondoleery’s palace takeover was spur of the moment, no one really knew what she had up her singed little sleeve, or when she’d attack next.

Alex’s mad dash to rescue Aaron had more immediate problems as well, which he realized as he looked around the boat. He’d brought no food. No water. If this was to be a rescue trip, Alex was sorely unprepared. It might take days or weeks to find Aaron. What was Alex supposed to do? He couldn’t stop for provisions at the nearest island to the east, since it was a jutting cylinder of sheer rock that looked completely unconquerable and inaccessible. And paying a visit to the carnivorous-gorilla island beyond it was not something Alex would ever do if he had even an ounce of life left in him—that place meant certain death to anyone who landed on its shores. He couldn’t get the image of the saber-toothed silverback attacking the pig out of his mind.

Alex paled. What if Aaron was on that island? If so, he must have found a place to hide, at least temporarily. He’d know in his soul soon enough if Aaron got killed. He was quite sure of that.

Alex searched his robe pockets, disappointment growing at his inadequate provisions. There was nothing there that could help him take down a monstrous fanged gorilla, other than a smattering of nonlethal spell component options. He had no idea if the spells would work on such a creature. These same spells had done nothing to stop the horrible eel that had plagued them on their previous journey.

Now that Alex had spent a few minutes really thinking about the consequences of his actions, he realized that he was more like someone in need of rescue than someone who was setting out to help another.

“What am I doing?” he muttered.

He slowed the boat and glanced over his shoulder. He could no longer tell who stood at the shore watching him go, only that there was a large group of people gathered there—scores of Unwanteds, but also abandoned Warbler children and mistreated Necessaries from Quill who had all found acceptance and protection in Artimé. They were people and creatures who had come to trust in Alex and rely on him to protect them. They were loyal, and they’d fought valiantly and tirelessly as thirty of their friends and loved ones, including Alex’s best friend, Meghan, had fallen in the ferocious battle with General Blair and his Quillitary. They were resilient, and they’d withstood Gondoleery Rattrapp’s ice spell. But they were most certainly in for more trouble from the new high priest and dictator of Quill.

Alex looked within himself. What kind of leader and protector would willingly and selfishly leave his faithful followers at a time like this? The head mage of Artimé should have one goal—to protect his people. And Alex was doing the exact opposite, leaving them horrendously in danger while he went out on a lark to save somebody whom nobody else wanted to save.

As the truth set in, Alex released a heavy sigh. He’d lost his mind, or at the very least he’d had a severe lapse in judgment. Aaron Stowe, former high priest of Quill, enemy of Artimé, wasn’t worth it.

Aaron wasn’t truly worth anything.

And it was high time Alex let go of him. Forever.

With new resolve, Alex took one more look at the sparkling sea, then swung the boat around and headed home.
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Clinging to Life

Inside the rock shelter on the Island of Shipwrecks, the afternoon air was heavy with moisture, which was almost too thick to breathe for someone who’d lived all but the past several days of his life in a desert. Outside the thunder crashed and the wind howled. Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato kept watch over their unconscious visitor. There was little else they could do now but wait.

Aaron’s eyes remained closed, his breath labored, his body feverish and broken, and his mind trying to make sense of the strange environment. Over and over he dreamed about a rare day when he was ten. Water poured from the sky as he and Alex did chores in the backyard. It was the day Aaron drew with a chicken bone in the mud, and Alex took the blame for it.

Because of Aaron’s altered state, the dream turned in a dozen odd directions, repeating incessantly. His brother’s face was replaced by the High Priest Justine’s. His father became Gondoleery Rattrapp. And the bone turned into Panther’s tail. He could even hear Panther’s scream alongside the thundering of the giant rock’s voice.

As the dream raced through Aaron’s head, he tried again and again to rouse himself, but he was paralyzed, unable to move at all. When the panther appeared and raced toward the boys, fangs dripping, Alex jumped in front of Aaron. Aaron watched in horror as the panther tore Alex apart. And then their father came outside and mistook Aaron for Alex.

“Oh good!” said Mr. Stowe. “Aaron’s dead. I guess you were the good son all along, Alex,” he said to Aaron. “Aaron got what he deserved. I’m glad he’s gone. Now you can be the Wanted son.”

In the dream, Aaron was tired of pretending and tried to explain. “I’m not Alex! I’m Aaron!” he cried again and again.

But his father only laughed. “Your lies won’t work on me anymore, Alex. Stop covering for your awful brother, and accept that you are the only son we want.”

No matter how many times the dream played out, it always ended in confusion, with Aaron desperate to explain the truth. But no one would listen.

On the cool damp floor of the shelter, Aaron’s body lay still, but inside his mind he was struggling and fighting, kicking and shoving, trying to pull himself out of the fog and nightmares that enveloped him.

He was not successful.
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An Unsettling Feeling

Alex was a little embarrassed driving the boat back to the lagoon. His friends saw him coming and gathered to wait under the tree where the platyprots often perched. Lani held the robe he’d shoved at her, folded neatly and draped over one arm. Samheed, at her side, had a smirk on his face so exaggerated that Alex could see it from the boat. Simber lounged in the shade on the beach, casually nibbling at a claw and pointedly not looking at Alex, while Spike swam nearby and trumpeted water from her blowhole as he waded back to shore.

Sky stood with arms crossed, a teasing sort of smile on her face, which made Alex blush all the more. It was clear they all had heard by now what he’d set out to do. And he knew he wasn’t going to hear the end of it.

Automatically he looked for Meghan—she’d stand up for him. But then he remembered, and her death ripped Alex’s heart in two again. Would it get easier? Would he ever get used to her absence? Or would he have to live with this ache every single day for the rest of his life?

He swallowed hard, hesitating in the shallow water, and then forged ahead toward his friends.

When he reached land, Sky met him on the beach and fell into step with him, linking her arm in his. “Is everything running as it should?”

Alex shot her a puzzled look. “Huh?”

“The boat’s working all right?” she asked, a little too innocently. “No damage from the ice?”

A hint of a smile twitched at the corner of Alex’s lips. “Oh. Right. No damage,” he said. “Glad we got that checked out. What’s next on the list?” He cleared his throat and dared not look at Samheed.

Lani pushed her long black hair over one shoulder and held the robe out to him, her piercing orange eyes dancing with glee. She didn’t say anything.

Alex slipped his arms through the holes. “Thanks for keeping it dry while I, ah, checked on the boat,” he said, fastening it at his neck. Maybe they were going to let him off easy.

But then Samheed let out a snort.

Alex looked at him. “Shut it, Sam,” he muttered in an attempt to remain perfectly straight-faced. “Don’t start with me.”

“Seriously, Al,” Samheed said. “What exactly did you think you were going to accomplish? Stupid move. When will you finally realize that Aaron isn’t worth it? You are such a—”

Alex lunged at Samheed, plowing into him and throwing him off balance. As Samheed stumbled, he grabbed Alex by his shoulders and shoved him to the lawn, where they rolled around, arguing and gasping and laughing at the same time. Platyprots and rabbitkeys scattered, giving the boys a wide berth. They took up a lot more space now than they had a few years ago, when they’d had their first tussle in Artimé.

Lani looked at them with disdain, and then she and Sky turned to Simber, who was lumbering to his feet and shaking his head ever so slightly. Together the three of them left the boys on the lawn and strolled to the mansion for dinner.

» » « «

“Of course you’re right,” Alex admitted to Samheed about ten minutes later. The two lay on their backs on the lawn, chests heaving from the fight. “I’m ready to give up on Aaron now.” It felt okay to say, which gave Alex a bit of comfort. He pushed himself up on one elbow. “And thanks to Gondoleery, we have plenty of other things to think about.”

“I think she’s a little nuts the way she was talking and cackling after the battle,” Samheed said, staring at the sky. “Which is even more scary than dealing with a somewhat sane dictator like Aaron. Gondoleery’s unpredictable. Any idea what she’s going to do next?”

“No.” Something about the question bothered Alex, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. “I’m planning to see what we can find out about her from Liam. Maybe tomorrow. Did Lani melt the ice in Quill, too, or just in Artimé?”

“It’s gone everywhere.”

“So Gondoleery knows we did it,” Alex said.

“I would assume so, you dolt. She’s not stupid.”

Alex laughed and elbowed Samheed hard in the ribs. “Shut it.”

“Ow! All right,” Samheed said. “This time. Only because I’m exhausted. I’m still sore from the battle, you know.”

“Yet you still managed to pin me. Like always.”

“I have my pride.”

“Yes, you do.” Alex yawned. “You know what would be nice?”

“What?”

“If we didn’t have to constantly worry about being attacked.”

“Yes, that would be nice,” Samheed agreed. “Maybe someday.”

Alex frowned. It seemed endless. And it was unsettling and exhausting not knowing what was going to happen next. It felt like all they did these days was fend off attackers.

After a while Alex and Samheed got to their feet and limped into the mansion. It had been a long few weeks with little sleep. And after being away for so long, it was nice to be home and have a chance to explore more of the many secrets left behind by Mr. Today. Alex was glad he’d come to his senses and turned back home.

» » « «

After dinner Alex stopped in the hospital ward to check on the injured. Henry Haluki was there, administering medicine as usual. He seemed busy, so Alex didn’t want to disturb him too much. But he knew how tirelessly Henry worked, and he was worried about him.

“You don’t have to do it all, you know,” Alex said gently. “Get some sleep.”

Henry kept his head down. “I will when I’m done here.”

Alex watched him work for a moment, but the boy didn’t look up. “Are you okay, Henry?”

Henry paused, then nodded. “I’ll be okay.” He looked up, finally. “Thanks.”

“Sure,” Alex said. “Let me know if you need anything. Or if you just want to talk. I know this is hard.” Alex waved his hand, indicating the injured among them.

“It’s not hard seeing the ones who are improving,” Henry said. “It’s the other ones . . .” He dropped his eyes once more and continued his work.

Alex smiled grimly. He understood. Or at least he thought he did. But Henry gave nothing else away, and Alex respected the younger boy’s need for privacy. Still, Henry’s mood seemed off. “The offer stands,” Alex said. “I’m always here for you.”

Henry nodded, then began counting aloud the number of drops he was putting into a small vial. “Six, seven, eight . . .”

Alex pursed his lips, then turned and quietly walked away. He remained thoughtful the rest of the evening. But with his mind turning back to Gondoleery and the issue at hand, he soon forgot about Henry.
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Taking Care of Business

When Alex woke up the next morning, he was desperately trying to hang on to a thought that had burrowed around in his mind for a good part of the night. It concerned Gondoleery and the conversation he’d had with Samheed the previous afternoon, about wondering what she would do to them next.

Hasn’t Gondoleery already done enough? He stared at the wall, cocooned inside his luxurious bedding, which he’d missed so much on the ship. “Maybe we’re doing this wrong,” he said, his voice rough with sleep. He thought some more, and after a time, sat up rather quickly.

Taking a notepad and pen from his bedside table, he began scribbling. A minute later he paused and looked up at his blackboard. “Clive?” he called.

Clive’s face pushed out. “Yes, m’mage?”

Alex closed his eyes and expelled a breath. He tolerated Clive’s attitude, which had gotten better ever since Alex had given Clive more responsibility. Threatening to assign the important jobs to Samheed’s blackboard, Stuart, seemed to work well too. But Clive still liked to give a smug greeting now and then, especially when Alex had been away for any length of time.

“Really?” Alex asked. “Must you? It’s getting tedious.”

“I assumed you missed my charming personality,” Clive said.

“Oh, but of course.”

Clive nodded serenely. “Continue, your excellence.”

“Clive,” Alex said, “I want you to assemble a meeting in my office for tomorrow evening after dinner. These advisors, please: Simber, Florence, Ms. Octavia, Claire, and Samheed and Lani and Carina and Sean—”

“Whoa, hang on,” Clive said. “Not all of them can access the secret hallway.”

“They can now—they just need to go through the 3-D door I made. Lani has it. Have the ones who need to use it connect with her.” He thought for a moment. “Invite Sky, too. She has great ideas.”

“You got it, your imperial majesty.”

“Knock it off,” Alex said. “Also, can you arrange for Liam Healy to meet me on the lawn in an hour?”

Clive blinked. “I’m sorry. Who?”

Alex crinkled up his nose. “Drat. Don’t you have him in your . . . system, or whatever you call it?”

“No.” Clive frowned. “Is he new? One moment. My assistant is going to be in big trouble for this. . . .”

“You have an assistant?” Alex asked.

But Clive had disappeared. Alex watched the black screen with curiosity. Soon Clive pushed his face out of the blackboard once more. “All set. Mr. Healy has been located and a blackboard personality assigned to him. I imagine he’ll be quite shocked to hear from it. I almost wish it were me. . . . It’s such fun the first time. But then, well, you never know what sort of chump you’ll end up with. . . .”

Alex ignored him. “So he’ll meet me on the lawn in an hour? Near the fountain, please.”

“We’ll relay the message,” Clive said. “Anything else?”

“The babies . . .” Alex tapped his chin. “I suppose I should visit them like Florence wants me to. Where might they be?”

“I don’t know. They don’t have a blackboard. I’m not sure where they keep things like that.”

“What, extra blackboards? I hardly think they need one yet.”

“No, I meant babies.”

“Oh. Don’t worry,” Alex said. “I’ll ask Florence. I didn’t see them in the hospital ward.”

“If I hear anything about their location, I’ll let you know, of course.”

“Thanks, Clive. That’s it for now.”

Clive melted into the screen.

Alex got dressed, ordered breakfast up to his room through the tube, and started back to work on a plan.

After three quarters of an hour, he made his way downstairs and outside. It was a beautiful morning, and many Artiméans were taking advantage of the lawn actually being pleasant to sit upon once more, now that the ice was gone. The fountain bubbled merrily, perhaps even more enthusiastically than usual, for the water in it had been frozen under Gondoleery’s ice spell too.

Liam wasn’t there yet, so Alex swung by the border between Artimé and Quill, where the three girrinos stood quite a distance apart, trying to do their job of protecting the entrance to Artimé. Now that the wall was down everywhere, they had quite an expanse to cover.

There were others stationed along the border as well. The ostrich statue and the tiki statue were among them, as well as Jim the winged tortoise, who rose and fell with the flap of his wings between five and ten feet off the ground. The ostrich stood on one foot, looking quite bothered by anything and everything.

“Summon Simber, Florence, and me immediately if you suspect any sort of invasion,” Alex said to each of the creatures and statues as he walked the border. “Gondoleery is not finished with us yet.” He asked them if they needed anything and, finally, praised them and thanked them for their work.

When he was finished, he circled back and headed to the center of the lawn, where he saw an anxious-looking Liam Healy, clad in sporty new Artiméan clothing. His sleeves were quite a bit too long and needed hemming, and he used one of them like a handkerchief to mop the sweat off his forehead.

“Liam,” Alex called out. He moved forward and held out his hand in greeting, and Liam sort of bowed over it while shaking it at the same time.

“Hello, High Prie—I mean, your honor. Ah, sir? I’m sorry. What am I to call you?”

“How about Alex?”

“Oh. Well,” Liam said with a nervous laugh. “Alex. How easy.”

“That’s the way we like it here,” Alex said. He could see the man’s hands trembling and wished he knew how to put him at ease. And then he thought of common ground that might help. “By the way, do you happen to know where the babies are? I’m not sure where we keep them.”

Liam looked startled. “Keep them? They’re not supplies, you know. Loaves of bread or extra linens or whatnot.” He tittered nervously, forgetting himself for a moment. “They’re not likely to be in a box somewhere, I hope.”

“Of course not,” Alex said warmly.

Liam clamped his mouth shut. “I mean, ah . . .” He paled. “I spent several days with them, sir, so I feel quite defensive of them. I apologize for speaking out of turn.”

“Not at all,” Alex said. “You’re absolutely right. It’s a bit demeaning the way I’ve been talking about them, isn’t it—I’ve only just realized it, thanks to you. Let me rephrase: Do you happen to know where my sisters are at the moment?” That he had sisters at all still felt very strange.

“I—I believe the theater instructor is watching them today, along with an orange-eyed fellow. In the, ah, the theater, that is.”

“Shall we go visit them together and have a chat along the way?”

Liam let out a breath. “Yes, I think so. That would be nice.”

Alex gave Liam a friendly slap on his shoulder.

“Oh!” Liam exclaimed, startled by it.

“Sorry,” said Alex.

“My fault,” said Liam.

Both of them knew it wasn’t Liam’s fault, but Alex decided to let it go or risk the conversation heading into an even more awkward direction.

“Well, then,” Alex said. “Let’s go.”

They set off. Liam seemed to calm down after a bit. Alex wondered if he had always been such a nervous person, or if it was just the vast change in environment that had him feeling edgy. Time would tell.

“So,” Alex began, “tell me everything you know about Gondoleery. Whatever you can think of. Even if you’ve mentioned it before.”

In fits and starts, Liam described what little he knew of her, beginning with the time they served together as Restorers for Aaron. He told of her lengthy disappearances and her strangely glowing house, her more recently singed eyebrows and fingertips, and her sudden takeover of the palace once she learned that Aaron had been abducted.

“I see,” said Alex as they approached the mansion. He paused before entering. “Do you think Gondoleery has the people of Quill behind her?”

Liam pondered the question. “I don’t know,” he said. “And like I told you when I first arrived, I don’t think she is prepared to take over Artimé. Not yet, anyway. High Priest Aaron’s disappearance was unexpected, and it caught her off guard. But I believe she is scheming, and she won’t waste time.”

“What about the other governor? Strang, is it?”

Liam scowled. “Strang is completely inept. He has no passion for anything, one way or another. I don’t think he cares for Gondoleery. He only spent time with her rallying the people because he had to.”

“Rallying them for what, exactly?”

“Oh, getting them ready to fight Artimé. Same old thing.”

“But they’re not ready? The people?”

“Heavens no. They are dead inside, as I once was. It’ll take a miracle to rouse them. Only Aaron had a special touch with them when he wanted something, what with offering them extra fruits and vegetables and such. Incentives, I think he called them. He was very clever that way.”

Alex set his jaw and nodded. “Well, I see their lack of enthusiasm as good news. Thanks.” He opened the mansion door and ushered Liam inside. “To the tubes,” he said. “Let’s go visit those adorable babies.” He tried not to cringe. But spending time with a couple of smelly one-year-olds was pretty much the last thing he wanted to do.
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Tiny Personalities

The theater was awash in sound and light. Onstage was an entire ensemble of actors and singers, warming up their voices to rehearse the new musical. In the orchestra pit in front of the stage sat the musicians, tuning their instruments to accompany them.

Observing from the seats were various student directors and crew. Alex spotted Samheed, who was trying his hand at directing. He was furiously scribbling notes, and Alex knew better than to distract him.

There were a few curious onlookers in the seats as well, including Fox and Kitten—musicians of a different kind, though they kept to the lounge for that. They bounced with anticipation for the dress rehearsal to begin.

Several adults and statues moved about the aisles and backstage, multitasking like crazy. Some used magic to adjust the lighting; others tried spells to coax a stuck curtain into opening and closing properly. Captain Ahab stumped across the stage once, grumbling under his breath, just like old times.

Watching it all from the back of the theater, Alex couldn’t help but smile, remembering the shows he’d been a part of. He’d have to see about reprising his role in Perseus! Perseus! one day. Maybe the next time Lani wouldn’t break him into tiny bits.

Beside Alex, Liam was a bit jumpy because of the noise, but he was handling it. He was eager to see the twin girls, and it was he who spotted them first. He nudged Alex and pointed them out, toddling near the front row. Sky’s younger brother, Crow, sat on the floor watching them as the theater instructor, Sigfried Appleblossom, spoke to some actors. Mr. Today’s daughter, Claire Morning, instructed the musicians and singers.

Alex glanced at Liam, whose eyes landed on Ms. Morning. Liam was clearly in love with her, and apparently had been since they were children. Everybody knew it but nobody talked about it, because Liam had blown his chance at reuniting with her. His terrible decisions as a Restorer would likely haunt him for life. And while Claire had been kind enough to allow Liam the safety of remaining in Artimé, at least for the time being, she had made it painfully obvious that there would be no love reciprocated.

When Liam noticed Alex looking at him, he dropped his gaze. Alex shrugged. He didn’t feel sorry for the man. Not much, anyway. He was an adult, and he’d made his own decisions. But Alex was glad Liam was making such great strides in reforming his ways.

The two made their way down the aisle toward the stage. Crow saw them coming, chased after the twins, and scooped them up. They giggled and kicked their feet as Crow held them and began moving up the aisle toward Alex.

Their features were just as identical as Alex and Aaron’s. The boys resembled their fair-skinned, dark-haired father, but the girls had the sharper features and deeper complexion of their mother. Alex hadn’t noticed it before, but now he couldn’t help but see his mother’s face in the angle of their jaws, the tight spring curls in their dark brown hair, and the most unusual trait—their eyes. Alex had known only one person in all his life with true, jet-black irises, and that was his mother. The girls had inherited those. But while Mrs. Stowe’s eyes had looked tired and dead, the girls’ looked alive and full of mischief.

It took Alex aback for a moment—a disturbing reminder of the death of his parents from the crashing wall in Quill. He was so far removed from them since the Purge, yet their deaths had brought them screaming to the forefront of his mind. He didn’t feel sad about them, and that bothered him somewhat. Maybe he was still numb from Meghan. How much grief could a person hold at one time? He took a deep breath to clear the thought from his mind and studied his sisters, gathered up in Crow’s arms.

The one in purple held a smashed jam sandwich in one fist, and she wore most of the jam on her cheeks. In her other hand she held a tiny wind instrument that Alex recognized as a quarter-size fife. In between bites she blew into it.

The one in red pounded on Crow’s chest, trying desperately to get down and back to the business of toppling piles of books, which Crow had been stacking up for her. Her determination now got the better of Crow, and after one especially well-placed jab to the throat, he let her down. She shrieked with joy at her freedom and quite adorably tottered to the pile of books and knocked them over.

From the stage, Mr. Appleblossom noticed the visitors. He called for a break and headed down the steps toward them as Alex greeted Crow.

“Hi, Alex,” Crow said. He hoisted the girl in purple higher on his hip. “How’ve you been?”

“Not as busy as you appear to be.” He leaned forward to align his face with his sister’s as she sat contentedly in Crow’s arms. She looked back at Alex, her face innocent and sticky as could be. It wasn’t quite as awkward talking to her now as it was last time. “What have you got there?” Alex said. “Huckleberry jam?”

“It’s fig,” Crow said. “She can’t get enough of it. She knows her way to the kitchen from almost anywhere in the mansion.”

“Oh my. Already?” Alex said with a grin. “Just wait until she learns how to travel the tubes.”

Mr. Appleblossom reached the group. “Greetings one and all,” he said pleasantly, and crouched to pile up the books for the twin in red. When he was finished, he turned to Alex. “It’s good to see you. These nameless girls must learn that you’re their kin.” He straightened up and smiled as the one in red tugged at his trouser leg. “I’m not sure Red and Purple suit them well. Perhaps you’ve come to dub them Sage and Flynn? Or Amelie, or Eleanore, or Quinn?”

Alex grinned and shook his head in admiration. “I should have come here before—of course you’d have lots of names to offer. What do you think? The one in red seems . . . bookish. And dramatic. And this one, with the fig jam all over her face,” he said, looking at her almost fondly, “she needs a musical name, don’t you think? What with that grip on the fife?” Hesitantly he tickled her tummy. She didn’t seem to notice, and Alex gave a sheepish laugh and pulled his hand away.

“Do you want the names to start with the same letter?” Crow asked. “Like you and Aaron?”

“Hm,” said Alex. “I think maybe not. Let’s see what suits them. Mr. Appleblossom, what other literary names do you like from your plays and stories? Any tragic heroines or secret queens or spectacular fighters we can name this one after?”

Mr. Appleblossom looked at the girl in red and tapped his chin thoughtfully.

“No hurry,” Alex said. “I imagine it takes time to find just the right name.” He glanced at the orchestra pit, where Ms. Morning was straightening her papers.

Crow followed Alex’s gaze. “Hey,” he said, “maybe Ms. Morning can help with a musical name for the purple twin.”

“Great idea,” said Alex. The thought of having to name them had been weighing on him, and he just wanted to be done with it. Did it really matter what somebody’s name was? Why not just call them Red and Purple? He didn’t care all that much.

Alex waved to get Claire’s attention and motioned for her to join them.

Ms. Morning, who had given her students a break at the same time as Mr. Appleblossom, came over to see what the discussion was about. “Good morning,” she said. She didn’t look at Liam, who had shrunk back slightly and pretended to be fascinated by the workings of the aisle seat next to him.

Alex explained his idea for naming the twins.

“I’ve never named a person before,” Claire said. “I’m not sure I have a gift for it, but I’ll try.” She studied the one in purple. “Hm. This might be too easy. Clearly she’s a fifer. I mean, it’s simple, but what do you think of that?”

“Think of what?” asked Alex, confused.

“Fifer,” said Claire. “It makes a beautiful name, and I don’t know anyone with it. She’d be unique.”

“Fifer?” Alex asked. He thought about it. “I like it. What do you think?” he said to the girl in Crow’s arms. “Fifer. Shall we call you that?”

The girl held the figgy crust of her sandwich out to Alex. “Da!” she said, and blew into the fife. A shrill note came out.

Alex looked at Claire. “Either you’ve got beginner’s luck, or you’re secretly talented at naming children and just discovering it now. I think it’s decided.” He reached out hesitantly for his sister, and the girl leaned forward into his arms like she’d been waiting for him to take her. He held her, a little cautiously at first, and bounced her gently on his hip. “There, little Fifer Stowe. Do you like your name?”

She bonked him on the head with the fife, then slapped her sticky little hand to his mouth.

Alex licked his lips. “Mm, tasty,” he said. “A bit warmer than how I normally take my jam, but I like it.” He looked at Crow. “What do you think? Does Fifer suit her?”

Crow’s face was more animated than Alex had ever seen it before. “I think it does!” he exclaimed. “And . . . maybe we can call her Fig for short?”

“I love it,” said Alex. It was nice to see Crow feeling so comfortable without Henry at his side. Perhaps he had found his niche with caring for the little ones. “Fifer Stowe, and Fig for short.” Alex looked at Mr. Appleblossom. “And what about the other Miss Stowe? Nothing’s coming to me at all for her, I’m afraid. Have I given you enough time to think?”

Fifer’s twin rubbed her eye with her fist. She looked tired and sweet and full of goodness. Then she reached her pudgy hand in the air whimsically, grabbed Mr. Appleblossom’s hair, and wrenched his head to the side.

The theater instructor cried out in surprise and pain. When he’d managed to release his hair from the girl’s grasp, he spoke. “So sweet, yet thorny as a rose, you see? Determined, full of life, this one will be.”

“She seems to be,” said Alex. “Not sure Sweet or Thorny are good names, though—she might hate me for either, one day.” He looked at Crow. “Do you agree with Mr. Appleblossom’s description?”

“Oh, she’s definitely sweet and thorny,” Crow said. “And determined. Fifer is mostly content, but the one in red doesn’t stop until she gets what she wants.”

Alex nodded and turned back to the theater instructor. “Do you have a Shakespearean name to fit her, Mr. Appleblossom? Or something else, maybe?”

Mr. Appleblossom craned his neck to look at the girl and eyed her pinching fingers warily. He studied her while the others looked on, waiting.

Finally Mr. Appleblossom’s face lit up. “Forget the Shakespeare names. I know of thee!” he cried. “From Ovid, you are clearly”—he bowed with a flourish—“our Thisbe.”

“Oh yes!” said Claire. “From Pyramus and Thisbe. I remember it. Forbidden love, tragedy, death . . . It’s absolutely perfect for the dramatic one. And the character of Thisbe is so strong-willed, so passionate . . . so brave.” She sighed, remembering.

“Thisbe?” Alex asked, sounding out the two syllables. “Like T-h-i-z-b-e-e?”

“Spell it how you like,” Mr. Appleblossom said as the twin in red lunged toward Alex, “and read the story.” He tilted his head and said conspiratorially, “Inspired Juliet, our brave Thisbe.”

“Really?” said Alex. “So some guy named Ovid wrote about Pyramus and Thisbe, and Shakespeare got inspired to write Romeo and Juliet because of it? That’s pretty cool. And I don’t even want to know how you know all this.”

Mr. Appleblossom looked ready to rant, but Alex stopped him with a grin. “I know, Mr. Appleblossom,” Alex said. “Books. Thank goodness for the ones that wash up on our shores or we’d have no stories at all.”

“We’d have our own,” Claire said quietly. She nodded at the twins. “I wonder what their stories will be.”

Alex smiled. “I wonder too.” He reached out and took Fifer’s twin in his free arm. Almost immediately she laid her head on his shoulder and popped her thumb into her mouth. Her lids grew heavy and she relaxed, like she’d found a perfect resting place there in the crook of her brother’s neck. Alex was surprised to feel a wave of emotion come over him.

Mr. Appleblossom wrote the name on a piece of paper and showed Alex.

“Thisbe,” Alex said, noting the spelling. It sounded smart and important, and the more he said it, the more he liked it. “I think it fits her well,” Alex said. He looked at Crow. “What do you think?”

“I like it,” Crow said. “Thisbe and Fifer. Fifer and Thisbe. They sound good together.”

“Better than Red and Purple?” Alex asked.

Crow laughed. “A lot better.”

“It’s a perfect name for her,” Claire said. “Oh, look, Thisbe’s asleep. Just like that.”

“And Fig is next,” Crow said. “Look—her sticky cheek is locked in and she’s down for the count.” He laughed. “They like you, Alex.”

“Yeah? Do you really think so?” asked Alex. He craned his neck to look narrowly at one, then the other. “This feels very weird,” Alex said. He’d never held two sleeping toddlers before. He turned slowly toward Liam, who had been standing back respectfully, saying nothing, as he was used to doing when he’d gone anywhere with Aaron. Or maybe he was just hiding from Claire.

“And what do you think, Liam?” Alex asked. “Do the names fit them? You’ve had more time with them than anyone.”

“Yes, indeed,” he said in earnest. “If what Mr. Appleblossom says is true about the story, the name Thisbe is perfect for the one in red, for she’s nothing if not filled with intensity and passion. She cries hard, plays hard, and sleeps hard. And gentle little Fifer, why, the name suits her well. Delicate and sweet. And even her laugh is musical—you’ll know her when you hear it. That’s a promise of her musical future right there.” He faltered, and his eyes filled. He turned away, embarrassed.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked.

“Nothing. It’s just . . . I’ve never felt so strange,” he said. “So full of hope.” He swiped at a tear and regarded the group, trying desperately not to look at Claire. “Thank you for letting me stay in Artimé. Getting out of Quill—it changes people.”
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Unfamiliar Territory

When Aaron Stowe finally opened his eyes in the dark shelter, it took him several minutes to figure out that the howling noise he heard wasn’t coming from any of the jungle creatures. It wasn’t Panther screaming her affection, or the rock growling his melancholy loneliness, which Aaron didn’t really care about. He stared at the ceiling without thinking at all for quite some time before any thoughts began to form.

A few hazy memories floated above his head, and he wasn’t sure if they were real or if they were dreams: The pirates attacking him in his office and dragging him to the fishing boat, throwing him in and leaving him there, broken. Then pulling his boat behind their ship for days and the awful rocking on the waves. The extreme pain in his shoulder and face was real—he was sure of that, for it was still present. And the horrible thirst was real too. He swallowed reflexively, finding his throat still sore and parched. And his body ached all over. But why? Why had this happened to him? What had he done to deserve it? The questions ran through his mind endlessly, exhausting him.

Eventually he became aware of a few things, like the fact that he wasn’t in a boat anymore. There was a blanket covering him, and he seemed to be lying on something soft. With great effort, he slid one hand to the edge of the soft bedding and, to his disappointment, felt the cool, rock floor below it. He had hoped, however silly it seemed, that he had somehow made it to the jungle, where he had come to feel the most comfortable he’d ever been with the other misfit, dangerous ones. But this floor was not the jungle floor, and this noise was not jungle noise, and these smells weren’t jungle smells.

Too exhausted to pull his arm back under the blanket, Aaron fluttered his eyes and closed them. His head listed to one side, and he slept.
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A New Approach

The next day in Artimé, Alex sat at his desk in his office, which was once known as Mr. Today’s office. Some of the older Unwanteds still referred to it as such out of habit, and Alex didn’t mind. It still looked almost exactly like Mr. Today’s office since Alex had had little time to do anything to it after he’d been forced to step into the role of head mage.

The one noticeable difference was that the monitors behind the desk no longer showed any images of the activities in Quill. Instead they hung useless and dark. Alex had puzzled over the strange phenomenon for a while when he first noticed it upon returning to Artimé, but it didn’t take him long to realize that it probably had something to do with the wall around Quill coming down.

Now Alex wished for a bird’s-eye view into Quill as a new plan began to form in his mind. What were the people of Quill doing? How had they handled the ice? Were they afraid of Gondoleery, or did they support her? Did they even understand what was happening?

He considered doing a flyover with Simber, but he didn’t want to frighten anyone or make Gondoleery suspicious of anything, for such an act could be considered threatening. And while Alex fully intended to threaten the high priest of Quill with his new plan, he did not wish to give Gondoleery any warning at all.

He pondered his options for hours, forgetting all about dinner. Eventually he heard the Museum of Large’s door creak open, accompanied by excited chattering in the hall. The first meeting attendees were arriving. Alex could hear Lani speaking expertly about where to find things to someone who must surely be Sky.

Alex’s stomach twisted at the sound of Sky’s voice, which had never fully healed from when she wore the thorny necklace of Warbler. He was in love, it was true. But he wasn’t quite sure how she felt about him. She’d taken a step back in their relationship due to his stupidity, but she was slowly coming back to being his friend. And they’d come awfully close to a kiss on the ship as they returned home from the Island of Shipwrecks, though the sight of the help sign on the gorilla island had ruined that moment. If he could just keep cool and stop himself from messing things up, there might be a kiss in his future. But then Alex sighed, because that would cause old problems to resurface, he was sure.

The two girls entered the room with Sean Ranger right behind them. Sean, whose leg was nearly healed, walked on his own with only a magical support fashioned by Ms. Octavia, the octogator art instructor, to aid him. She was accustomed to fixing limbs of all kinds. And while she couldn’t just give a human a whole new leg like she could do for Captain Ahab or Florence or any other statue, she built this contraption, which allowed Sean to walk normally without putting full pressure on his leg. Now it could finish healing properly while also giving him the freedom to walk without assistance.

This was the first time all three of them were present at one of Alex’s office leadership meetings, and they seemed eager and nervous to be there.

Alex welcomed them in. “Sit anywhere, except not that giant floral sofa—that’s Florence’s spot. And Ms. Octavia prefers one of the small chairs up front, because otherwise she can’t see.”

The three looked around. “Your office looks just like the miniature version,” Sky said. She had been the one to find the mini mansion in the gray shack back when Artimé had disappeared.

“Why, yes,” Alex exclaimed as if it were the most brilliant thing said in his lifetime. “It does. Exactly like it.” He perched comfortably on the corner of his desk and glanced up at the artwork on the wall. “See there? All those crazy dots.” He shook his head, remembering how hard it had been to figure out what they meant.

“Do you still remember the words?” Sky asked.

“All but the fourth one,” Alex said. The two shared a laugh that Lani and Sean didn’t get, but neither Alex nor Sky offered to explain.

Others soon arrived. Florence, Simber, Ms. Octavia, Claire, Samheed, and Carina could see the entrance to the not-very-secret hallway, so they walked in easily. Most found chairs to sit in, and Simber lounged on the floor.

Alex welcomed them all.

Once everyone was settled, Alex turned first to Sean, Meghan’s older brother. “How are you?” he asked.

Sean gave a small smile. “I’m holding on. I went into Quill and told our parents yesterday. Just to let them know.”

Carina glanced over at him and slipped her hand in his, then pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed her eyes with it. She’d lost her young husband in the first battle with Quill, and her mother, Eva Fathom, not long ago. Of anyone, she could definitely relate to Sean’s great loss.

“How did your parents react?” Alex asked. The numb feeling inside him was still there when he thought of his own dead parents.

“They didn’t really react at all. It’s just the kind of behavior you’d expect from people in Quill,” Sean said. “It’s maddening, but I shouldn’t have thought it would go any differently.”

“I’m sorry.” Alex swallowed hard. “I miss Meg, more than I know how to say. It’s a loss I don’t understand no matter how hard I try.”

Samheed stared at the floor, eyes full of pain, but he didn’t speak. She’d died saving him. Lani reached out and rested her arm around his broad shoulders.

“We all miss her,” Lani said. “She was terribly brave. Braver than anyone I know.”

Others murmured or nodded, and a few wiped away tears. Simber remained still, head bowed.

“She died protecting Artimé,” Alex said. After a moment, he sniffed hard and cleared his throat, and went on. “I invited you all here because I want to make sure we are doing everything we can to continue protecting Artimé.”

He told them about his conversation with Liam and what little information he’d gathered about Gondoleery Rattrapp. “No one seems to know much about her,” he said. “We need to change that.” He looked at the team before him, all smart and competent. “And . . . I think we’re doing something wrong.”

Eyes around the room met Alex’s. “What are we doing wrong?” Carina asked.

Alex looked at her. “We’re waiting to be attacked again.”

The group was silent, either puzzled or contemplating.

The head mage hopped off the corner of the desk and elaborated. “Mr. Today taught us not to fight unless it’s to protect ourselves. And I still believe his method is the right one. However, each time after we’ve been attacked, we work on defense so that when the next attack comes, we can handle it.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Claire asked, sitting up in her chair. “We should keep working on that.”

“I agree,” said Alex, “but that’s not the only thing we should be doing. High Priest Gondoleery has made her intentions known. She told us clearly that she intends to take over Artimé. And she has attacked us, with ice. Isn’t that enough? Are we going to wait for her to get stronger and attack us again? I don’t think this was what Mr. Today had in mind. So let’s start with this, like we’ve always said: We will not be taken without a fight. True enough? Can we all agree on that?”

Everyone nodded or voiced their agreement except Claire, whose face was concerned, but she continued to listen quietly to see where Alex was headed with this.

“Good,” Alex said. “And do we all agree that Gondoleery has attacked us with ice, thus starting our next battle already?”

A few in the group frowned along with Claire, but eventually they agreed once more.

“So,” Alex said, “by Mr. Today’s method, do we have grounds to retaliate?”

Almost everyone eventually came to the same conclusion. “Yes we do, Alex,” Florence said, speaking as the head warrior trainer.

“I’m not so sure about this,” Claire said under her breath.

Alex didn’t hear her. “I agree, Florence,” he said. “I believe it’s time to switch things up and go on the offensive, friends. And I think we must do it now, or we will soon find ourselves mourning dozens and dozens more deaths. It’s frightening, and I can’t stand the thought of it. Frankly, I’m quite scared of losing more of you, my friends and advisors.”

Simber lifted his head. “What exactly do you prrropose we do, Alex?”

Alex looked around the room and took a deep breath. “I propose we take Gondoleery out and end the attacks for good.”

Claire lifted her head, alarmed. “What?”

“Do you mean you wish to kill her?” Simber asked.

Alex hesitated. It sounded horrible to put it that way. They could try putting her in a permanent freeze spell. But all it would take was one person with magical abilities to release the spell, and that could be any number of people—surely Gondoleery had supporters in place by now who could do such simple magic as release spells. It was too risky. So Alex stood firm. Gondoleery Rattrapp was dangerous, unpredictable, and way more powerful than anyone they’d ever come up against. Potentially, she had the power to destroy Artimé if she chose to do so.

Finally, Alex nodded. “Yes, Simber. We need to kill her.”

The room was silent.

Only Simber spoke. “Well, it’s about time.”
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The Plan

You want to assassinate Gondoleery Rattrapp?” Claire said, shaking her head slightly. “That’s not going to be an easy task. Do you realize what could happen if you fail?”

Alex had thought plenty about it. “Yes. It means we’d be in deep trouble.”

“Alex,” Claire said, leaning forward, “Artimé has seen enough trouble in the last few years. Gondoleery has power and magic we’ve never faced before. If you attempt this and fail, she’s not going to give you a free pass. It could mean the end!”

“The end . . . of what?” asked Alex, confused.

“The end of Artimé,” said Claire. “The end of us.”

Alex, taken aback, was silent for a moment. Then he frowned. “I understand your concerns, Claire,” he said. “Thank you for voicing them. But if we attempt this, we cannot allow ourselves to fail. And if we don’t attempt it, we also risk losing Artimé. The stronger she gets, the more danger our people are in. It’s only a matter of time.” He paused for breath, then added, softer, “I think we need to take her out as swiftly as possible before it’s too late to stop her.”

Claire considered that for a long moment, frowned over it as she ran through it once more in her mind, and then reluctantly nodded. “All right,” she said, giving up. “All right. I see your point. Do what you have to do. You have my support. And I’ll continue to work on defense with the Artiméans as always.”

Alex gave her a solemn look. He didn’t need her permission, but he respected her greatly and wanted it. “Thank you.”

Claire nodded. “Just . . . get it right. The first time.”

Alex nodded. “We will.”

» » « «

“So you’re really for it, Sim?” Alex asked later, after Claire and the others had gone and only Florence and Simber remained to help Alex plan the attack. “You believe we should take down Gondoleery?”
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