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A Hasty Decision

Aaron Stowe, head mage of Artimé, stared hard at Drock as the small group of mages and dragons flew toward the castle Grimere in the land of the dragons. The dark purple dragon was known to be troubled. He was the least reliable by far of all of Pan’s brood. Yet he was the only one making sense right now.

“You must listen to me,” said Drock in a low voice. He dropped back in flight so his face was next to his mother’s flank, near where Aaron and the other humans rode. “You and your party should leave my mother’s back and climb onto mine. I will take you home.” He glanced around at Pan and his siblings. All of them had glazed eyes and were intent on heading toward the Revinir and the castle. “It’s a dragon curse. She’s calling to us with her roar. They’re all being controlled by the Revinir, but I . . . So far I have resisted it. I’m the only one.”

“But—” said Aaron. A moment ago he’d urged Pan to turn around, and she’d ignored him. And . . . this was Drock. If Drock was making sense, did that mean that Aaron might be the confused one? He turned to watch as hundreds of dragons flew toward the castle Grimere, coming from all directions. Drock was right. The Revinir had to be controlling them with her roar. Calling to them, as Drock said. It seemed clear by the way the dragons in their party were all acting, and had been acting lately.

Aaron thought it through again: The Revinir was controlling Pan, the ruler of the sea, and her children. Most of them, at least. Was it possible that Drock could be somehow unaffected? Or . . . could the difficult young dragon be leading them into a trap?

Getting away from hundreds of fire-breathing dragons didn’t seem like a trap.

But switching dragons in midair wasn’t exactly an easy task. At least they weren’t flying over the gorge between the worlds anymore, but a fall to the rocky ground from this height would be just as deadly.

Aaron’s face shone with sweat. His lips were pressed tightly into a gray line. “I don’t know what to do,” he muttered, and turned to Henry. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know either.” Henry was anxious too. He glanced at Sean and Scarlet and two of his children, Ibrahim and Clementi, who rounded out their party. They all seemed uneasy. Uncertain. And they all desperately wanted to find their fellow Artiméans on the rescue team, who were seemingly lost in the land of the dragons, and bring them to safety. They’d been traveling days to do so! Turning back now seemed like a lost opportunity, a waste of precious time. But there was nothing that felt safe about moving forward into this situation.

Sean leaned in. “This doesn’t look promising at all. I know we want to find our loved ones, but we won’t last more than a minute against the Revinir and her new dragon army.”

“I agree,” said Scarlet, then lowered her voice to a whisper. “But how do we know Drock is trustworthy?”

“Hurry!” said Drock, trying to fly steadily close to his mother without knocking into her. Pan seemed not to notice him or what he was attempting to do. She and Ivis and Hux and Yarbeck soared straight and true toward the castle, like all the other dragons. Right into the heart of danger.

Aaron’s blood pounded in his ears. He felt light-headed. Dragons were not something to mess around with. And the six mages, no matter how powerful they might be, wouldn’t have a chance against this mob. He ripped his fingers through his hair, agonizing over the options, then absently checked his pockets, feeling for heart attack spells. He had plenty of them and was prepared to fight. What if the Revinir was holding the rescue team captive? What if they were in that castle somewhere? What if they were so close to them—could they really turn around now? Kaylee was among the ones they sought. What would she think if she knew he’d done that?

Aaron regarded Drock again. The dragon’s eyes were clear. He was the only one engaging with the Artiméans, responding to them. And despite the young dragon’s salty disposition, he was the only one Aaron felt like he could trust in this moment. Instinctively Aaron knew something was wrong here, and it was obvious Pan wasn’t acting like an ally. Their missing loved ones might be nearby, but there was no way this group could take on the army of dragons without being killed. Most of them anyway. Aaron had to be wise in his role. The people of Artimé were counting on him to make good decisions. To bring this rescue team home alive. To be a good, smart leader, even if he didn’t want this job. Besides, he couldn’t stand the thought of Frieda Stubbs and the other dissenters having even more ammunition against him—they’d made his life miserable enough without that.

The head mage swallowed hard. Holding on to Pan’s neck, he crawled along the dragon’s back and beckoned to his team to follow. “Let’s go with Drock,” he said. “Back home. Before it’s too late.”
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A Tinge of Gray

By the time Fifer and Thisbe Stowe and the others in their party were exploding out of the volcano into the dingy gray light of a strange world, it was far too late to turn back. They burst up and flew wildly in all directions, then slammed hard into the murky water surrounding the volcano.

Fifer hung on to Thisbe for all she was worth, knowing that her sister was currently stuck in the throes of one of the Revinir-roar episodes that rendered her nearly paralyzed. Left alone, Thisbe would certainly drown. Once Fifer could catch her breath and wipe the slime from her face, she called out to Simber.

Simber, who’d stayed in the air upon his emergence into this world, shot over to the twins and plucked them out of the water, then brought them to the edge of the volcano. He went back for Kaylee, Samheed, and Lani while Talon collected Seth and Crow. Some of Fifer’s birds managed to untangle well enough to go after Carina and pull her ashore.

Once everyone had been collected and brought back to the volcano, all of them in varying degrees of pain from the violent expulsion, they sat stunned and dripping dirty water. They tried to clean off, taking in their surroundings as they did so.

Fifer, the acting leader of the team since Alex had died, looked to Simber to see if he wanted to discuss what to do next, but anger was etched in the cheetah statue’s face. Clearly he needed a moment, so Fifer stayed near Thisbe instead and tried to hold in her own frustration about the mistakes that had led them here. Thisbe’s reaction to the Revinir’s call had definitely cost them. Fifer glanced at her sister, who was still knocked out from it.

The iridescent scales that peppered Thisbe’s arms and legs caught the dim light. Fifer saw that the scales lay flat now, but she had seen them stand up before. She took a moment to study them, wondering how they felt, then tentatively ran her forefinger over Thisbe’s forearm. The scales’ edges were sharp, but not enough to cut her. They were admittedly beautiful, like natural jewelry—almost beautiful enough to tempt Fifer into drinking some of the dragon-bone broth, which had caused them to appear. Not that she had access to it, so it wasn’t really an option. Besides, would any human really want to have permanent scales? Did Thisbe hate them? Resent them? Or . . . maybe she loved them. The dragon-bone broth had definitely given Thisbe some otherworldly, mystical powers, though they appeared to be small and as yet undefined. Fifer nibbled on her lip, reluctantly admiring the scales. When Thisbe stirred, Fifer took her hand away and turned again toward Simber, gauging his level of crankiness. He still seemed extra mad.

Eventually Thisbe groaned and sat up, not quite sure what had happened. The look on Fifer’s face made her afraid to ask, but she did anyway. “Where are we? Is Sky here?” Thisbe winced and looked all around, feeling guilty. This was all her fault. The grim silence confirmed that Sky was nowhere to be found in this depressing place.

Once the last of the waves created by the volcano’s emergence ricocheted off the shores of the distant mainland, the lake around them became eerily still. Hordes of insects gathered and buzzed just above the surface. Occasionally a mysterious ripple stirred the water.

On the mainland, a thick layer of mist hovered over a city of ancient ruins. Kaylee clambered partway up the volcano and peered toward it. “No people over there,” she reported. “At least none that I can see from this distance.” But she spotted all sorts of bushes along the shoreline bearing colorful fruit, a stark contrast to the rest of the world. “There’s potential for food if we need it,” she added. “I don’t know about this water, though.” She wrinkled her nose at the dank lake and sniffed her sodden clothes. “We shouldn’t drink it unless we get really desperate, and even then we’ll have to boil it.” There was nothing resembling firewood anywhere on the rocky volcano.

“Maybe there’s a well on land,” Carina said, pointing to the ruins. “Or a freshwater river.”

“We’rrre not going anywherrre,” said Simber in an angry growl. “We’rrre staying herrre all togetherrr until this volcano sinks and takes us with it.”

Fifer glanced nervously at the stone cheetah and stood up. “It’s going to be fine,” she declared with confidence she didn’t feel. And though it felt natural to be in this leadership role, her voice wavered. “It’s just a small setback.”

“It was a huge mistake,” Simber roared. “I should have neverrr let you talk me into it.”

“I suppose the alternative was better?” snapped Fifer. “Splitting up?” She knew the cheetah was right, but she didn’t like admitting it. She felt flush with guilt, even though it wasn’t her fault that Thisbe had stopped guiding them in the middle of everything with absolutely no warning. “We’ll be out of here in no time. It’s . . . it’s just a glitch.”

“Glitch, smitch,” Simber said under his breath. Fifer ignored him.

“I’m sorry, everybody,” Thisbe said, feeling frustrated and downcast. She flexed her aching joints and got slowly to her feet. “I didn’t realize that the Revinir’s roar could affect me outside of Grimere.” Remnants of frightening images still flashed before her eyes and hovered at the edges of her mind. Her heart sank. It was terribly worrisome and depressing knowing that the dragon-woman’s range was so broad. Her roar had traveled all the way into the volcano network that led to other worlds! Would Thisbe ever be able to get away from it? Wouldn’t there be any relief once they made it home?

Fifer’s mouth twitched in frustration. She wanted to lash out, to blame her sister outright so that Simber wouldn’t be so mad at and disappointed in her. But she knew Thisbe couldn’t help what had happened. And lashing out would make Fifer feel even worse in the long run, so she kept quiet and sipped sparingly from her canteen. They didn’t know how long they’d be here before they’d get sucked back down. And then what? Which portal would they try next? How long would this go on before they found their world? This wasn’t nearly as easy as Thisbe had made it out to be.

•  •  •

Tense hours passed. Gray clouds hung low above them, heavy and stifling. They could scarcely see the mouth of the volcano they’d been thrown from because it was shrouded in mist. A bit of the top of the volcano still smoldered, leaving a growing layer of smoke trapped in the atmosphere to intermingle with the clouds. It was hard to take a deep breath. There was no wind, just the occasional ripple on the water. No one noticed any movement on the mainland.

Simber let go of some of his anger, and eventually he and Fifer talked quietly, trying to come up with a plan. Thisbe brooded by herself, thinking all sorts of troubling thoughts, like the fact that she was the cause of this problem. It was obvious that Fifer was annoyed with her, and Thisbe didn’t blame her. She knew Fifer would soften up eventually, but it didn’t make her feel better. Perhaps because of the depressing setting, Thisbe’s mind strayed to thoughts of Alex’s death. About how she hadn’t been very nice to him the last time she’d seen him. This kind of guilt plagued her whenever she was feeling down, and it wouldn’t leave her mind now.

Seth stayed near Thisbe at first, ready to help if she needed anything. But she didn’t seem to want to talk to him. After a while he went to the water’s edge and peered at the surface. He noticed the occasional ripples and squinted at them, trying to get a better view in the dim light. “I think I saw a fish,” he said, looking over his shoulder to where the others sat. It was never too soon to scope out food options—he’d learned that much over the past many months.

Carina got up and joined her son. “Where?”

Seth pointed to where he’d seen a ripple, but it was gone. “Just wait,” he said. “There will be another one.”

They waited patiently. Carina pulled a long, heavy fishing line out of her rucksack and began to untangle it. “I’m not sure I want to eat a fish that lives in water like this,” she muttered, “but I suppose we can’t be choosy under the circumstances.” She knelt and looked around for anything that resembled a worm to bait her hook.

A movement and a small splash a few feet out caught Seth’s eye. “There,” he said, pointing. “Nice and close. Did you see it? It’s big.”

Circular ripples spread out from the spot where Seth was pointing.

Carina tossed her line toward the area, then wrapped the other end around her arm several times to give her some leverage in case the fish was as big as Seth seemed to think. She held the string slack with both hands and waited.

Seth leaned over the water, looking for the telltale flash of a silvery fish belly.

With a loud surge, a giant, bug-eyed eel rose up, its huge jaws agape. It clamped on to the fishing line and slammed its body into Seth, knocking him off balance on the uneven, rocky ground. The eel squealed and sank, pulling Carina in with it and dragging her under the water. Seth’s feet slipped on the damp rocks, and he fell in after her.
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Another Try

Samheed and Lani charged for the shore—they’d seen eels like this one before. “Get back!” Lani shouted to the others. “Move away from the edge!” As Talon came flying over, Samheed dove in and grabbed Seth. He yanked him, sputtering and coughing, to shore. There was no sign of Carina.

“Mom!” Seth cried as he scrambled up the rocks. “Somebody get her!”

“I’m trying!” said Talon, flying over the area and peering anxiously at the water. He’d seen one of his best friends, Lhasa the snow lion from Karkinos, get snatched up by one of these giant deadly eels. Luckily, Kitten had been able to save her fellow feline with one of her lives, or Lhasa would be dead now. As Simber joined him in flight, Talon rose to get a broader look, searching intently for any sign of movement as the surface went still again.

“What can we do?” Kaylee asked, grabbing at her empty sword hilt, momentarily forgetting that she’d lost her sword in the moat around the castle Grimere. She stood back helplessly.

“Simber, do you see anything?” Fifer called.

“Therrre!” growled Simber, and jaws agape, dove without hesitation into the lake. Talon charged after him, staying just above the violent splashing that ensued. The eel’s tail flipped above the water, swatting at Talon. The bronze giant deftly caught the end, sinking his steely fingertips into the flesh. He wrapped his legs around it and flapped his wings wildly to keep from getting pulled down. He hung on with all his might while the eel batted him around, slamming him over and over against the surface of the water.

“He’s whipping him around like a pool noodle!” Kaylee shouted.

Nobody else knew what a pool noodle was, but this was no time for inquiries. Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth edged closer to the water despite the warnings. Seth went from clutching his drenched shirt to clutching his head in disbelief and anguish. “Mom!” he yelled again, though it did nothing to bring her back.

An agonizing minute passed. Where was Simber? Had he been crushed by the giant serpentlike fish? Had Carina been able to get a breath before she’d been pulled under? Was she even still alive and struggling to untangle herself, or had the eel squeezed the life out of her? How long could Talon hang on to the slimy creature’s tail?

With every violent twist of the eel, Talon wrenched toward the volcano. Soon the Artiméans could tell that Talon was slowly pulling the eel out of the water and closer to them. Samheed watched for a moment, then looked around frantically. Seeing Fifer’s bird hammock spread out, he lunged for it. Grabbing the longest rope, he ripped it loose from the fabric. “Come on, everybody!” he called. Coiling the rope, he bounded partway up the side of the volcano with Lani rolling over the rocks in her magical contraption behind him. Kaylee followed. “Everyone!” Samheed said again. “Up here! Talon, try to come this way!”

Confused, Fifer and the rest followed Samheed up the side of the volcano. Stopping on a large ledge, Samheed partially uncoiled the rope and handed the loose end to Lani. Then he cast a magic carpet spell and climbed on it. He commanded the carpet to move to Talon and uncoiled the rope slowly as he went out over the water.

“What’s he doing?” Fifer demanded once she and the others reached the ledge.

“Everybody grab on!” Lani handed the slack end of the rope to the ones behind her, then locked her wheels and gripped a new spot a short way up it and leaned precipitously over the edge.

“Oh, I see!” said Thisbe. “We’re going to help pull Talon and the eel.”

“Precisely,” said Lani. “Everybody hold tight and plant your feet behind rocks. Get ready to reel them in. Just don’t yank too hard, or we’ll pull Sam off the carpet.”

They stood in a line, positioning themselves behind boulders for support, as Samheed inched closer to Talon.

Talon yanked and strained, moving little by little toward Samheed and the volcano.

“Hurry up,” Seth muttered, his normally pale cheeks red with exertion. He knew his mother could hold her breath for seven minutes, like most of the humans here, but time was ticking. And if she hadn’t had a chance to get a breath before the eel yanked her under, she would be in big trouble by now. Seth’s own breathing was shallow and quick, and he felt an old familiar panic swelling inside his chest. He gripped the rope tighter, his hands beginning to tremble.

“She’s going to be okay,” Thisbe whispered comfortingly from behind him. She recognized the panic signs and understood what was happening to him. “Focus on something and take slow, deep breaths.”

Seth gulped and nodded and tried to breathe more slowly.

“Come on, Talon!” Samheed shouted, jiggling the end of the rope. “Almost there!”

Finally, with a huge lurch, Talon reached for the rope that Samheed held out to him. But the eel began to slip from his other hand, so he grabbed on again. Neck outstretched and mouth open, Talon lunged and grabbed the end of the rope in his teeth. The eel switched and twisted, yanking Talon and hauling Samheed off the magic carpet, but the theater director hung on and dangled from the rope until his magic carpet caught up to support him.

“Everybody pull!” Samheed shouted to the others on the side of the volcano. “As hard as you can!”

They pulled, and slowly they began to reel in Samheed and Talon. Once Samheed was above the side of the volcano, he hopped off the magic carpet and helped the others pull Talon and the eel and whoever else was still attached to the submerged end onto dry land. Everyone stared at the rope as they strained, pleading silently that Carina would soon surface.

With its tail fully out of the water, the eel fought harder than ever. But Simber soon appeared, his jaws clamped around the eel’s throat and his wings flapping wildly. A second later Carina surfaced, even more tangled in the fishing line that was hanging from the eel’s mouth. She drew a few ragged breaths before being dragged back under.

“She’s breathing!” Thisbe said, giving Seth an encouraging look. “She’s going to be fine.” She pulled on the rope as hard as she could—she wasn’t about to let Seth lose his mother. Not if she could help it.

Seth nodded, unable to speak. But he felt a little better.

As they strained and pulled Talon and Simber and Carina toward them, the volcano shivered. The still water on the opposite side of the volcano tremored. But because everyone was singularly focused on the rescue, none of them noticed it.

The volcano trembled again, then shook harder and plunged swiftly downward. The Artiméans screamed. Fifer’s birds scattered into the air, while everything and everyone else was swallowed up by a heavy rush of water.

No one let go of the rope.

No one let go of the eel.

Everyone but the falcons went together into the volcano network with no warning and no plan and no idea which portal to exit through and no clue if Carina and Simber were still attached to the other end of the eel.

But someone else knew. A sleek, smooth, brown-and-purple-polka-dotted sea monster had been circling the volcano network on a continuous loop on a mission from Sky, who’d sent her in search of this very group to guide them to the right volcano. But Isobel the sea monster wasn’t expecting them to be dragging one of the horrid, deadly eels with them. She nearly passed them by in her hurry to get away from it, but she knew these humans were important—maybe even more important than her fear of eels. Isobel guided herself toward the front of the team near the twins, as far from the eel as she could get. Thisbe caught sight of her and, with a joyous look on her face, alerted Fifer and Seth, indicating they should all follow the sea monster. Isobel took the lead, steering the group away from several portals until finally aiming for one very specifically.

Oh, please, let this be home, thought Thisbe.

Oh, please, let my mother be okay, thought Seth, struggling even more to breathe now that he was in the shallow pod.

Oh, please, let this strange monster thing get me out of this mess, thought Fifer.

As they followed Isobel, Fifer felt in her gut that this time she wasn’t making a mistake like she’d done before. With confidence, the leaders aimed for a bright, fiery ring and went through it, exploding out and flying through the air. And then they landed in the familiar clear, cool waters of their own world. They were home.

But they were still in a mess of trouble.

As soon as Talon and Simber emerged from the top of the volcano, the two began flapping their wings, holding a strong grip on the giant eel, straining to keep the thing out of the water so they could control it better.

Carina dangled by the fishing line a short distance from the eel’s mouth. But now that she could breathe, she came to her senses and tried to untangle herself. Frustrated and getting nowhere, she grabbed hold of the line and concentrated, then whispered, “Dissipate.”

The magical fishing line vanished into thin air. Carina dropped to the water below. Talon and Simber forced the eel back into the volcano’s gaping maw, hoping to contain it at least momentarily while they collected their team.

As they attempted to do so, the volcano spat out one last round of passengers—the huge flock of Fifer’s falcons, who had immediately plunged after their leader. They dragged the torn hammock with them. Red and purple feathers flew everywhere. The birds appeared bedraggled but unhurt.

Simber dodged the squawking blast and loosened his grip. Sensing it, the eel yanked free of its captors and dropped hard onto the side of the volcano, then bounced into the water and slithered away, nursing its wounds.

At long last, everyone had made it to the land of the seven islands. Battered but alive.

As they all swam to the volcano’s shore, Isobel, who didn’t normally like being touched by humans, dove underneath Thisbe and Fifer and lifted them up to ride on her back. Then she went to gather Carina as well. She brought the three of them to safety and climbed on shore, knowing Sky would want her to take care of them. Isobel worried over the group for several minutes as they recovered and squeezed the water from their clothes. Then something caught the sea monster’s eye. Isobel bounded several yards away and looked sharply out to sea, detecting something.

“What is it?” asked Thisbe.

The sea monster pointed a flipper, but Thisbe couldn’t see anything.

Several minutes later, Thisbe could just make out a bony spike slicing the water, and a person holding on to it. Soon a familiar voice called to them. “The Fifer! The Thisbe!”

Everyone turned to see Spike Furious speeding toward them. Standing on the whale, gripping the spike, was Sky. Tears of joy and relief spilled from her eyes. Rather than go home to Warbler, she’d remained with Spike in the area and waited for the volcano to emerge, hoping to see Thisbe arrive safely with Isobel. When Spike drew close, Sky dove off and scrambled ashore, grabbing Thisbe in a tight embrace, never wanting to let go again. Then she tackled her brother and the others.

Isobel looked all around. Satisfied that she’d completed her task, she slipped unnoticed into the water and disappeared.

•  •  •

Not yet visible on the horizon, but coming swiftly from the west, Drock the dark purple dragon sniffed the air sharply, picking up a new but familiar scent. Somewhere ahead of them were the three young mages he’d come to know in the dungeon—the ones that Aaron was seeking. The memory of them freeing him from his muzzle and giving him new wings was sharp and clear. Seth’s scent, in particular, which was laced with anxiety and a good variety of cheeses, was more distinct than any other. Drock would know that boy’s smell anywhere after the stressful time they’d spent together. He knew the goodness level in that one was very high. They’d come to an understanding in that dungeon stall—they were more alike than different in those difficult moments.

Drock thought he could detect a similar level of panic from Seth as he’d noticed that day in the dungeon—or perhaps the boy lived in this constant state of anxiety always, which would be regrettable. The dragon pushed onward toward the scent.

Soon the tip of the volcano appeared on the horizon. Drock squinted, searching for the children, wanting to be certain before he said anything. He sped faster. When he finally caught sight of the flying cheetah up above the volcano, he craned his neck to look at the riders on his back. “Aaron,” said Drock with a rare bit of warmth in his voice, “it is good we left the land of the dragons. I think we’ve located the ones you seek.”
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Together Again

The volcano-hopping group couldn’t see Drock coming, nor did they expect him. With a lengthy journey ahead, an eel in the waters, and no telling when the volcano would sink again, and with Spike there to help transport people, they kept their greetings brief and all headed to Warbler Island, going at top speed aboard flying and swimming creatures. Everyone was ready for a proper reunion and some much-needed food and rest.

Copper, the ruler of Warbler and mother of Sky and Crow, had been alerted to the approaching eclectic group. She and several other Warblerans were waiting to greet the visitors and offer a warm meal. And while she’d hoped to see some Artiméan friends returning home, she hadn’t imagined she’d see Sky among them. When Copper realized Sky was there on Spike’s back, she nearly fainted from the shock. Word spread quickly, and the island exploded with the amazing news that Sky was alive and well.

Sky ran onto the beach and fell into her mother’s awaiting arms, and Crow followed when he made it to shore. The three were reunited again.

When Sky and Crow finally let go of their mother, they returned to the others who’d trickled to shore by now. Sky took the opportunity for a less hurried greeting this time, smiling through tears as she accepted condolences from her friends over the death of Alex and their apologies for not knowing how to begin to look for her and for assuming she was dead.

Soon Copper’s chefs were serving up a feast on the beach for the entire crew.

The Artiméans ate heartily, but there were many questions and much to talk about. Before they could begin to share their stories with Copper and the other people of Warbler, Spike, from the water, alerted them to an approaching dragon flying toward them. Simber confirmed it. Soon even the humans could see the speck in the sky.

“Who is it?” Fifer asked Simber.

“It’s Drrrock the darrrk purrrple,” said Simber, frowning. “He has passengerrrs.” Wondering why Drock would be coming from that direction and who his passengers might be, they waited impatiently for him.

As Drock drew near, Simber detected who his riders were. Despite his concerns over seeing Drock without the other dragons, he let a rare smile escape and refrained from announcing the identities of the passengers to the others, thinking they would be more delighted to discover them with their own eyes. Soon the six mages on board stood up in the hollow of the dragon’s back, peering anxiously around the beast’s neck at the group gathered on Warbler’s shore.

Kaylee shaded her eyes with her hand, then exclaimed, “Oh my God! Aaron! It’s Aaron!” She dropped her plate of food and ran for the surf. The dragon glided down and skidded across the water. Then his tail began to churn, propelling them forward. Kaylee turned back and hollered, “Everybody! Henry’s here too, and Sean! And Scarlet! And Ibrahim and Clementi! I can’t believe it!”

The battered people from Thisbe and Fifer’s group felt new energy surge through them. Thatcher, Carina, and Seth all exploded to life and ran into the surf to greet their loved ones. Crow, straining to catch a glimpse of Scarlet, followed a bit tentatively, then abandoned his shyness and broke into a run when he saw her dive off Drock’s back and start swimming toward him.

The two people in the slowest-moving relationship ever recorded reached each other, waist deep in waves. They faced one another for a second, then relinquished all decorum and embraced, holding each other like they never wanted to let go. Then Scarlet pulled back, took Crow’s face in her hands, and as seawater streamed down them, she planted a kiss firmly on the young man’s lips. Crow looked shocked for a second. Then he gathered Scarlet up in his arms. With a grin he kissed her back.

Fifer cheered at the sight of her beloved former caretaker looking so perfectly happy. But Thisbe’s eyes were elsewhere. She caught Aaron’s eye, and a lump formed in her throat. Aaron put his hand to his heart in silent gratitude at seeing her. Then Thisbe and Fifer ran into the surf and skirted Crow and Scarlet, who were kissing again, and joined Kaylee in hugging Aaron. Thisbe couldn’t stop her sobs, and after a moment Aaron let go of the others and picked her up as if she was a little girl. He held her as they cried together. Fifer watched her brother and sister, her eyes filling with tears. But she didn’t worm her way into the embrace. It had been a very long time since Thisbe and Aaron had seen each other.

Thatcher tackled Henry and their children in a huge group hug. They staggered through the water to Lani, who’d gone as far into the water as her magical wheeled contraption would take her. Henry broke away and threw his arms around his sister, and they all continued slogging to shore.

Samheed had stayed behind, waiting with Simber and Kitten on shore. They’d opted to watch the dearest loved ones reconnect first before joining in. Samheed wore a bittersweet expression as he took in the scene: Aaron was wearing the robe of the head mage, and he looked so strikingly like Alex in it. Samheed glanced at Simber, then tipped his head toward Aaron. “So it was Aaron who brought things back,” he said. “Not Claire.”

Simber nodded. “It appearrrs to be.”

Samheed no longer held a grudge against Aaron—those feelings had subsided years ago. But the two had never been close. Samheed had always been much warmer and friendlier toward Alex—once they’d become friends, that is. And while Samheed could say with a fair amount of confidence that he trusted Aaron, he felt a slight prickling at the back of his neck seeing the man in Alex’s robe. “I’m not quite sure how I feel about it, Sim.”

Personally, Simber was glad to see Aaron in control as head mage. But he heard the hitch in Samheed’s voice and eyed the man carefully. He knew the history between the two as teenagers. Simber had felt similarly about Aaron in the past as well—they all had.

But the cheetah possessed information about Aaron that Samheed didn’t: Aaron was potentially immortal because of the magic seaweed that the scientists had used to save his life many years ago. And for Simber, the thought of never having to lose another head mage again was a great relief. Beneath Simber’s stony, gruff exterior was a soft heart. He wasn’t sure he could go through it again. And he’d grown fond of Aaron over the years. “He’ll make a good mage,” Simber said carefully.

“I know. It just seems . . .” Samheed didn’t finish. Although he was thrilled to see everyone, he was feeling sort of down about it. Now that they were all reunited, he had an even greater urge to get home and have things return to normal. Back to the theater. Back to teaching students. And maybe pretending like everything was okay, even though he knew it would be a long time before he could say that. He missed Alex deeply.

He wasn’t sure what was prompting his negative feelings about Aaron—perhaps it was just the surprise of discovering he’d become the new mage instead of Claire. As Aaron broke away from his family members and came onshore to greet the rest of them, Samheed tried hard to shake off his uneasiness.

It was just that Aaron looked so much like Alex with that robe on. Samheed’s heart throbbed painfully, but he attempted a grin and embraced Aaron. Then he took a few steps back as the new head mage and Simber exchanged an awkward hello. Feeling entirely out of sorts, Samheed kept walking backward to give the two privacy and allow Aaron to talk with his new right-hand statue. As Samheed turned away, tears pricked at his eyes and momentarily blinded him. He stumbled in the sand and moved more quickly as a huge wave of grief washed over him. Seeing Alex’s identical twin wearing the robe was truly jarring. All of Samheed’s worst memories of Aaron came flooding back: The time Aaron pretended to impersonate Alex in the first battle with Quill. The time Samheed first learned of Mr. Today’s death at Aaron’s hand—they’d told him and Lani just moments after Alex had risked everything to rescue them from Queen Eagala. And there was Aaron’s absolute heartlessness with his parents and family when he was leader of Quill. Yet Alex had kept giving Aaron chance after chance after chance.

And now Alex was gone, and that same person who’d committed all those horrible acts was in charge of Artimé. It was shocking to think of it like that, but those were the facts. Samheed continued to flee the celebration gathering, reprimanding himself. He should feel excitement—they’d found Thisbe and Sky, and they’d be home soon. But he couldn’t shake the troubling thoughts. Surely he wasn’t alone in thinking them. Many people disliked Aaron because they didn’t know all the intricate details of how Aaron had come around to being a good and worthy person.

Eventually Samheed waded out into the water, not far from Drock, who appeared to be brooding too and not inclined to talk. Samheed dove under a wave, trying to clear his head. Trying to talk himself out of this funk. Aaron had been bad once, but he’d changed. And he’d sacrificed a lot for Artimé. Samheed knew this intellectually, but his heart still yanked around inside him. Was Aaron right for Artimé? Could he be effective as a leader after the choices he’d made? After the history he’d had?

Samheed couldn’t shake the doubts, though he vowed to himself to try. He owed it to Aaron. After all, Aaron had totally turned his life around and had played things right for over a dozen years. He’d apologized profusely for his wrongs, and he’d done everything in his power to make up for his misdeeds. Claire had forgiven him—that was a big moment. Kaylee had fallen in love with him, and she was one of the smartest people Samheed knew . . . though it was true she’d never known him when he was a horrible person. Aaron had even moved away from the island of Quill, showing no interest in ever wanting to be involved in the politics of Artimé—either with the magical world or against it. So why was Samheed so apprehensive about this appointment?

He floated on his back for a few moments, searching for answers, until he heard Lani calling for him. He flipped up and waved to her, then wiped his face and sloshed toward the shore so he could greet Henry and the others. And hopefully soon he’d be able to push the harsh feelings toward Aaron away for good.
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Home at Last

The new arrivals ate heartily while Thisbe recounted the story of her time in the catacombs and her escape, as well as her time spent with Sky. Then Fifer told Aaron and the others about her group’s agonizing journey, their battle with the Revinir and its tragic ending, and the search for Thisbe. Aaron listened silently to the tale of his twin’s death. His face was gray and etched with grief, and he was unable to speak for a long while. When it came time to share his team’s story, Aaron nodded at Henry, asking him to do it. The young healer shared how things had gone down in Artimé from the time the world had turned gray.

Henry skimmed over the parts where Aaron had been challenged by the growing group of people who didn’t think he should be leading Artimé. He briefly mentioned one of the altercations, in which Aaron had felt that his son, Daniel, had been threatened.

Samheed frowned and glanced at Sean, who caught his eye with a grim look. Was there more to this than Henry was letting on? As uneasy as Samheed had been feeling, he wasn’t the least bit surprised that some other people back home had been vocal about Aaron being in charge. Not everyone had forgiven the young man—not everyone knew him as well as the group gathered here. So their judgments were sure to be skewed. Could that hurdle ever be overcome? Samheed turned his gaze toward Lani, who seemed sympathetic about what Aaron was going through.

Lani threw Samheed a warning look, as if she anticipated what Samheed might be thinking. She knew him well.

Samheed looked down, abashed. He was well aware that he tended to leap to anger and suspicion, though now he was much better at controlling it than when he’d been a teenager. Back then, Lani had been a good foil to his frequent billowing frustrations, so he sometimes looked to her to help him gauge his levels of emotions and see if he was being reasonable. At this moment, Lani didn’t appear troubled at all that Aaron had taken the role of head mage rather than Claire. Samheed’s frown flickered and dissipated. Perhaps he’d just have to get used to this idea, even though the news had not been what he was expecting. It would no doubt grow easier to accept in time. He hoped the loss of Alex would too.

Talk turned to the future and what, if anything, they should do about the Revinir. Thisbe opened her mouth to speak her mind about the situation and her intent to go back as soon as possible. But Crow and Carina and Lani immediately stated that they were relieved to be away from the foreign world. “I’m not eager to return any time soon,” Carina said. The others agreed.

Thisbe closed her mouth and listened, a consternated look on her face. Being back in familiar territory had clearly given some of them new perspectives.

“I’m ready to be home too,” said Fifer. She was exhausted—physically, mentally, and emotionally.

“I need my bed for a good long time,” Seth remarked.

“And then,” said Fifer with a yawn, “once we’re rested, I think we need to have a celebration.”

Thisbe’s eyes widened. She couldn’t stay silent any longer. “What?” she exclaimed. “Celebrating what, exactly?”

“A masquerade ball,” Fifer said decisively. “To celebrate our return! Like what the grown-ups did when they came back from their adventure. Only we’ll do it with costumes, too.”

Thisbe’s lips parted in confusion. “A . . . a ball?” Had they all forgotten that Alex had died on this mission? A celebration seemed terribly out of place. And a waste of precious time. They needed to prepare to fight the Revinir!

As several of the others voiced their exhaustion from traveling and fighting and their interest in Fifer’s idea, Sky remained silent next to Thisbe. The two exchanged a bemused glance, as both were aghast at the thought of celebrating at a time like this. Neither of them felt like having a party, for a multitude of reasons. The mere fact that Fifer had suggested such a thing felt like a huge betrayal to Thisbe after how she’d said so valiantly just recently that she would go back to the land of the dragons with Thisbe to help rescue her people. Their people.

Thisbe’s scales caught the firelight. She folded her arms over her chest and pressed her mouth firmly in a determined line. The others would come to their senses after a good night’s sleep back in Artimé, and then they’d all be back to planning the next move against the Revinir. At least Thisbe hoped so.

Feeling hurt and outnumbered, Thisbe and Sky didn’t voice their disagreement. Not now. But there was no doubt in Thisbe’s mind that she would be returning to Rohan and to Maiven Taveer. To rescue Dev, if he was still alive, and the other black-eyed slaves. To end the spell that, according to Aaron’s account, seemed to have affected many hundreds of dragons from worlds away. It was the same spell that affected Thisbe and would continue to plague her until she found a way to stop it. It would be her life’s goal. It had to be. She couldn’t live like this, never knowing when the next roar would strike. Her scales quivered at the thought.

Not to mention her people needed her. And she needed them, too.

Certainly the Revinir knew Thisbe was hiding out somewhere. Once the dragon-woman had control of all of the land of the dragons, what would stop her from venturing here to look for her?

Had everyone forgotten about these things? Had they lost their minds? A costume ball?

Thisbe noticed Ibrahim and Clementi weren’t exactly cheering the idea either. Instead they were throwing concerned glances her way. Thisbe smiled grimly at them. She didn’t know them very well—they’d been newly declared Unwanted and were still finding their way around Artimé when Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth had originally snuck away on their first quest to save the young dragon captives. But they’d listened in horror to Thisbe’s passionate tale, and they seemed to understand the reason behind her strained silence. Maybe it was because they’d so recently been through that scary time in Quill and sent away from everything that had been familiar. Or perhaps they were a little bit disappointed to turn back from the mission they’d been excited to join. Whatever their reasons, they tapped their chests lightly to indicate they were with Thisbe. Their dedication made Thisbe sit up a little taller. It was nice to have people on her side.
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