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To all who started reading the Unwanteds series in its early days as fourth graders: Happy high school graduation! Thanks for sticking with me. One more book to go and then we’ll all cry together.
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Total Confusion

Thisbe and Fifer had been abducted by the Revinir, and Rohan was beginning to panic. Nobody in Artimé seemed to be doing anything about it. He descended the stairs of the mansion to implore the one in charge. “Florence, please help me understand what’s happening,” he said, stopping in front of her in the entryway. The Magical Warrior trainer and Simber, the winged-cheetah statue, exchanged a concerned glance as the young man began pacing, struggling to stay calm. Rohan finally found his words and turned to face them. “Look. It has been days. Why aren’t we going after Thisbe and Fifer? Are we seriously planning to sit here and wait for Fifer to contact us? What if they’re dead?”

“I’ve told you before,” Florence said firmly. “I understand your concern, and I feel it too. Perhaps even more strongly than you. But we’re going to wait.”

“And Fiferrr is clearrrly not dead,” said Simber, indicating the mansion still standing and himself still magically enchanted. “We don’t believe that the Rrrevinirrr wants to hurrrt them. Frrrom what Thisbe and Maiven Taveerrr have told me, the Rrrevinirrr wants Thisbe to be an ally. She needs at least one black-eyed rrrulerrr on herrr side to complete the rrrequirrrements of prrroperrr trrransferrral of drrragon leaderrrship.”

Rohan stopped pacing. “Right.” He thought hard for a moment. “So the Revinir believes she needs a black-eyed human to join forces with her, and because Thisbe is more evil than good, she thinks Thisbe is her ticket,” he said, like it finally made sense to him. “And even though we know the truth—that the dragons have to actually choose their leader, and the Revinir can’t choose herself to be the lead dragon—she doesn’t actually know that. So…” He paused, putting it all together. “She thinks she can convince Thisbe to team up with her—that Thisbe will be tempted enough by the leadership position to go for it.” He shook his head. “Even though that won’t work either, because the black-eyed people need to choose their leader too. And besides, Thisbe would never, ever do something like that.”

“She’d better not,” Florence muttered. “I trained that girl right. If she does something—”

“She won’t,” Simber interrupted impatiently. “She’s smarrrt and loyal. Therrre’s no way she’d do that to us.”

“But what about Fifer?” said Rohan. “She’s way more good than evil. Won’t the Revinir want to do away with her to stop her from influencing Thisbe?”

“I’ve thought about that, too,” said Simber. “And I think she knows that if she does something to hurrrt Thisbe’s twin, Thisbe will neverrr join herrr side.”

Florence studied Simber. “That’s actually a comforting thought.”

“It’s all I can think rrright now to get thrrrough this,” said Simber, and finally the worry lines on his face broke through. He hated being away from his head mage, especially days away. He’d promised once that he’d never let this happen again, yet here they were. Shortly after Thisbe had sent a message calling for help, Fifer, Artimé’s new leader, had sent one telling them all to retreat and wait for further instructions. And he trusted her… almost fully. He cringed. He had no choice but to put his support behind Fifer. She was the head mage—a good one too, unlike Frieda Stubbs—and she’d given an order. Hopefully, they’d know more soon. But if not, this might just drive them all to the brink of madness. It was hard enough to run things in Artimé these days after the civil war. But to do it without the head mage was even harder.

“The best thing we can do,” said Florence, “is to be stronger than we’ve ever been, and to be in a position to help when the time comes. That means we train harder than ever. We broaden everybody’s abilities. And we need to take every move, every spell, every trick up a notch. That includes broadening our minds. We need to anticipate the Revinir’s moves. She is the most powerful enemy we’ve ever faced, and we need to be smarter than her. I’m not going to sleep until I come up with a way to beat that monster.”

Simber lifted an eyebrow. “You… neverrr sleep.”

“It’s just an expression,” Florence said with a snarl. “Intensive training begins first thing in the morning on the lawn. We need everybody present.”

“Everrrybody who?” asked Simber.

“Everybody everybody. Not just Artimé this time. I mean everybody.”

Simber gazed at her. “Ourrr allies, you mean?”

Florence nodded seriously. “I’ll go alert our friends on Karkinos and see if they can track down Spike and Talon, who are still out searching for Issie’s baby. Send Scarlet and Thatcher to fetch the people of Warbler, and Lani to speak to the people in Quill. Tell Seth to get our friends from the Island of Shipwrecks.” She paused for a breath, then said in her sternest voice, “We will not fail Fifer and Thisbe. We will not let Artimé down, or anyone in the world of the seven islands. Not this time. Not ever again.” She turned to look into Rohan’s eyes. “I’m counting on you to step up now that I’ve lost my two main players.”

“I will, Commander Florence,” said Rohan.

With that, Florence left the two standing at the entrance and turned sharply, heading out the door into the evening, marching into the water toward Karkinos.

Rohan looked at Simber, fear and awe in his eyes. They were calling in everyone the people of Artimé knew. This was a major deal.

Simber nodded sharply. “You hearrrd herrr. Let’s go.”
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Abandoned

The Revinir and her team of mind-controlled dragons flew a lot faster than the ghost dragons had, but Fifer and Thisbe weren’t sure they would survive the trip.

It hadn’t been hard for the girls to figure out that the dragon-woman had been hiding in Artimé’s jungle, waiting for them to take their evening walk. She’d swooped down and snatched them up when they neared the lagoon. The Revinir’s six red water dragons had risen from the sea to assist, but the dragon-woman wouldn’t let the twins go—she dangled them from her claws the entire journey back to the land of the dragons. By the time they crossed over the gorge, the twins were unconscious.

It worked in the Revinir’s favor. She didn’t want them to be aware of where she was planning to drop them off. She wanted them to be disoriented. Lost and scared. That was the only way to bring them around to her way of thinking. Make them desperate, dangle a carrot, and then they would see her side of things. Break them down and train them back up.

Once Thisbe was supportive of the Revinir as the ruling dragon of Grimere, then the true power could be transferred, and she would officially be number one in the land of the dragons. Along with Thisbe as the ruling black-eyed human, of course. Unfortunately, the Revinir needed to keep at least one of those black-eyed children around for this purpose, and maybe a backup or two. The rest, she’d come to realize, were disposable.

And there was no way she was bringing these two back to the castle or the catacombs. Neither place had been a good prison for Thisbe—she’d escaped too many times. But Ashguard’s palace and the deserted wasteland surrounding it were just the decrepit mess of sheer nothingness for miles to make Thisbe and Fifer beg to be rescued. Surround them with dragons to keep them contained, and eventually they’d promise to do anything… even make a pact with the Revinir to rule together.

The Revinir knew Thisbe had it in her to be evil. The girl had tricked her in the past and was more stubborn than the dragon-woman had expected, but she would come around in time. It was Fifer she was more worried about. That young woman was awash in goodness. She might have to be disposed of once the plan was in place—but not before, or the Revinir might lose Thisbe’s allegiance. It was a tricky affair. The dragons would keep an eye on the girl.

By the time they soared over the crater lake and the palace ruins were in sight, it was midafternoon.

“Something was stirring a moment ago,” said one of the red dragons in a monotone voice. “I don’t see it now. It went off toward the orchard.”

“Probably those foxes, like the last time we were scoping things out,” said the Revinir. “Or some other animal. Deer, perhaps.”

“Probably.” Drool dripped from the hungry red dragon’s mouth, but he fell silent, and the moment was forgotten.

The Revinir glanced down at the twins hanging from her grip and noticed they looked half-dead. She didn’t want them to die, but other than that she didn’t have much pity in her, though she did feel a small pang somewhere deep under her scales. She remembered when she was about their age. Young Emma, plotting her revenge against her horrible siblings, Marcus and Justine.

Just who had the upper hand now? They were dead, their legacies no doubt soon to be forgotten with the passage of time. But the Revinir… Eagala… Emma… She was about to rule an entire world, and these girls were going to help her.

They circled just above the palace, and the Revinir studied the sagging, rotten roof between the four corner towers and the large center tower. “I wonder if this old roof will hold them or if it’ll give way?” she mused. “What do you think?” she asked one of her companions.

The dragon eyed it. “It doesn’t seem sturdy.”

“Good. You four, take your positions,” she called out to the dragons, and four of the six swooped down to land on the ground, one in each corner of the vast property.

“Don’t kill the black-eyed ones, but don’t let them get away, either,” said the Revinir, circling again above the roof with the remaining two dragons. And then she let go, dropping the unconscious girls onto the rotting palace roof.
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Feeling It

Thisbe and Fifer hit the roof hard and plunged through it. They struck the top floor of the castle and kept going through that one too. The next floor down was a bit stronger and stopped Fifer, while Thisbe hit a weak spot and went through one more and stopped there.

The impact woke them both, but by the time they stopped moving, they wished to be unconscious again. It took several minutes of groaning and crying out before they realized where the other one was.

“Are you okay?” Thisbe called up to Fifer. “I think my ankle is broken.”

“My entire back is on fire,” said Fifer, “and my left wrist is twice its normal size and turning purple. I can’t move it. Is that bad?”

“I’d say so,” said Thisbe. She had abrasions and cuts everywhere, and her clothes were torn. Luckily, the soft rotten wood had broken their falls, or they’d be much worse off.

“There’s a stairwell,” Fifer said, easing over to the hole Thisbe had broken through and looking down into it. “Do you see it? Can you make it over there?”

“Yeah,” said Thisbe. “I’ll meet you on the steps. Be careful so you don’t break through again. Elongate your body and slide.”

“Stay in the stairwell—I’ll come down to help you.”

Using their elbows to pull them along, they each crawled carefully across the sagging floor and made it to the center tower stairwell, which looked solid, as it was made of stone and iron. Fifer got up shakily, then sat again and slid slowly down the steps one at a time to the next level. She found Thisbe, whose ankle was puffing up. “I can’t put any weight on it,” Thisbe said, trying to hold back the tears of pain. “Do you have any of Henry’s medicine?”

“If it didn’t fall into the sea, I do.” Fifer rummaged through her robe pockets with her uninjured hand, laying out all of her remaining components on the stone step in front of them. It was a pitiful amount. Two send spells. A handful of scatterclips that had snagged the inside of her pocket. And two highlighters. She reached inside her vest and pulled out a thin metal box with a hinged lid. She winced and handed it to Thisbe. “This should have something in it that’ll help with the pain and swelling.”

Thisbe opened it and studied its contents, then selected the proper capsule containing magical herbs from Henry’s garden. She returned the medical kit to Fifer, then swallowed her pill and washed it down with a swig from her canteen. She held it out to Fifer. “I’m glad we brought water this time,” Thisbe said with a pained smile. The two had fought about canteens not too long ago.

“I haven’t gone anywhere without one since our first quest,” said Fifer. “I think it’s because I was so traumatized.” She swallowed a capsule too, and then tried standing again by propping herself up against the tower wall. But her back was too sore to let it touch anything. She just wanted to lie down on her stomach and make the pain go away. “Where are we?”

Thisbe slid next to Fifer. “I have no idea. But this is definitely not any part of the castle that I’ve ever seen.”

“I don’t think it’s the castle at all,” said Fifer. “The construction is very different. There’s no way we would have fallen through that—the floors are made of stone.”

Thisbe grimaced and closed her eyes. Every movement elicited waves of pain, and at the moment she didn’t really care where they were. Time would only make their injuries hurt more as their muscles stiffened up. “Being unconscious when we fell probably saved us,” she remarked after a while. “We weren’t tensed up for an impact. But these injuries are going to take some time to heal. I’m worried we’ll starve to death before anything else takes us out. Hopefully, our rescue team will be here soon. They should have been tailing us from a safe distance. Maybe they’ll be able to tell us where we are.”

Fifer shifted uneasily. She hadn’t had a chance to tell Thisbe that she’d ordered Florence not to come after them. She had a lot she wanted to talk to Thisbe about, but it would land better once Thisbe was feeling less pain. “Let’s allow the medicine to work,” she said, “and then we’ll figure out what to do next.”



They rested quietly for some time in the stairwell, waiting for the magical herbs to take the pain and swelling down a bit and begin the healing process. After a while Thisbe opened her eyes. She was feeling a little better, and now that the mental fuzziness was wearing off, she had a burning question for Fifer. “Did you speak to me in my mind back when we first got abducted?”

“You heard it?” said Fifer, lifting her head. “Good! You did it to me first.”

“I did? How?”

“I have no idea, but something clicked between us when we were walking along the shore. I felt it. It was electric.”

“I felt that too,” said Thisbe. “What do you think it means?”

“Other than we have some mysterious new telepathic ability, I don’t know. I’m thinking it’s similar to how Alex and Aaron used to be able to feel each other’s pain.”

“They couldn’t actually speak to each other, though, like we did. That’s pretty amazing. We’ll have to try again once we can concentrate.” She looked at Fifer’s wrist. “Your swelling is coming down.”

“It feels better. How about your ankle?”

“No longer excruciating. I’m not sure I’ll be walking anytime soon, though.”

“I should go in search of water and food before it gets dark,” said Fifer. She winced, not wanting to move, but she was desperate to know if the Revinir was lurking about. Why had she dropped them here like this? Was it a mistake? Had her limbs just grown too tired to hold on?

“We can survive on the water we have until the others get here,” said Thisbe, who also didn’t want to move. “Is this place totally abandoned? Did the Revinir dump us here for a reason, or did something else happen? If she did, why?”

“Yeah,” said Fifer, growing consternated. “Why didn’t she throw us into the castle dungeon or the catacombs?”

“Maybe because we know how to escape from those places.”

“It doesn’t seem too hard to escape from this abandoned dump,” said Fifer. “All we have to do is make it down the stairs.”

“Easier said than done.”

Neither of them could see outside, but Fifer soon grew curious enough to gingerly get to her feet once more. She held her injured wrist close to her chest to keep it from jiggling and went to a window facing east. There she took in the overgrown landscape and spied two of the dragons from their journey standing guard at the front corners of the property. “There are dragons here,” said Fifer. “I can see two of them. The red ones that were with us when the Revinir abducted us.”

“I’m not surprised. But I’m still not sure where ‘here’ is.”

Fifer groaned in pain simply from walking but kept going toward another window, facing south. She could see the late-afternoon sun off to her right and determined her bearings from it. “There’s a third dragon at the southwest corner of the property. I’ll bet there’s a fourth one on the northwest.”

“Not interested in taking that bet,” said Thisbe, knowing Fifer was probably right. She eased up and looked down the spiral stone steps. “How high up are we?”

“At least a few floors. I’ll go find out. Hand me your canteen, in case I find water.”

“Don’t go too far,” Thisbe said anxiously. “I’m not sure what those dragons will do.” Reluctantly she held out her canteen.

Fifer took it and slipped the strap over her head and arm. “They’ve had plenty of chances to kill us, so obviously that’s not on their agenda. And if the Revinir is making them guard us or something, there’s got to be food and water around for them. I’m guessing it can’t be too far to find a source. Besides, Dev taught us that nobody builds a house where there’s no water.” She bit her lip, having forgotten that the Revinir had killed him. “Ugh, sorry,” she whispered. Blinding sorrow gripped her. It was too much to think about, and she was mortified that she’d mentioned him and cracked open more wounds. She started down the stairs, not even able to look at Thisbe, and took one careful step after another.

Thisbe’s lip quivered. She felt miserable—physically from the fall and emotionally about Dev. Just thinking of him made her not want to be alone. She felt vulnerable, unable to walk, and worried for her sister venturing out alone without being able to fight properly because of her injuries. Not to mention having so few components. “Please be careful,” she called.

“I will,” Fifer replied. She continued down, moving slowly as her aching body allowed.

Thisbe pressed her face between the handrail balusters, watching Fifer go until she couldn’t see her anymore.

“You’re on the third floor,” Fifer called up through the center of the spiral. Then: “Ooh!” she said, startled.

“Are you okay?” asked Thisbe.

“Just some animals down here in the shadows under the stairs. Foxes, I think, hiding from the dragons.” She was quiet for a moment, then called up in a softer voice, “Definitely four dragons, all red. They’re staying still. I’ll be back soon.”

While Fifer was gone, Thisbe checked all of her pockets to take stock of her components. Luckily, she still had the three obliterate components, individually boxed and safe in her inside pocket, thanks to the flap and button she’d added to it. That had kept her from losing them when the Revinir had dumped her and Fifer upside down and shaken them.

They were her answer for getting rid of the Revinir. But in addition to not knowing where she and Fifer were at this moment, Thisbe also had no clue where the Revinir was. And that’s what unsettled her most.
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Intruders

Dev Suresh, as he now believed himself to be, sat squeezed inside a broom closet in a tiny vacant house in the deserted village bordering his broken-down palace. He’d picked a dwelling that seemed solid and was located deep inside a maze of houses that were separated by narrow paths rather than broad roads. It was one that would be harder for dragons to get to if they were looking for him on foot.

He’d stayed perfectly still inside the cramped closet, feeling every joint and muscle in his body begin to ache. But whenever he started to doubt or question his resolve, he remembered the last time he’d been forced to hide from this group. “It’s better than the river” had become his mantra, and he repeated it over and over in his mind to get him through. Anything was better than that.

When hours passed and no disturbances were felt or heard, Dev began to wonder if the Revinir and her team of dragons had passed him by without stopping. Was it possible they hadn’t noticed him sneaking out of the center turret and running for his life? Or perhaps they’d seen him but didn’t care? He thought back to the time in the river. He’d nearly drowned and hadn’t witnessed where they’d gone after that. Perhaps this palace was just a spot along their path to some other place.

Or maybe Dev was really paranoid. After all, the Revinir had thrown him out of the castle tower from a ridiculous height and called in her dragons to dispose of him. So it was very likely that she thought Dev was dead. But the dragon-woman was exceedingly tricky and evil, and Dev didn’t trust anything about her. She could be toying with him right now. She could be staring in the window of this house, smelling him. Waiting for him to feel confident enough to emerge.

Dev closed his eyes as his breath grew shallow. Fear and dread crept in like they always did. He let his head fall back against the wall, and when it made a little thud, he worried that the Revinir had heard it, and at any second, the dragons would destroy this house with him in it.

It was too many worries for anyone, especially someone who’d gone through as much trauma as Dev had.

More hours passed with no intruders or disasters. As the light from under the door became muted, Dev eased to a standing position, then quietly and carefully turned the doorknob and pushed it open an inch. He held his breath, listening, then put his eye to the crack and looked out the kitchen window.

No one was there. He pushed the door farther and eased his aching body out of the closet, peering into other areas of the house but seeing no one. He let out a sigh of relief. Of course no one was there. There was no way a dragon could be inside unless the whole ceiling or an entire wall had caved in. “Silly,” Dev muttered under his breath. Everything seemed ridiculous now that he could rest assured no dragons were nearby. But the feelings and fears had been very real.

He checked the windows that overlooked the surrounding village. It was deserted, as always. Dev had sat inside a tiny closet for half the day. He was more than ready to get back to the comfort of his home.

As he slipped out onto the path, Dev looked left and right, and also above him, just in case. He wasn’t about to throw caution to the wind. When he was sure the coast was clear, he proceeded toward home. The sun had set, and in the growing dusk, Dev stayed close to the houses for cover, then made a fast break for the orchard. He picked his way between trees, stepping as quietly as possible, though he was unable to avoid the crunch of leaves and the occasional stick because of the fog that began rolling in and surrounding the hill that the palace stood on.

Dev reached the edge of the orchard and paused to look again in all directions before moving across the open area to get to the palace. His eye caught a slight movement by the center tower entrance, but it disappeared inside—was it one of the foxes? It seemed larger than that. And then he swept his gaze from side to side and saw red. Two medium-size red dragons at the near corners of the property.

His heart thudding, Dev gasped and sank into the fog.
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A Standoff

Dev hovered in the fog between two gnarled apple trees, his heart still pounding. Even in the dark he could see the dragons’ eyes glowing and their occasional flares of fiery snorts. Surely they must smell him by now, but they didn’t seem to care. They didn’t move or communicate with each other that Dev could see. Why were they here? Did their presence mean he couldn’t go home to his palace now? His heart yearned for the library tower. What was he supposed to do? Go back to the village and hide in the closet again?

It occurred to him that perhaps the dragons weren’t concerned with him because they hadn’t been ordered by the Revinir to attack him—similar to the dragons that guarded the castle. She hadn’t sent out a roaring command in many weeks. Perhaps the dragons were there for some other reason than to go after him. But why had they decided to park themselves here? Maybe they were just weirdly resting at the corners of the palace property… before heading somewhere… else. Dev blinked. He knew there was no reason for them to be out here in the middle of nowhere unless they’d been sent.

When he could tear himself away from watching the dragons for a moment, he estimated the distance to the middle tower and contemplated making a run for it. Would they chase him? Even if he made it, would he ever be able to go out for food from the river? It was sickening to think about. One false move and Dev would be a hot meal.

Yet the more he realized that he couldn’t go back to the palace, the more he wanted to do just that. He finally felt like he belonged somewhere, and he’d only gotten to experience that feeling for a short time. It was heartbreaking to think he couldn’t go back. This was his land now, and the dragons were invading it.

Maybe they would leave soon. Perhaps they were just resting for the night to see if anything was happening here. It was beginning to drive Dev crazy that he couldn’t figure out what was the purpose of their visit, if not to go after him. But here he was, stuck halfway between them, hidden from sight by fog, and there was nothing he could do about them tracking his scent. Heck, he could smell them well enough, and he was only part dragon. But they weren’t even looking at him or flaring their nostrils his way.

A light flashed from the onion-bulb top of the center tower, catching Dev’s eye, and he gasped again. Was someone up there? The light had come through the south window, which was surrounded by bookshelves. Dev often looked out that window and dreamed about chopping down the overgrowth he was currently nestled in. Who was in his sacred place? It couldn’t be the Revinir—there was no way she could fit without destroying the entrance and the stairwell. It couldn’t be the fox he’d seen darting into the door a while ago. So was it a human? Was someone here with the dragons?

The light stayed on, and a person-shaped shadow crossed the glass. Dev strained to see, but whoever it was didn’t come close enough for Dev to make out any features. Who was invading his home? He went from scared to furious in the span of a minute. An intruder! Touching his things!

And then he remembered the painting of the girl in the orchard, which he’d slipped into a book on the desk. The images from the ancestor broth flashed before his eyes as he worried about it. He didn’t know why he was so worried, but he knew he didn’t want anyone taking that painting. The scales on his arms and legs, which were already on alert, strained against the grain, making his skin hurt. He wanted to charge back to his home and defend it and its contents. Who was this invader? What was he doing there?

Dev’s lungs froze as the image in his mind landed on the gray man. Could it possibly be… him? His grandfather Ashguard? Long thought dead, returning home? It could happen—Astrid the ghost dragon had thought Maiven Taveer was dead. Perhaps Ashguard had been mistaken for dead too. After all, a few of the ancient books in the library had been used and left open not long before Dev had arrived—they’d had no dust on them. Was it Ashguard who’d been up there? If so, where had he disappeared to for all this time?

Dev realized these dragons were the Revinir’s mind-controlled red water dragons. So they weren’t here to assist Ashguard—he’d be an enemy of the Revinir for sure. Were they here to capture him? Were they waiting for him to leave so they could attack him?

If so, Dev had to do something. The gray man could possibly be the only kin Dev had, and after spending his whole life thinking he had none, he wasn’t about to let this person slip away.

He crept forward through the fog, keeping his eyes on the dragons. The one at the back corner turned his head sharply at Dev’s movement and glared, two fiery orange spots set inside the outline of the dragon’s spiny head. Dev froze, but the dragon didn’t come at him.

Dev felt faint. What was he doing? This was the most unwise choice he’d ever made. Well… maybe not, but it was pretty sketchy. He knew he could get his palace back later, after whatever was happening ended. But he’d never see it again if he kept inching forward and the dragons attacked him. Ashguard or no, Dev wasn’t about to risk his life again. He waited agonizing minutes for the dragon to look away, and then he pivoted on his haunches and started creeping back the way he’d come. Through the orchard. Back to the village.

He didn’t see the light go out, or the girl standing at the window peering out at him.
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Uncomfortable Lies

Something is moving in the fog,” Fifer said, putting out her magical highlighter and squinting out of the library window. “Bigger than a fox.”

“What is it?” asked Thisbe, alarmed. She sat up on the sofa in the glorious library tower, which Fifer had discovered after she’d returned with water from the pump. She’d helped Thisbe climb the stairs. And though the trip had been agonizing, it was a relief to have some comfort and warmth and books around them. But there were also some unsettling features of this room. Like the old ripped and bloodstained shirt wadded up in the corner. And the half-eaten fish that was now beginning to stink up the room. It wasn’t very rotten, though—not weeks or even several days old. More like someone had been here recently and had left in a hurry.

“I can’t tell for sure,” said Fifer. “But it moves like a person. He’s creeping away from us.”

“Must be some vagabond looking for shelter who saw the dragons and decided it wasn’t worth it,” said Thisbe. “Maybe he was trying to come back for his fish.” She wrinkled her nose. “Do we dare eat it?”

“I’m tempted,” said Fifer, who was currently, unfortunately, not carrying anything to catch fish with. “I’d use it for bait if I had a hook.” She paused and glanced at the fireplace. “The fire still has embers. I’m going to light it.” She stared hard out the window for another few seconds as the person disappeared into darkness and fog. Then she turned and went to the fireplace, using her uninjured hand to stoke the embers and add more wood to it. Soon the fire was crackling merrily and making shadows dance around the rotunda.

“This would almost be pleasant if my ankle didn’t hurt so much,” said Thisbe. “And if we weren’t surrounded by dragons. Do you think we should do another send spell? I’m worried Florence or whoever is coming after us lost track of us. They definitely should have been here by now, wouldn’t you say?”

“Hmm.” Fifer turned away from the fire and went over to the corner where the musical instruments were. She kept her face hidden because it was dripping with guilt. She knew she needed to come clean with Thisbe, but she was still struggling in her own mind to understand why she’d told Florence not to come. “I don’t want to waste components,” she said, but she knew it was a silly reason. If the others had actually followed them, as Thisbe believed and expected, of course they’d waste a send spell to make sure the twins could be located.

“But then again, if they’re lost, why haven’t they responded?” Thisbe sat up higher, her voice edged with worry. “Maybe they’re just trying to figure out how to handle the dragons.” She turned to look out the east window and could just make out the northeast corner’s dragon in the darkness. “Or… do you think the Revinir was telling the truth about no one following us?”

“Maybe Florence is worried about revealing that they’re coming,” said Fifer, cringing as she lied. “They might not know that the Revinir isn’t with us anymore.”

“You’re sure she’s not here?”

“I looked all around the courtyard. In every direction. There are four red dragons, and that’s it.”

“Then maybe I should just send a message to Rohan again. Or Florence. What did you say to her when you sent yours?”

Fifer cringed again and picked up a roundish instrument with strings. She plucked it with one finger, making a face when she realized how out of tune it was and realizing she couldn’t tune it very easily with one hand. “Ugh, this is terrible.” She didn’t answer Thisbe’s question. She couldn’t remember exactly what the Revinir had said that had triggered Fifer’s rash actions. But a strange and scary idea had formed. What if they did join the Revinir’s side?

“Fifer?” said Thisbe.

Fifer jerked around. “What?”

“Are you okay?”

“I—yes, I’m feeling a lot better. Are you?”

“Same, but I asked you what you wrote to Florence.”

“Oh!” said Fifer. She explained sheepishly, “I got so annoyed by this out-of-tune lute, and I’m frustrated I can’t fix it.”

“It’s a mandolin,” said Thisbe, which wasn’t a disagreement, just a classification. “Bring it here. I’ll tune it.”

Fifer exhaled a quiet breath, hoping she’d successfully changed the subject, and brought the mandolin to Thisbe. While Thisbe tuned it, Fifer yawned and sat down on another sofa. A cloud of dust rose up, and she waved it away, then sneezed several times. Thisbe finished with the instrument and flopped back wearily.

“We should each take another medicine capsule and get some sleep,” Fifer said. “It’ll help us heal. We’ll feel so much better in the morning.”

“But what about our people?” Thisbe asked. She felt confused by the pain, and exhaustion had taken its toll.

“They’re probably just resting somewhere for the night,” said Fifer. “If they’re not here by morning, we’ll send the spell.”

Placated, Thisbe winced in pain as she adjusted, trying to get comfortable. She uncorked her canteen and swallowed a capsule, then closed her eyes. Within minutes she was sleeping.

Fifer did the same, but she couldn’t sleep. Instead she stared into the firelight, thinking about the Revinir. The Artiméans had brainstormed for months and had not come up with a way to beat her. She was surrounded by dragons who would do whatever she commanded. But what if Fifer and Thisbe could get close to the Revinir when her guard was down and sort of… infiltrate? Or act as double agents? What would it look like to join forces with the Revinir—or at least pretend to? If they worked closely with the dragon-woman, and if she grew to trust them, would it be easier to do away with her? Or at least figure out what her weaknesses were?

It was the most frightening proposition Fifer could imagine. But the Revinir wanted Thisbe to join her so badly that it almost appeared to be an actual weakness, which the girls could exploit if they did it right. Could they pull off the most amazing con in the history of their worlds without messing it up? Could they use their brains, wits, and creative talents to convince the Revinir that they were willing to work with her after all?

If they failed, the Revinir would exact revenge far and wide, and perhaps destroy everyone and everything in her path. But if they did it right… if they appealed to the angry abandoned girl named Emma who’d only wanted a partnership with her siblings… whose existence must still haunt the Revinir… it just might work. The Revinir didn’t have any other clear weakness that Fifer knew about yet. But she was arrogant, and she believed she could convince Thisbe to join her even after all the times Thisbe had refused. Perhaps that was the way in. But was it worth the risk?

Fifer smoothed her robe, knowing that all of the noble head mages who’d gone before her had been so successful because of the risks they’d taken. It was a gut feeling, and Fifer wondered if she was actually using hers properly for once. She could feel it—the inner tug that told her this was right. It was what Florence had coached her to look for. What Simber had assured her was inside her.

Now Fifer had to convince Thisbe. And if Fifer knew her twin, that task would prove to be difficult. As she drifted off, she recalled the thought she’d sent to Thisbe after the Revinir had captured them: Remember the fights we’ve won. Rescuing Pan’s young dragons from ten years of captivity. Escaping the burning castle. Freeing their fellow black-eyed rulers from mind control. Saving Artimé from Frieda Stubbs. Fifer was going to dwell on that mantra from now on. Based on those successes, she knew that it took more than strength. It took cunning and wits to succeed against someone who was far more powerful than the two most magical people Artimé had ever seen.





[image: Image]


A Strange Sight

Thisbe opened her eyes to find sunlight streaming over her. At first she didn’t know where she was. She moved to stretch, and the pain in her ankle brought everything back. At least she was feeling more clearheaded—yesterday had felt so foggy compared to now. She turned to find Fifer, who was standing at the east window.

“Is someone out there?” Thisbe asked. “Did they come?”

Fifer turned, but Thisbe couldn’t make out her expression because of the backlight. “Thiz, there’s something I’ve got to tell you.”

Thisbe sat up, gingerly testing her ankle and finding it had improved. “What?” She looked around the library at the stacks of books, and it suddenly dawned on her where they were. “Oh! I think I know where we are—this must be Ashguard’s palace!”

Fifer tilted her head and stepped out of the light. “Where?”

“This is where Maiven went to find the ancient books. The Suresh family ruler, Ashguard the curmudgeon, lived here. This must be it. I can’t imagine it’s anything else.”

Fifer looked nonplussed. “I don’t know who that is, but I’m glad you figured it out. How close is the nearest village?”

“Oh, we’re out in the middle of nowhere,” Thisbe said, crestfallen. “I don’t exactly know, but we’re surrounded by natural barriers. The crater lake is on one side, and I think there are mountains somewhere else.” She was quiet, then turned back to Fifer. “What did you have to tell me?”

Fifer tapped the windowsill, then slowly went over to Thisbe and knelt next to the sofa near her feet. “Um… how’s your ankle?”

“Not bad. A couple more doses of medicine and I should be able to hobble a bit. Did you see someone outside again?”

“No. I mean the dragons are still there, but no people. No rescue team. And I didn’t expect to see them because, well, they’re… not coming.”

“What?” demanded Thisbe. “How do you know? Did Florence send a reply?”

“No,” said Fifer, looking very serious. She pressed the bridge of her nose and let out a resigned sigh. “I know because I told them not to come. That’s what I said to Florence in my message.”

Thisbe’s lips parted, and a confused expression came over her face. “Why?” she said softly. “Why would you do that?”

Fifer faltered, then plowed onward. “I had a gut feeling, and I went with it. I— It’s hard for me to explain this without sounding like I’ve made a mistake, and I’ve been trying to figure it out for myself before I tried to explain it to you. I’m sorry I let it go this long.”

Thisbe could feel angry heat coming up to her face. “You lied to me?” She couldn’t fathom what reasoning Fifer had for doing this. “Have you lost your mind? Fifer! We got abducted by the Revinir, and you told Florence not to help us? That’s nuts!” She fumed, thinking of all the ramifications of Fifer’s poor decision. “Let’s call them to come now before we starve to death.” She fumbled around, trying to find her component vest so she could look for a send spell. It was on the floor, just out of reach. Had Fifer moved it so Thisbe couldn’t take her out when she decided to confess this atrocity?

“Wait!” said Fifer, rising to kick the vest farther away and backing up, wary of her sister’s sparking eyes and fingers. “Let me explain. Please!”

Thisbe grew angrier, and she could feel her fingertips sparking. “Who do you think you are, taking my life in your hands like that without consulting me? I’m so furious right now I could spit fire. You’d better get out of my way.”

Fifer hastily ran around the other side of the desk and crouched. “Thisbe, listen to me!”

“Do you think that robe gives you the right to control my life, Head Mage Fifer?” Thisbe challenged.

“What? No! Of course not! I’m—it has nothing to do with that!”

“You are on a real power trip now, Miss Stowe,” Thisbe snarled. Smoke swirled up from her nostrils, and she could feel heat in her throat, begging to be released. She let out an angry dragon roar like she’d never known she could do before.

Fifer stared, and Thisbe closed her mouth abruptly. “I didn’t know I could do that,” she said. She got to her feet and hobbled recklessly to the desk, too angry to feel pain. She peered out the east window at the dragons.

“Don’t hurt me, please,” begged Fifer, crouching lower.

“Be quiet,” Thisbe said, still furious, but focusing on something else outside for the moment. “The dragons heard my roar,” she said softly. “They’re walking this way.”

Fifer muttered something unintelligible under her breath and got up. Both girls watched as the two dragons from the front corners of the property moved toward the palace. The twins turned together to look out the window that overlooked the back of the property and saw those two dragons coming too.

“What have you done?” Fifer whispered.

“What have you done?” Thisbe fired back. She smoothed her scales and hopped on one foot back to her sofa; then she took a drink to try to cool the fire in her throat.

“They’re sniffing the air,” Fifer reported. “Slowing down.”

“Nothing to see here, dragons,” muttered Thisbe. She dropped her head into her hands, annoyed by Fifer and wishing the dragons away. “Are they still coming?”

“They’ve stopped,” said Fifer. “They’re turning around and going back.”

“Good,” said Thisbe with a relieved breath.

“How did you do that?” asked Fifer.

“I got mad enough, I guess,” said Thisbe, eyeing her sister through slits.

“Look, will you let me explain?” Fifer tentatively stepped closer.

Thisbe shook her head and rolled her eyes, then sank back on the sofa. “Fine. Explain your madness, please. Because it sounds pretty bonkers to me.”

Fifer wasn’t sure what bonkers meant but figured it was a Kaylee word. And it didn’t take much sleuthing to figure it out. “Bear with me,” she said. “I have a story to tell.” She went to the arm of Thisbe’s sofa and, when Thisbe didn’t set her on fire, perched on it. “After Alex died, when we were camped out in the forest searching for you, everybody kept asking me if I could feel your presence. And I couldn’t. I’d never had that feeling that I knew what you were thinking, or where you were, or if you’d been hurt—all that stuff that Alex and Aaron felt for each other. Did you ever feel a connection like that?”

“No,” said Thisbe impatiently. “What does that have to do with you making a grand decision to endanger our lives without telling me?”

“I’m getting to that,” Fifer explained. “Anyway, you felt it the other day like I did, right? First on the beach, then when the Revinir was carrying us away. We spoke to each other in our minds.”

“True,” Thisbe admitted. “I still don’t get—”

“Just give me two seconds,” Fifer said, getting angry now too.

Thisbe crossed her arms over her chest and shot Fifer an annoyed look.

Fifer glared back. “I think the things are connected.”

“What things?”

“Will you please just—”

“Fine! Go on! Say words already!”

Fifer stood up and stomped over to the south window, staring blindly out it as she seethed. She took a moment to collect herself. “Simber told me that I had good instincts and I needed to learn to rely on them. But for a long time I didn’t know what that felt like. I learned slowly over time, and my biggest moment, where I felt like I needed to make a life-altering move, was when I killed Frieda Stubbs. I felt it deep down, and I knew it was right a split second before I acted. Part of that came from you.”

Thisbe pointedly kept her mouth shut.

Fifer glanced over her shoulder to see that her sister was still paying attention, and then she continued. “The connection between you and me has grown since that moment when you first told me I needed to do away with Frieda. We hashed out our differences, and we grew closer again after being distant for a while. Only things aren’t like before, when we were kids—not exactly. Our relationship grew deeper in a different way. On a different level.” She paused and turned around to face Thisbe. “And as we spent more time together, talking as leaders rather than just as twins, we began to… connect, I guess. So much that I felt that little electric jolt when we touched hands on the shore. Is that how it felt to you?”

“I… yes. I just thought it was a static shock, but then later…” Thisbe’s anger had lessened. “I heard you in my head when the Revinir had us in her clutches.”

“Exactly.”

“But, if I may emphasize once more,” said Thisbe dryly, “I still don’t understand the connection.”

“This is going to sound weird,” said Fifer. “But I think I’ve developed my gut sense that everyone kept telling me I should have.” She paused to let the words sink in. Thisbe narrowed her eyes but didn’t challenge it, so Fifer continued. “Simber and Florence repeatedly told me to search for it and trust it. And I think I’ve finally found it. It led to our tighter connection, as well as other things.”

Thisbe frowned. “And the other things are…?” she asked suspiciously.

“Well,” Fifer said, hesitating because it was going to sound bizarre. “I got a weird feeling when the Revinir was speaking to us that we should… stop fighting against her. Do you remember what I said to you in your mind?”

Thisbe faltered. “I think it was something like ‘remember the fights we won.’ ”

“Yes. And how did we win our battles? Against dragons, against soldiers, against the catacombs and the Revinir, and against invisible Frieda Stubbs?”

Thisbe grew skeptical again. “I feel like you want me to say something profound here, and I don’t know what it is, so why don’t you go ahead and tell me.”
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