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O Liesa! My Liesa! Our fearful trip is done! (Apologies to Walt Whitman.) To you, dear editor, for every magical moment of this very special journey, and for the gift of your creative heart. You made this series infinitely better, and I am forever grateful to have written these fourteen books with the one and only you.
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The Chase

Thisbe Stowe had failed to obliterate the Revinir.

Her spell had struck the ground and exploded behind the dragon-woman, knocking her down, but only for a moment. In seconds the Revinir was back up—and furious. While Aaron and Ishibashi exchanged fire with the Revinir, Thisbe and Rohan escaped into the forest of Grimere. But the evil ruler was soon on their tail again, roaring and spraying fire in all directions.

The two dodged the flames from the Revinir’s blasts and kept running. They knew she couldn’t see them, and she couldn’t squeeze her body between the trees to go after them, but her random bursts of fire could still reach the fugitives—and all the timber surrounding them.

“You betrayed me!” the Revinir shouted down. Her voice hitched. To Thisbe, she sounded… devastated. And… possibly in pain?

Between roars and flames, the dragon-woman reached her claws into her mouth and scraped around, trying to dislodge the throwing star that Ishibashi had implanted there moments ago. The first two weapons that had hit her in the forehead had barely nicked her thick skin and bounced off, one of them leaving a trickle of blood. But the metal star in the back of her throat was stuck fast, and the tissue surrounding it was swelling up.

Below, Thisbe’s expression flickered as thoughts about all that had just happened pounded her. What a terrible mess she’d made! She was devastated by her failure to use the obliterate spell properly. Now everything was in chaos. She’d put Aaron and Ishibashi in danger and left them to fend for themselves. And she and Rohan were about to get burned to a crisp.

The two didn’t respond to the Revinir’s shouts. They ran as quietly as they could for a while, then spied a large fallen tree and slid under its branches for cover. Too late, they realized the remaining dead leaves of the tree were brittle—the leaves would catch fast if the Revinir figured out where to aim her blasts. But their smartest option was to stay still and quiet.

“How do we get out of here?” Rohan whispered.

Thisbe looked back the way they’d come. “The desert is back there,” she said, “so that means the road and the crater lake are this way.” She pointed to the south, then frowned. “I think.” Neither of them knew their way through this end of the forest. They were far from the castle and the city of Grimere. The thick expanse of trees spread through the entire center of the land of the dragons: One end was near the castle; the other was close to the cavelands where the ghost dragons dwelled. Dragonsmarche and the crater lake were somewhere between those two points on the other side of the road.

No matter where they were at the moment, Thisbe knew that they had to stay hidden in the thicker parts of the forest in order to keep the Revinir from diving down and snatching them up in her claws or blasting them with her furnace breath. They could hear her circling above the treetops.

“Rohan,” the Revinir called, slurring her words a bit because of the metal star in her throat, “I command you to stop Thisbe! Bring her to the dragon path where I can see her!” Then she muttered, “I should never have ordered him to obey that traitor.”

Thisbe and Rohan’s eyes widened. The Revinir still believed Rohan was under her mind control. She hadn’t yet figured out that they’d been tricking her all this time.

“What should I do?” Thisbe whispered, her chin in the dirt. “The version of Thisbe I’ve been pretending to be would try to take control of the situation. Not apologize for almost killing her, but accuse her of hurting Fifer and telling her she deserved to be attacked. That would startle her, I think, in the right way. Should I tell her that’s what I was reacting to, and declare that I’m sorry I didn’t manage to kill her?” She paused and cringed. What would that lead to? “Or should I try to explain some other way?”

Rohan looked at her, concerned. “I… think it’s over, pria.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“This whole act you’ve been doing.” He shifted in the detritus under the tree as ants crawled on them. “It’s done. There’s no coming back from what happened.”

Thisbe stayed silent, the blood draining from her face as she tried to comprehend what he was saying. Rohan continued gently. “Do you really think you can go back to her and try to salvage this fake relationship? I just can’t see it ever being repaired. It took you so long to get her to trust you, and after what took place back there—after what you just did to her—the farce is over. You tried to kill her, Thiz. And she’s well aware it wasn’t a mistake.”

Thisbe’s thoughts continued whirring as she attempted to come up with a way to reconcile with the Revinir and keep this going. She’d worked so hard to get here. Poured her heart and soul into this! But the damage had been done. Thisbe dropped her head into her hands. There was no explaining away her attempt to kill the dragon-woman—it had changed their strengthening relationship in an instant, and the Revinir would never forgive her, no matter what story she concocted to try to explain it. Thisbe had messed it up. The fragile trust had been broken. The Revinir was way too hardened, and this betrayal would only harden her more. There was no way to fix it. “It is over, isn’t it,” Thisbe said, resigned. She lifted her head to look at Rohan as the weight of it all came down on her. “Everything I’ve worked toward and all we sacrificed for this… I just messed it up in a single move.”

“You still have one obliterate component,” Rohan reminded her. “Do you want to try again?”

Thisbe peered up around the fallen tree, trying to locate the Revinir above the treetops. “Too many branches. I can’t even see her. I’ll miss again.” She sighed and gathered her thoughts. “We need to focus on getting out of here, I think.”

Rohan nodded. “Yes. Find the others and see about Fifer’s injuries. I hope she’s all right.”

“The Revinir is going to round up her people and dragons,” Thisbe said, thinking about what would happen next. “We need to be ready when she comes after us. Oh,” she moaned, “what have I done? I’ve put everyone in so much danger!” She thought of the interaction with Aaron and Ishibashi. They hadn’t fled with her and Rohan, which meant they probably believed Thisbe had turned on them for real. “They’re going to hate me. And all of this damage… for nothing.”

Rohan reached for Thisbe’s hand and laced his fingers with hers. “We’re going to figure this out,” he said, but he didn’t sound sure.

“And Fifer,” Thisbe whispered, her voice catching. “I wonder what happened to her. We’re going to need her help. And Dev’s.”

Almost as if on cue, an echo of a whisper filled Thisbe’s ear. Water.

Thisbe turned to Rohan. “Did you hear something?”

He shook his head and put a finger to his lips. The random fire strikes were getting closer, and they could smell smoke.

Thisbe was certain she’d heard the word. It had to be from Fifer. Could their telepathic communication system reach this far? And why water? Perhaps, in her injured state, she was in need of a drink. Somebody please give Fifer some water!

In that quiet moment, the crackles of the forest around them grew louder and more consistent. Rohan shifted to look behind them, and he gasped. “The trees are burning,” he said. “Lots of them.”

Thisbe forgot the whisper in her ear and turned sharply to look at the areas of flames growing around them. The Revinir had set the forest of Grimere on fire. And Thisbe and Rohan were trapped in the midst of it.
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Taking Care

Aaron, holding Ishibashi’s dead body in his arms, could barely get out his instructions to Quince. “Fly as quickly as possible to Ashguard’s palace.” He choked, then added, “Please hurry.” The rest of the team members would be there already. He looked down at the silent, small body of the man who’d taught him what goodness was. The man who’d loved him when he’d felt unlovable. Ishibashi had given him a second chance to make something good with his life. He’d died pushing Aaron out of the way of the Revinir’s flames, even though he was immortal. Or so Aaron had thought.

He closed his eyes. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I hope you didn’t suffer.” After a long moment, Aaron lifted his head. He reached into his vest and found a send component. He opened it, took out the tiny pencil attached, and wrote:


Dear Kaylee,

Gather Ito and Sato. Brace yourselves for shocking, terrible news, and hold each other close, for I must tell you that our beloved Ishibashi has died. He was killed by the Revinir as he saved my life. It was a swift, unexpected attack, and I have minor burns but am otherwise all right. Shock is still muddling my thoughts, but I wanted to let you know right away.

Love,

Aaron



Aaron let out a ragged sob, then took a breath and blew it out slowly. He concentrated on his wife and released the send spell. It left a trail of smoke to the east and disappeared. Then he pulled out another component to tell a similar story.


Dear Florence,

Brace yourself for shocking, terrible news. Ishibashi and I ran into the Revinir, Thisbe, and Rohan. Thisbe confirmed our worst fears, but then she changed suddenly and tried to kill the Revinir with an obliterate spell. She missed, which is so unlikely, and the Revinir retaliated and killed Ishibashi. Thisbe and Rohan ran off into the forest. I’m unsure about where my sister stands, but I fear she’s gone rogue against us all, and we’ve lost her forever. I’m on my way to Ashguard’s palace with Ishibashi and Quince. If you have time… prepare a burial spot.

Your friend,

Aaron



He sat back, his skin on fire, burns weeping, body aching, and he closed his eyes again. Ishibashi had died, and that was not only shocking and sad, but confusing as well. To what extent had ingesting the glowing seaweed affected them? Aaron and the scientists had all thought it made them immortal. Ito and Sato were both over 115 years old by now and still functioning quite well. Ishibashi had only taken one dose in his lifetime, when he was already a middle-aged man. Aaron had been a teenager when they’d administered the dose to him to save his life. But it was apparent now that the seaweed didn’t save them from everything. Perhaps the small amount had been ingested so long ago that it had made Ishibashi vulnerable. In that case, what did it mean for Aaron? And for the other two scientists?

It was something he’d have to discuss with Ito and Sato when he returned. If he returned. It was still too soon to know what was going to shape their lives in the coming days, but one thing was now painfully clear—there was no promise that Aaron would survive it.

Added to that, while he was worried about Fifer, he was extremely confused by what had happened with Thisbe. Her actions were inexplicable. She’d said horrible things to him, then suddenly turned and attempted to kill the Revinir, but… missed? Was she going for an even bigger power grab than anyone had imagined, taking on the Revinir and all of Artimé?

Or… had she missed the Revinir on purpose? It wasn’t like Thisbe to mess up a spell. He didn’t know if she’d ever done it before. As one of Artimé’s best mages, Thisbe didn’t make mistakes when it came to launching a spell she’d handled before. So what had happened there? And why had Rohan gone along with all of it? Did she have some sort of power over him? Had she figured out how to control people in the same way the Revinir had done?

Something felt terribly off. Thisbe had become someone they all might need to be afraid of. Did the people of Artimé have two enemies now, including the identical twin of their head mage? Was history repeating itself before Aaron’s very eyes, but he’d been too stubborn to see it for what it was until this moment?

With Ishibashi gone in an instant, Aaron was deeply worried about the Revinir’s vast firepower. She could’ve taken Aaron out just as swiftly. Would any of his other friends fail to survive whatever lay before them? Aaron had never felt so much darkness in all of his life. Things had gone too far—and the Revinir and Thisbe seemed unstoppable. What if there was no way out of the disaster that seemed to be steamrolling toward them?
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On the Run

Thick smoke billowed through the forest and hung over Thisbe and Rohan. Sprays of fire scorched and ignited the trees around them. When flames crept to the fallen tree they were hiding under, setting the dead leaves around them ablaze, the two knew they had to run for it.

“This way,” Thisbe whispered, trying to stay calm as smoke burned her throat. They held hands and kept low. Thisbe felt sick. This reminded her of when they were in the castle dungeon searching through the maze of passageways for Maiven Taveer while the drawbridge and building burned. If only the results of this venture turned out as well or better, maybe things would be okay. But that was a big if. Just thinking about her flub forced a groan from deep inside her. She’d been so close to ending the Revinir’s reign, freeing the people and dragons of Grimere, setting the ghost dragons free to go to their next lives, and restoring the rulership to Maiven and the dragons. And she’d completely biffed it. It made her want to give up.

The two caught sight of the river but didn’t take the time to get near enough for a drink. Instead they continued moving forward through the thick mass of trees and hoped the forest canopy would give them the best protection from the Revinir’s keen senses. With any luck the smoke would shield their scent from the dragon-woman. They skirted around spot fires and ducked when another blast came through the foliage. When Rohan’s shirttail caught fire, Thisbe shoved him to the ground to put it out.

She helped him to his feet, and they continued painstakingly, trying not to let the leaves and twigs crunch under their shoes. Hoping whatever sounds they did make were masked by the crackle of fire. Praying they were going the right way. How far would they have to travel before they spotted the road? Before the Revinir realized she was destroying her own land? Before the smoke completely disoriented them and they were lost for good?

As the forest became thick with smoke and the fiery sections more plentiful, Thisbe started to panic. Would they ever make it out? Were they even going in the right direction? Soon they could barely see ten feet in front of them because of the haze, and they struggled not to cough and give away their location. They came upon an entire section of the forest ablaze and had to detour around it.

When the trees began to thin and smoky sunlight filtered in between them, Thisbe realized the edge of the forest couldn’t be too far off. She looked up, catching a glimpse of the Revinir’s wings overhead. The dragon-woman snarled something about the forest fire, and then she belted out a mighty roar.

Thisbe and Rohan cringed and ran as the roar triggered images to flash in their minds. “This is bad,” whispered Rohan as the new, real scales on his arms and legs stood on end. “She’s calling in more dragons. We’ll never get out of here without being seen.”

Many of the dragons were already close by since the Revinir had roared in anger at Thisbe for trying to kill her. As the first ones circled around her, the Revinir shouted an order. “Get water from the river and the crater lake! And put this fire out before my entire land is destroyed.” She was quiet a moment as the air swarmed with more arriving dragons. Then she added, in a menacing growl that was more to herself than to the dragons, “If you see Thisbe Stowe, don’t bother bringing her to me. Just kill her.”
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Slipping Away

Thisbe glanced fearfully at the river. Would it be too dangerous to use it to escape? With flames closing in, she and Rohan might not have a choice. The smoke was making their eyes run and their lungs seize up. They struggled to breathe. They had to get away from the Revinir, no matter the risk. “Into the river,” Thisbe whispered.

“But the dragons will be downstream fetching water,” Rohan argued in a harsh whisper. “She’s ordered them to kill you!”

“It’s our only way out of here,” Thisbe replied. Tears from the smoke streaked her face. She thought about how Dev had hidden from the Revinir and the red dragons in the river. “The dragons are heading for the largest clearings along the dragon path, where it’s easier for them to land and move around. We’ll sneak in over here, away from them,” she said, pointing in the direction she believed was the right way out. “We’ll stay low in the water and hope nobody sees us. Then we’ll float in the current until we’re out of this forest, under the bridge, and on the other side of the road.” She coughed violently into her sleeve, and they both froze, waiting to see if the Revinir had heard her. When nothing happened, Thisbe continued. “Have you learned to swim yet?”

Rohan gave her a look. “You mean in my spare time?”

Thisbe stifled a grin. “I thought Ms. Octavia was going to teach all of the people from Grimere.”

“She did start lessons,” Rohan admitted, “but Maiven and I had to leave after the first one because of… well, because of you becoming a traitor. But I’ll be fine.”

“Just hold on to me.”

“I intend to.”

Thisbe raised an eyebrow, and despite the urgency, she gave him a soft kiss on his ash-smudged cheek. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go.” She led the way with Rohan close behind her, and they crept across the forest floor, breathing through the fabric of their shirts to try to keep from inhaling too much smoke and inducing another coughing fit. Finally they made it to the riverbank. Enormous dragons were descending into a clearing in the depths of the forest, far away along the river.

“That must be the dragon path, down there,” Rohan whispered.

Thisbe nodded. Seeing her chance, she slipped into the river.

Rohan hesitated, eyeing the distant dragons. When he was assured they hadn’t noticed Thisbe, he followed her in, still scared—the river was wide enough that the dragons could travel the length of it without having to knock down too many trees to get to them. “Stay low,” he whispered to Thisbe as he reached for her hand again. “We can’t be seen, or you’re dead. And if you’re dead, I’ll be lost forever.” It was too devastating to think about. Especially since he’d thought he’d lost her once already.

Thisbe threaded her fingers in Rohan’s and waded toward the middle of the river, where the water was chest deep. They both took a long, much-needed drink as they crept forward.

“Everything is bumpy,” Rohan whispered. “How do you know what you’re stepping on?”

“You don’t.”

Rohan cringed and stayed close to her. “Do the fish, like, do anything to you?”

“They might slip up your trouser leg and wiggle around,” said Thisbe. “Be careful.”

“You’re… joking.”

Thisbe gave him an eerie look. “You never know with fish.”

Rohan’s face turned gray. He decided not to ask any more questions. They half floated with the current in the brisk water. The air was clearer directly above the water, which made it easier to breathe if you weren’t busy worrying about fish flopping around inside your pants.

They could hear a group of dragons ahead of them, presumably along the bridge. The creatures were jostling for a spot near the river to suck in a mouthful of water as instructed. “I think we have a problem,” Thisbe whispered. “How are we going to get past them?”

“Wait it out?” suggested Rohan. “Maybe there will be a break in the flow once this batch collects their water and heads out.” They continued forward, water lapping their chins as they remained hunched. “Can you see anything yet?”

“Not much.” The tree branches, covered with leaves, obstructed their view, but smoke-filtered light shone stronger now. They were getting close.

Finally the edge of the forest was in clear view, and the two could see an expanse of grass with the road beyond it. The river flowed several feet below a bridge. Dragons moved about alongside it, gathering water.

The smoke wafted over Thisbe and Rohan, but it was less thick here, and the crackle of fire became softer behind them. The two watched the majestic mind-controlled dragons do their jobs. Thisbe peered down the road, trying to figure out where they were. Nothing looked familiar. When she looked to the east, in the direction of the castle, she couldn’t see it at all. But she could see hills peeping up and soon recognized them as the ones between Dragonsmarche and the crater lake. She’d climbed over them a few times, and that was also where she and Rohan had first met Quince and Gorgrun. The ghost dragons had arrived just in time to bring them to the castle to save Maiven Taveer. The distance to those hills told Thisbe that they were a long way from anywhere civilized, which meant she and Rohan might not be all that far from Ashguard’s palace in the other direction, to the west, where Fifer and Dev were. Could they possibly find it? The road would lead them in the right direction. But first, could they get past these dragons?

Thisbe wasn’t sure how long they could wait to make their move. The water wasn’t freezing, but it was brisk. Her teeth wanted to chatter, but she held her mouth closed.

The reminder from Fifer’s whisper returned to Thisbe. Water. They were definitely in water now. Thisbe tried to send a message back to Fifer. Are you okay? Rohan and I are in the river.

There was no response. She tried again. We’re trying to escape dragons so we can get to you. Is water the secret to us getting out of here? Still nothing. Thisbe looked at Rohan, who was studying the sky. “I don’t think this is going to work,” she whispered.

“The dragons just keep coming,” Rohan said. They were like flocks of giant birds circling and swooping down, waiting for their turn to gather water as the Revinir had bidden them to do.

“We’ll have to wait it out.” Thisbe shivered, and she and Rohan huddled together to share their warmth. She thought again about Dev and how he’d made it through his ordeal, and she told Rohan about it to give him strength too.

They stayed quiet in the forest shadows, twenty yards or so from the road, waiting for all the dragons to have their turn. But there was no end. Thisbe spotted Ivis the green, doing as the Revinir had commanded, and a pang of longing pierced through her. Why couldn’t things be back to normal? Why had Thisbe missed with the obliterate component? This nightmare would all be over if she’d done her job right.

Pan came down after a while. It was a sad sight to see the ruler of the sea doing the Revinir’s bidding. Waves of emotion caught Thisbe unprepared once more, and tears sprang to her eyes. Was there any chance they could fix this after she’d messed it all up? What had she been thinking? How could she have bungled such an important spell?

Thisbe closed her eyes and gave in to the truth. She knew how. She’d felt sorry for the Revinir. It was deeply painful to admit, but it was true. The dragon-woman’s story of childhood loneliness had touched Thisbe; there was no denying it. And in that instant of sending off the deadly spell, Thisbe had wavered. Now all her work over the past months had been for nothing. They were further from overthrowing the Revinir than ever, and the blame for that rested squarely on Thisbe’s shoulders. “Ugh,” she muttered, shaking her head.

“Are you all right?” whispered Rohan.

Thisbe opened her eyes. “Yeah,” she said, resigned. “Just… thinking.”

Rohan gazed at her, concerned. He released his embrace and saw that her lips held a bluish tinge. He felt the cold water rush in between them and returned to her side, wrapping his arms around her to preserve their waning warmth, and perhaps offer comfort for whatever she’d been ruminating over. They were stuck here for the foreseeable future, unless something amazing happened.

Just before they could take the cold no longer, something amazing did happen.

Drock the dark purple dragon appeared, flying low along the edge of the forest, trying not to act like he was searching for anyone. Trying to appeared glazed and obedient, like the rest of the dragons.

“Look,” Rohan whispered, releasing Thisbe.

Thisbe looked. “It’s Drock!” she whispered. The two surged forward in the water, hoping his keen eye would connect with them in the shadows of the forest’s edge. Hoping he was looking for them after the Revinir had made it clear that Thisbe was out here.

Drock flew over the river, then circled around, waiting his turn. When a space opened up along the road nearest them, he landed with his back to them. He drew water into his mouth and trained his eyes on the river, turning his head slowly to look behind him. Somehow sensing the two, Drock spotted them, and he gave them a meaningful look. Then, in one motion, he lifted his snout and flung his long, ropelike tail into the water toward them.

Thisbe looked at Rohan. “This is risky.”

“We don’t have a choice.”

They waded forward and grabbed ahold of the dragon’s tail. Drock curled it around them and brought them onto his back, trying to do so quickly yet stealthily so they wouldn’t be seen. The two flattened, but they knew they were still visible. Drock was no ghost dragon when it came to anyone being able to hide on his back. But they’d have to take their chances.

Drock loosened his grip but kept his tail coiled around the two humans to give them some cover. If anybody looked closely, they’d think the sight strange. The dragon lifted off, trying to get higher than all the other dragons before anyone noticed he was carrying two stowaways. He dropped his mouthful of water onto the burning forest, then headed out toward the crater lake, pretending to go after another load of water.

The Revinir, hovering above the forest, narrowed her eyes and watched him go.
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Barely Hanging On

Asend spell reply from Kaylee made its way to Aaron as he neared the palace.


Aaron,

Your news of our dear Ishibashi’s death has rocked us all. Ito and Sato are devastated, and Sato has taken ill. We’ve heard from Carina, who is on her way here with the fleet of ghost dragons to pick us up and join you in the fight. I’ll tell her what happened in person.

I’m hesitant to leave Daniel with Ito under these circumstances since he has Sato to look after. So much going on. Take extra care, please—we all love you so much.

Kaylee



Aaron blew out a breath and wiped his eyes, then dropped his hands in his lap. He could only imagine how Ito and Sato were taking the news—could they even believe it? It worried Aaron that Sato had taken ill over it. He wished he could be there with them to tell them everything. He hoped that, on the other side of the pain, the men would find a bit of peace in Ishibashi’s death. Like Aaron, alongside their grief they must have immediately thought that there was hope for them to someday be able to pass on as well. Aaron knew that would comfort them eventually, if not right away. For so many years they’d wondered if the seaweed had made them immortal—and they’d assumed it had caused their unprecedented long lives. That stress of long life had taken its toll, especially on their bodies that continued to age.

“Is everything all right back there?” Quince asked. He looked over his shoulder at Aaron holding Ishibashi’s lifeless body. The dragon’s eyes flickered as if he just remembered what had happened. In a more sympathetic voice, he asked, “Are you holding up?”

“I’m all right,” said Aaron. “Anxious to get to Ashguard’s palace, which is where we are going, right?” Even in his stunned grief he knew to keep reminding the forgetful ghost dragon of their destination.

“Ahhh,” said Quince, turning to look ahead again, and then to the left and right. “Yes. Yes, that is where we appear to be headed. Is Ashguard expecting us?”

Aaron closed his eyes. He didn’t have it in him to remind Quince that the old black-eyed Suresh family leader hadn’t been seen in years and was presumed dead. “They’re expecting us,” he said, and left it at that.



After a while they spotted the crater lake to their left. Quince angled slightly away from it, turning west, and soon Aaron could make out a small hill with a large, broken-down palace situated on it. To the right was a mountain range that separated the palace from the cavelands. On the other side was an orchard, and a village rose up beyond that. As they drew closer, Aaron could see four red, motionless masses around the palace. With a sickening start he realized they were slain dragons—which meant Fifer had been truthful about being surrounded by them. Somehow, someone had gotten them all.

Aaron’s mind returned to Fifer, and his worries spiked anew. Was she all right? With death in his arms, he was reminded of the fragility of life. And with four dead dragons on the grounds, Aaron knew that whoever had slayed them could have life-threatening injuries. He scanned the overgrowth, spotting Astrid and Gorgrun resting outside near Florence, who was standing with Seth, pointing to the dead dragons. The Magical Warrior trainer seemed fully repaired and back to her old self.

Relieved, Aaron sat up higher and tried to push away the darkness. “Quince, let’s land in that open spot near the other ghost dragons,” he directed.

Quince did as requested, and once they were on the ground, Florence and Seth came swiftly toward them. Simber emerged from the courtyard, which had been turned into a temporary hospital ward for the two injured teenagers. With solemn faces they greeted one another. Then Florence took Ishibashi’s body and carried it to the grass. Seth laid a blanket over it. Aaron slid down the ghost dragon’s wing, and Florence greeted him with a gentle embrace. Simber and Aaron exchanged a strange look. The cheetah was one of the few who knew the truth about the magic seaweed, so news of Ishibashi’s death had been especially shocking to him. There wasn’t a chance to discuss it in private at the moment, though.

“Are you all right?” Florence looked Aaron over, then checked his wounds. She started pulling medicine out of her waist pouch.

“I’ll manage,” Aaron said. “How is Fifer?”

“She’s woken up a couple of times,” Seth said. “I think she’s going to be okay. Dev, on the other hand…”

“Dev? He’s here too?”

Seth nodded. “He’s badly hurt. There are a lot of strange things happening that we don’t understand.”

Florence agreed and began treating Aaron’s wounds. “I’m hoping we’ll be able to find out what’s going on when Fifer awakens for good.”

“You have enough medicine to spare?” Aaron didn’t want them to use any on him if they were running low.

“Yes, we have everything. We just need more time.” Florence smiled grimly, then took a long look at Ishibashi’s body. “I can’t imagine… That must have been so hard for you. We’re all a mess over it.” She looked like she wanted to know more but didn’t want to press him.

Aaron’s face went numb. He nodded. “I’ve informed the others back home. Kaylee is going to tell Carina when she arrives—she should be there in a day or two, right? I can’t seem to keep track of the time.”

“It depends on how fast she can get the ghost drrragons to fly,” said Simber. “They’rrre not the speediest mode of trrransporrrt, but we’ll take what we can get. I expect it’ll be severrral days beforrre they arrrive back herrre.”

“We’ll come up with instructions for them on the route to take so they’re not detected,” said Aaron. He winced as his burns began to throb. “I could go for some herb capsules for pain if you’ve truly got enough to spare, Florence. And I’d like to see Fifer and everybody else.”

“We brought half of Henry’s supply of herbs with us,” Florence said. “And he’ll bring more. In fact, I’ll write to him to make sure. We need every protection we can get.” She turned to Seth. “Will you stay with the body? We’ll be back soon to dig the grave.”

“Oh,” said Seth, alarmed. But he wanted to do whatever he could to help. “Yes, of course.” He settled into the idea, then added, “Make sure you try to give Fife some water. She keeps asking for it, but then pushing it away.”

Florence flashed a grateful look. “Thanks. We will.”
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Deep Thoughts

Seth had never watched over a dead body before. And the fact that it was Ishibashi, someone he’d known and thought of as a grandfather almost all his life, made it even weirder and sadder. The man’s clothes had been scorched and his body burned. It had been shocking to see, and Seth was grateful for the blanket covering Ishibashi now. But Seth was sure he’d never forget it, which made him even more distressed. He tried to replace the image with a different one—Ishibashi smiling in the greenhouse. That helped a little.

He wondered things as he sat with the sun on his back. Had Ishibashi languished, feeling all the pain from the Revinir’s fiery breath? Or had he died instantly, like Alex had? Seth had thought a lot about death ever since that incident with Alex. What happened when life was over? Was it just… nothingness? When a person’s body failed to stay alive, what happened to their personality? Their spirit? Their emotions and everything that was invisible inside their bodies—weren’t those things that couldn’t be killed? Did they just… disappear? Or were they, like, hovering in the air all around? Or off on some afterlife adventure with all the other dead spirits?

Seth shifted in the grass and slowly turned his head, looking for souls in the air. Perhaps there was some other place they all gathered, like ghost dragons flocking to the cavelands to wait for whatever came next. Seth hoped that was the case—it was easier to think of the ones they’d lost that way. Together. Having an adventure. Maybe it was silly and childish, but it eased Seth’s pain.

He would miss the lost ones in the meantime. Tears came to Seth’s eyes when he thought about what life in Artimé would be like without Ishibashi. Obviously the grandfathers were very old, and everyone had expected them to die by now, but it still seemed so wrong and strange to picture life without them. Seth cried for a few minutes as some of the numbness wore off. Ishibashi had invited him and Thisbe and Fifer into his greenhouse when they were small to learn how to grow delicious applecorn and other hybrid produce, as well as the herbs that were infused with magic and used for healing. He’d let them tinker with the instruments they’d salvaged from shipwrecks and play hide-and-seek in the maze of stone hallways in the scientists’ living quarters.

Every time someone died, Seth was struck by pain stronger than he could remember from the previous time. He hadn’t known his real father, who’d died in Artimé’s first battle, so that death didn’t affect him like the others. Sometimes Seth felt bad about that when he saw the pain in his mother’s eyes. Even though she was happy in her relationship with Sean Ranger, Seth knew she wouldn’t forget his father. He wished everyone could all just go home and have nothing bad happen ever again.

Seth let out a heavy breath and wiped his eyes. He looked around the property and noticed Simber and Aaron in a quiet conversation by the river. Seth had explored the grounds a little in the short time they’d been here and wondered if perhaps burying Ishibashi by the orchard would be nice. It felt right. With a pang he thought about Kaylee and the other grandfathers. They would miss saying good-bye.

Maybe it was better for them not to see the body and the burial. To remember Ishibashi with his clever smile and kind words. Alive. Not like… this. Seth didn’t think he’d ever forget the way Ishibashi had looked before he’d put the blanket over him. He didn’t want Ito and Sato to see that.

Florence returned with a shovel she’d fashioned out of a sapling and a piece of metal she’d found in the open-air kitchen. “Come, Seth. Let’s say our good-byes.” She reached down and carefully picked up the body.

“I was thinking near the orchard would be nice,” said Seth.

“I agree. Here come Aaron and Simber.”

Soon after, Sky and Maiven emerged from the center tower to meet up with the rest. “Maiven showed me a comfortable library in the bulb at the top of the big center tower,” Sky told them, as the others hadn’t had a chance to venture inside yet. Maiven had of course been a frequent visitor to the palace many years ago before the coup, but she’d also been by recently, after her prison escape, to see if the library still existed and to borrow some of Ashguard’s books.

“We plan to transport Fifer and Dev up there,” Sky continued. “They’ll be more comfortable. I think we’ll be stationed here for a while.”

“The staircase is made of iron and stone,” Maiven informed Simber and Florence. “It seems wide enough and strong enough for you, although the opening to the library might need some construction work done to enlarge it for Simber to get through. He’d be able to hear everything from the top of the stairs, though, for now.”

“Thank you,” said Florence. “That’s good news. We’ll all have a look after we pay our respects.” Florence weaved around the dead dragons, and Maiven and Seth and the rest of them followed. None of them remarked about the enormous eyesores, or the fact that the dead beasts were already attracting flies and other insects. There was no way to move them. It was depressing.

Everyone gathered around at the edge of the orchard. Soon Florence’s shovel gave a sickening zing as it hit the dirt. Sky caught Seth’s eye from across the gravesite, and they both flinched at the second zing. How many more graves would there be before this was over?
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Speculation

After Ishibashi’s body had been placed in the grave, Florence, Aaron, and Seth said a few words about how Ishibashi had affected them. Aaron spoke through tears and sobs. “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for him,” he said when he could get the words out. “He changed my life. I’m just… sick about this.”

Florence spoke about Ishibashi’s unselfishness and his willingness to help in all situations. Seth mentioned how much he’d learned from the man about healing and plants, navigation and science… and kindness.

They said their final good-byes, then all helped push the dirt back in. Seth, who’d found one of Ishibashi’s throwing stars tangled inside the fabric of the man’s tattered pocket, used it to fashion a marker for the spot. Then they turned back to the palace to check out their new living quarters.

As they walked, Sky wrinkled her nose and squinted. “Something’s on fire,” she said. She pointed to the clouds of dark smoke polluting the sky. “That’s the direction of the forest.” Everyone stopped in their tracks to look.

Aaron’s expression became alarmed as he added up what he knew. “Thisbe and Rohan ran into the forest with the Revinir chasing after them,” he said. “I hope she hasn’t set the whole thing ablaze!”

“I rrreckon that’s exactly what happened,” said Simber. He looked at Florence, then Aaron, unsure who to address when his head mage was unconscious. “What do we do about Thisbe? We can’t… We can’t just abandon herrr forrr good, can we? Even afterrr everrrything she’s done?”

Aaron tore his eyes away from the smoke. “I… I’m at my wit’s end with her,” he said. “I don’t know what to think. I don’t understand what she’s doing. And with her betrayal—I guess I feel like we have other… priorities.” He blew out a breath. “That sounds harsh, but I don’t think we have a choice.” He was terribly torn up inside. He knew he shouldn’t blame Thisbe for Ishibashi’s death, but the irrational part of him couldn’t help but tie this tragedy to her. After all she’d done to betray them, his sister was the last person he wanted to help right now, as bad as that sounded.

Sky shook her head in disagreement. “I spent so much time with her and Rohan. She confided in me about all their hopes and dreams to restore this land to its rightful rulers. I just cannot imagine this is a permanent path she’s taking. She despises the Revinir.”

“I still wonder…,” Seth began, but then he grew quiet. His feeling that Thisbe and Fifer had been plotting something secretly against the Revinir wouldn’t go away, but no one else had taken him seriously. “Did Thisbe plan all of this just to try to get the Revinir alone so she could kill her?” Could that be it? But why not tell everyone that’s what she was doing?

“It’s been on my mind,” Florence said. She told them about what she’d found in Fifer’s robe pocket—the empty container that had held an obliterate spell and the instructional note from Thisbe.

“After what I witnessed today, I do think that could be a possibility,” Aaron admitted. “But she gave me nothing—not a hint of that! And if it’s true, what happens now that she bungled it? She just ran off. Her actions were extremely confusing. She’s like a puzzle, and I can’t understand how any of the pieces fit together right now. Thisbe, Fifer, Dev, Rohan—none of them are able or willing to explain what they’ve been doing, and it’s very upsetting. Not to mention Ishibashi’s death has rattled me in a rather… unexpected way.” He glanced at Simber. It had rattled the cheetah as well, and the two had had a moment of privacy by the river to start unpacking this new development. But nothing made sense anymore.

After a deep sigh, Aaron continued. “All I know is that Thisbe said horrible things to my face when the Revinir was too far away to hear her, so she’s not doing a great job of convincing me that she’s still on our side.”

“My main issue,” said Florence, “is that I have a hard time imagining how Thisbe would miss with that obliterate spell. That’s completely out of character for her.”

“I agrrree,” said Simber. “Therrre arrre many layerrrs to this storrry. Maybe she rrreally did intend to miss.”

Seth frowned. “It’s not adding up. I wish Fifer would wake up so we could ask her what’s going on. I have a feeling she knows everything.”

They were all quiet for a long moment as they watched the smoke billow in the distance. Then Maiven asked, “For those who think Thisbe missed purposely, do you believe it’s because she had some prior agreement with the Revinir to act that out?”

Sky blew out a breath. “I hope that’s not it.”

“How could she have?” asked Aaron. “She didn’t know Ishibashi and I would be happening along that way at that time.”

“They could have hatched the plan when they saw you coming,” said Maiven. But then she shook her head. “Why, though? It’s all so mysterious. And Rohan just went along with it?” The lines in Maiven’s face seemed to deepen. She’d had big plans for Thisbe and Rohan, but now… she might have to look to someone else to carry on her legacy once she joined her friend Ishibashi in the dirt.

After a while, Simber snarled and walked away from the others. “I’m going forrr a fly-arrround. I want to see wherrre everrrything and everrryone is. And have a look at that firrre. Maybe… maybe I’ll find…”

Maybe he’d find Thisbe, they were all thinking. The others knew to let him go, despite the risk of fire being able to destroy the winged-cheetah statue. They filed back to the courtyard, where Dev and Fifer still lay, covered in blankets. Nobody quite knew what to do next for them, other than take them up to the library and continue to nurse them back to life.



Simber made a beeline in the direction of the forest. He barely made it halfway before he sensed Drock approaching. Confused, Simber squinted, but he couldn’t see the dark purple dragon. Was Drock carrying riders? And if so, who? Someone from the castle? Simber sampled the air, picking up Thisbe’s scent. Drock and Thisbe were together? Intentionally? Or had Drock secretly gone after her? Did Thisbe have some sort of hold over him, too? Wearing a frown, Simber sped toward them, prepared to fight.
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A Dark Meeting

Drock had flown to the crater lake and stayed above the other dragons to hide his riders from view. Then, instead of swooping down for a mouthful of water, he turned off to the west, hoping few noticed. The Revinir was far behind them, tending to the burning forest, but Drock couldn’t trust any of the dragons not to tell her he’d disobeyed a command and had gone off course. The other dragons appeared set on their tasks, and no one came after them, which left Drock cautiously relieved.

They approached the rolling hills of Ashguard’s domain, with the mountains in the distance, and Drock was finally free to talk normally. “Tell me what’s going on,” he demanded, glancing over his shoulder at Thisbe. “You’ve caused a great deal of harm.”

Thisbe and Rohan exchanged a nervous glance. They looked around and found it safe to sit up. “Well,” Thisbe said hesitantly, “it all started when Fifer and I got dropped through the roof of Ashguard’s palace, and Fifer had this impossible-sounding idea.” Thisbe went on to explain everything that had happened from that moment on—how Thisbe had balked at first, and how Dev had come into the picture, and how they’d all decided this was the one way they thought they could beat the Revinir. They added that they felt it was best to tell no one else of the true plan because, if captured, they could be compromised by being forced to take the dragon-bone broth.

Except for the occasional fiery snort, Drock remained quiet as he listened to Thisbe and Rohan. It wasn’t for him to judge, but Thisbe, despite her levels of evil, appeared to be telling the truth.

Every now and then, as the story unfolded, Thisbe peered anxiously around Drock’s neck trying to see the palace. But it was growing dark. Rohan kept an eye on their tail, making sure they weren’t being followed. Behind them, the clouds of black smoke over the forest grew.

“Simber is approaching,” Drock announced. “He’s still a good distance off. He’s coming from Ashguard’s palace.”

Thisbe and Rohan exchanged an uneasy glance. “Is anyone with him?” Thisbe asked.

“Not that I can tell.” Drock sniffed the air. “But he brings the smell of death with him.”

Thisbe’s eyes widened in fear. “Whose death?”

“I can’t tell.”

“This is sickening,” Thisbe whispered. The smell of death? Anxious sweat beaded on her forehead. Was it Fifer? Who else could it be?

“Can you tell if Simber is searching for us?” Rohan asked. “Perhaps Aaron sent him.”

“I’m not a mind reader,” said Drock. “But that seems within the realm of reason.”

Thisbe bit her bottom lip, feeling apprehensive. If Aaron had gone straight to Ashguard’s palace after the incident, it seemed likely he would have made it there hours ago to tell everyone what had happened. And now Simber was out on the prowl alone. “Get ready for some angry roars.” Thisbe’s stomach hurt. There would be so many questions.

“He’s spotted us,” Drock said. “If you want my opinion, I think you should just explain everything like you’ve been doing for me. This is complicated, and they’re going to be mad for a while. They might not believe you at first. But it’s best to just get it out and start fresh with a new plan going forward.”

It was a relief to get the calming advice—and from Drock, of all dragons. He’d really stepped up, Thisbe realized. She trusted him. After feeling like she was on her own against the world for so long, having a dragon on her side felt like a comfort. “Thank you, Drock. I hope Simber listens to me.” Then she ventured, “Do you believe me?”
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