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Prologue: Under the Sea

What did he look like?” growled the old pirate captain with hooks for hands. He slammed one of the hooks on the table in front of the slave, and it made a garish clang. “Who is responsible?”

Daxel said nothing. He couldn’t speak. None of the slaves that the pirates had bought from their friend Queen Eagala could speak.

But Daxel could write, and the pirates knew it. Still, he stared at the map and the blank pieces of paper in front of him and shook his head.

The captain struck Daxel with one of his hook hands, leaving a ghastly white, jagged cut in the slave’s forehead. Daxel cringed and recoiled. A second or two later, the gash turned red and blood began to drip from it, down his cheek and onto his tattered shirt.

Another pirate, who’d been standing at the glass wall staring out at the broken, now-empty aquarium, turned swiftly and picked up the map. He shook it in the slave’s face and slapped it down on the table. “Where did they come from? An island? Or the outside?”

Daxel closed his eyes. He could feel his forehead pulsing, and resisted the urge to wipe away the blood—not that he could reach his face, since his wrists were chained to the arms of the chair. There was only enough slack to reach the pen and paper on the table in front of him. The pirates can hurt me all they want, he vowed. He would never betray his friend Copper.

Out of nowhere came a blunt slam above his ear. Daxel gripped the arms of the chair and wished for enough slack in the chains to strangle all the pirates.

He tried to block out their growly noises, and fielded blows for a very long time, until he was faint with pain and loss of blood. But he wouldn’t give the pirates what they wanted.

It was only when the hook-handed captain bent down near Daxel’s face, close enough for the slave to smell his rancid breath and hear his wicked, whispered threat, that Daxel’s orange eyes opened and pooled with fear.

The captain straightened and barked out an order: “Bring the others in here!”

Daxel’s breathing grew shallow as all but the captain and one other pirate stormed out of the room. He watched them go, his hands shaking, chains rattling. Agonizing minutes passed until the pirates returned, each gripping two Warbler slaves by the arms. The pirates lined up the silent workers shoulder to shoulder in front of Daxel, and they held daggers to their hearts and cutlasses to their necks. The faces of the youngest slaves showed the most fear as they stared with pleading eyes at the man who held their fate in his hands.

Determination drained from Daxel’s fighting spirit. The captain returned to his side and tapped the map and the papers in front of him. “This is your last chance to answer our questions,” he said. “Or do you want us to hurt your friends?”

Some of the Warblerans stood stoically, but others couldn’t mask their terror.

Daxel struggled to breathe. Sweat mingled with the blood on his forehead. I’m so sorry, he said in his mind, like a prayer. He was left with no choice.

The rattle of the chain when he reached for the pen was startling in the silent room. Stalling for time, even though he knew no one could or would save him and the other slaves, he studied the map. Seven small islands in a slightly inverted V-shape, and a large hunk of land to the west of them.

The captain poked his hook into the slave’s back. “You have five seconds before one of them becomes food for the eels,” he said. He pointed to the youngest slave, whose eyes widened in terror.

Daxel’s heart pounded and his head swam. When he leaned forward, a drop of blood splattered on the table. He could hardly hear the captain’s countdown for the rushing sound in his ears. There was a shuffle of feet across the room as a pirate prepared to take the first victim.

Daxel gripped the pen in his sweaty hand, touched it to the map, and slowly drew a circle around the middle island, which the strangers who rescued Copper had spoken about.

The captain spoke softly in the slave’s ear. “There,” he crooned. “That wasn’t so hard, now was it?”

Daxel refused to react.

The captain straightened up. He strolled to the glass wall and gazed out. “Now all we need in order to let your friends go back to work is a little description of the leader responsible for this disaster.” He pointed a hook at the empty aquarium, and his face took on a horrible, pained expression. “Years and years of searching and collecting . . . and so. Much. Money,” he said, tapping the glass with each word. “All of it, gone.” He shook his head. “We might not be able to afford to feed the slaves anymore. If they live, that is.”

Daxel stared at the blank paper.

The captain sighed loudly. “Come on now, Daxel. Do we really have to go through the countdown again?” He moved lithely to the slave’s side once more. “I’m so impatient. It’s not likely I’ll give you any warning this time.”

The slave sucked in a breath. Sweat and blood stung his eyes. He gripped the pen and began to draw. A jawline. A swath of hair. A face.

“That’s more like it,” said the captain, leaning over the slave, watching intently as features began to emerge. “You have such talent,” he said in mock praise.

Daxel drew and drew, knowing his life, and the lives of the slaves before him, depended on it. Forgive me, friend.

When he finished, he set the pen down, his gaze never straying from the drawing. Two fresh, innocent eyes bore into his soul.

The captain deftly slid the paper between his hooks and studied it. And then he began to chuckle. Softly at first, and then the chuckle rolled and crescendoed into a deep, hearty, sinister belt of laughter. He showed the drawing to his pirate companions and they began to laugh too.

When the captain could breathe, he hooked a handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped his face with it. As he put it away, he declared, “This will most certainly be the easiest attack in our thousand-year history, comrades. For the dreaded man we seek? He’s nothing but a boy!”
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In Tatters

When Alex opened his eyes, he saw a blurry image of Fox standing before him on the deck of the Unwanteds’ pirate ship. Kitten stood on Fox’s head, mewing at the top of her voice. The sound grew distant and then faded altogether, and the young mage’s lids drooped once more.

Fox stepped on Alex’s thigh and licked his face, trying to get the boy’s eyes to stay open. Kitten pointed over the bow with one tiny paw, still mewing.

Alex groaned. He was soaking wet and his entire body ached. His arms were tangled in rope, and he couldn’t pull free. And Fox’s driftwood tongue was harsh on his skin. He lifted his head to move away from it and squinted in the sunlight. The world swam before his eyes.

“Mewmewmew!” cried the tiny porcelain kitten. Alex didn’t have a clue what she was saying.

Fox began loosening the knots that held Alex to the ship’s bow. He paused to translate, “Kitten is wondering if you are okay. She considers you to be one of her very, very special friends, and—”

“I’m okay,” Alex interrupted. He coughed. Salt water burned his throat and nose. Fox worked at the knots with his teeth, and soon one of Alex’s arms was free. Fox moved to the next, and when that one came loose, Alex plunged forward and put his hands out to catch himself.

“Thanks, Fox. You’re a good, um, cat,” he said, which pleased Fox immensely. Alex’s arms wobbled. He pushed himself up and locked his elbows, then turned gingerly to a sitting position. He coughed again and winced. “And speaking of cats, please tell me the big one is around here somewhere.”

Simber flew over from a short distance away when he heard Alex’s voice. The enormous stone cheetah glanced out over the water and narrowed his eyes. “I am. But we’rrre missing someone else.”

Alex struggled to his feet, alarmed. “Who’s missing?”

“Octavia.”

Alex’s breath caught. He scanned the waves. “At least she can swim.”

“Yes. But I’m not surrre wherrre we lost herrr. If it was back at the beginning . . .” Simber trailed off.

Alex wasn’t at all sure how far they had traveled since their ship began the insane journey down a thunderous waterfall. When they’d reached the bottom, they’d gone screaming around a forward turn so that they were sailing upside down, and then another forward turn, climbing straight up a different waterfall, and around one final forward turn, bringing them upright again, depositing them here—wherever “here” was. It was the most frightening ride Alex had ever been on, and he wasn’t sure how he’d survived it.

“Oh no,” he said softly, thinking about the highly regarded octogator being battered about in the surf. Especially since she hadn’t fully recovered from her ordeal with the eel in the aquarium under the volcanic pirate island. “How will we find her?” He rose on shaky legs and rubbed the rope burns on his wrists.

“Spike is out therrre calling forrr herrr. Hopefully she’ll shoot up the waterrrfall like the ship did.” Simber was silent as his gaze swept the surface of the water, looking for the blue whale’s sparkly horn, but he didn’t see it. The sea grew calm, almost glassy, and the ship inexplicably moved away from the up-waterfall from whence they’d come, into the open water.

“Ah, wait a moment,” the giant stone cheetah said. His regal neck stretched upward, and his eyes narrowed. He flew higher and sampled the air with a delicate sniff. After a moment, he nodded. “Yes. Herrre comes Spike now with Octavia. She’s the last one.” The frown on his face softened, and he let out a sigh of relief, which almost never happened unless things had been very, very serious.

Alex, his brain still fuzzy, wondered how long he’d been unconscious, and what else he’d missed. He strained to see the two creatures, but they were too far away for his eyes to detect. Instead he looked around as the fog in his head began to clear. The ship was in tatters. Ropes and nets still held various humans, creatures, and statues who had tied themselves down to keep from flying about. And some members of their party were definitely broken. Captain Ahab’s hand held on to the ship’s wheel, but the rest of him was nowhere to be seen.

“Captain?” Alex called out.

“Aye,” came the gargly reply from the deck behind the ship’s wheel, where the captain lay in six or seven pieces. “I live. My wretched existence shall waste away another day.”

“He sounds about normal,” Alex muttered, and mentally checked Captain Ahab’s well-being off his list of concerns. He caught Samheed’s eye. “You okay?”

Samheed was easing his way to his feet nearby as Fox chomped at the ropes around his wrists. “Ugh. Major headache.” Once freed, he staggered and grabbed the railing for support. “Where’s Lani?”

Alex looked up at Simber for the answer. “And Sky?” His pulse raced when he remembered that sometime during the horrible ride he’d been holding on to her. The fear cleared his head.

“They’rrre both fine. Helping the injurrred. Everrryone is batterrred but alive thanks to Spike.” The cheetah swooped down to the water to pick up Ms. Octavia from Spike’s broad back.

“Mewmewmew!” cried Kitten.

Fox began to interpret, but then glanced at Simber and closed his mouth.

Alex shook his head. “I don’t know how any of us lived through that, whatever it was.” He stepped carefully to the railing and used it to steady himself. The water sparkled with the sun hanging low over it, making a pale yellow path in front of them. “Are you sure you’re okay, Sam?”

Samheed nodded and limped over. “I think so.”

“We’re still heading west,” Alex mused. “Unless it’s morning now.” He narrowed his eyes and wished for a better sense of direction. “Where are we? How do we get home? Do we have to go through that thing again to get back?”

“I doubt we’ll have to go through it again,” Samheed said. “I’m pretty sure that was a scroll feature. We’re on the other end now.” He rubbed the back of his throbbing head. His fingers came away sticky with blood. “Ick.”

Kitten hopped and mewed again.

Alex ignored her, completely puzzled by Samheed’s words. “What do you mean, scroll feature? Other end of what?”

Samheed wiped his fingers on his shirt. “I mean it’s like the scroll feature Mr. Today turned on in Artimé whenever new Unwanteds arrived to keep them from getting lost or eaten in the jungle. I rode on it our first day, remember?”

Alex frowned. He remembered Samheed getting mad and stomping off, away from the group, but he’d never asked what had happened to him. “I didn’t care much for you back then, you know.”

“Likewise,” Samheed said with a smirk. “I don’t think I actually told you guys what happened. But it was sort of like what we just went through, only on a much smaller scale.”

“You mean you scrolled on a waterfall and didn’t tell anybody about it? Are you joking?”

“Not a waterfall—I wasn’t on water in Artimé, I was on land. It was like . . . like I got sucked down a hill that rotated, and my feet were stuck to it, so even when I was upside down, I didn’t fall anywhere.” He pursed his lips. “Picture Kitten with her feet glued to the ship’s wheel. If we turned it, she’d stay stuck to the wheel all the way around. It’s kind of like that—I just went around, and it brought me to the other side of Artimé.”

“So . . . you’re saying that we went around the world? And now we’re . . . where exactly?” Alex looked left and right at the vast, open sea.

Samheed shrugged. “My guess is that since we began scrolling when we were as far west as we could be, beyond the Island of Legends, we’re now as far away from the Island of Legends as we possibly can be. We’re . . . we’re . . . east.”

“MEW. MEW. MEW.”

Everyone turned to look at Kitten, whose tiny face was furious. She pointed with her porcelain toes toward the bow of the ship.

“She says—” Fox said.

“She says,” Simber interrupted, “that Ms. Morning’s seek spell came frrrom the west. Arrrtimé is that way.”
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East of the Sun

Alex cringed. The seek spell from Claire Morning—it had come just as the ship plunged over the waterfall. He’d forgotten all about it. It could mean only one thing: Something was wrong in Artimé.

And here they were, in a broken-down ship with a broken-down captain somewhere far from home, in a part of the sea they’d never traversed before. No one knew exactly how far away they were. All they knew was that there were three islands on this side of Quill and Artimé, just like there were three on the other side. If these islands were spaced out similarly to the ones on the west side of Quill, it could take many days for the battered ship to limp home.

As Alex contemplated, Lani’s head appeared in the stairwell. “Alex,” she said, her face full of concern. “Glad you’re finally awake. Got a big problem. There’s a hole in the ship. We’re taking on water fast. Sky suggested we try a glass spell to cover the hole.” She paused for breath. “I think it might work, but I don’t know how to cast that one.”

Alex looked at Sam. “Can you do it?”

Samheed nodded. “I’ll go. You figure out what to do from here.”

A moment later, Carina Holiday approached. “Alex,” she said urgently. Her pixie hair was wild, sticking up in all directions. “Sean’s not doing very well.”

Alex’s face lit up with concern. “Where is he?”

“Still tied to the ropes. Follow me.”

Alex hurried after Carina. When they reached Sean, whose leg had been badly broken by a giant eel on the living-crab island called Karkinos, they knelt at his side. Lani’s younger brother, Henry Haluki, was there already, measuring a small amount of liquid from a vial and pouring it carefully into Sean’s mouth. Sean’s face twisted in pain. Sweat dotted his upper lip and forehead.

“What happened?” Alex said.

“Bumpy ride,” Sean said between short gasps of pain.

Carina reached for Sean’s hand, and he gripped it tightly. “It’s his leg, obviously,” she said. “He’s having almost as much pain now as when he broke it.”

Alex pressed his lips together. “What do we do?” he asked Henry.

Henry held the bottle of medicine to the light, frowned, and put it into his pocket. He moved to examine the makeshift splint the Unwanteds had made for Sean’s leg. “Every move this ship makes,” Henry said with grave authority, “feels like a knife stabbing his leg. We have to set it again.”

“No,” Sean whispered. His eyelids fluttered, but the medicine was beginning to work. “Hurts . . . so much . . .” He closed his eyes.

Henry looked at Alex. “And then we have to get him home.”

Alex nodded. “As soon as we can figure out how to do that, we’ll be on our way.”

“No,” Carina said. “He needs to go right away.”

Alex frowned. “Look, I know he’s in pain, but there’s no way to turn this ship into a speedboat. We have a leak, Captain Ahab is in pieces, and Ms. Octavia is—”

“Alex,” Henry interrupted. “You don’t understand. We’re almost out of medicine.”

Alex sat back. “What? How could that be? I thought you brought a lot.”

“We had plenty for a trip to rescue Sky’s mother,” Henry said, sounding a little defensive. “But then we kept going, and we used two whole bottles on Lhasa before Kitten brought her back to life. And Sean’s been taking it regularly for days. Even after all of that, we would have been fine, except we lost the medical bag when we went over the waterfall. So all I have left is what was in my pocket.” Henry, who was quite young for having such excellent healing abilities, blinked hard, as if he were trying not to cry. “I should have hung on to the bag better.”

Carina patted his shoulder. “You did just fine.”

“Yes, and you saved one bottle, which Sean desperately needed,” Alex reassured him. “I understand—I’m not blaming you for anything. I was just surprised.” He sucked in a breath and blew it out, thinking hard about how to handle things. “How long do we have?”

“I’ve got a few drops left in this bottle,” said Henry. “Not enough for a full dose when this wears off, but it’ll help him get through the rest of today.”

“Oh boy,” Alex muttered. He doubted there was a way they could get home in several days, much less by nightfall.

“And we need to set his leg now, while he won’t feel it as much.”

Alex blew out a heavy, frustrated breath. Setting Sean’s leg had been bad enough the first time. He looked around and saw a slightly bedraggled Ms. Octavia coming toward them, almost appearing to float through the air on her many tentacles. Alex waved her over.

Henry filled her in on the plan and explained how they were going to do it. Ms. Octavia wound two tentacles around Sean’s leg and Alex held Sean’s upper body steady. At Henry’s command, Ms. Octavia pulled while Henry and Carina set the leg. Sean cried out in his sleep. Once the leg was set, Alex rushed over to help Carina replace the splint and secure it.

When Henry and Carina no longer needed him, Alex slipped away to assess their situation, beckoning Ms. Octavia to join him. “I need you to fix Captain Ahab as soon as possible,” he said. “We’re out of medicine. We need to get Sean home.”

“Do we know where we are?” she asked. “How far is home?”

Alex shook his head. “I don’t know for sure. We think we’re at the easternmost end of the world. But all we know for sure is the direction that Ms. Morning’s seek spell came from.”

“So the seek spell doesn’t require us to go back the way we came, around the world?” asked Ms. Octavia.

“Thankfully, no,” Alex replied. “It must have rerouted once we made it through the waterfalls. It was gone when I woke up, but Kitten saw it before it faded away.”

“Well that’s good, but we’re still a long way from Artimé, and the ship is barely moving. What will we do with Sean in the meantime? He’ll need something for the pain.”

Alex looked up at the top of the battered mast, where six squirrelicorns rested. “I was thinking maybe the squirrelicorns could . . . you know, take him. Back home.”

The two looked at each other—once teacher and student, now peers solving a dilemma. After a moment Ms. Octavia shook her alligator head. “The squirrelicorns aren’t like Simber—they can’t fly indefinitely. We don’t know what’s out there or if there’s any place for them to land if they need to rest.”

“Oh,” Alex said, his thoughts whirling. “Right. Of course you’re right.” He pushed back a lock of tangled hair that had fallen over his eyes and sighed, defeated. “Then I guess there’s no other choice,” he said, turning to gaze at Artimé’s grand protector who circled the ship above. “But it worries me. I just wish it wouldn’t leave us so vulnerable.”

“You mean Simber?” Ms. Octavia said, her voice grave.

Losing Simber was the last thing Alex wanted to do. He had no idea what dangers awaited them. But it was the only way to save Sean. He nodded slowly, even as his gut twisted. “We’ll have to make our way home without him.”
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Aaron Loses Someone Important

As he ran away from Artimé through the jungle, the High Priest Aaron Stowe tripped over a root and fell hard to the ground. He lay there for a minute, panting, trying to get the horrible image of Secretary being attacked by the panther out of his mind, but he couldn’t.

He touched the pocket where the heart attack spell components had been. The fabric lay flat against his leg now. Had he killed Panther? He wasn’t sure. All he knew was that after that attack, there was no way Secretary was still alive. And it was his fault.

It was almost like he’d murdered the woman himself.

His chest tightened. He sucked in a breath and choked on it. He tried to tell himself that she’d have died eventually anyway since he’d sent her to the Ancients Sector. But it wasn’t the same—because he’d actually seen her die, which somehow made it more real. Besides, his plan had been to get her out of there again. To scare her into being more obedient. The plan had backfired.

“It’s her fault,” he said weakly. He pressed his elbow into the moist jungle floor and sat up. “What was she doing in Artimé, of all places? If she’d gone to the Ancients Sector right away like she was supposed to, she’d still be alive. Probably, anyway.” He couldn’t catch his breath, and his chest wouldn’t stop hurting. He didn’t know what was wrong with him. Only that he wanted Secretary back.

He got to his feet, eyes stinging, and stumbled toward the clearing where the tube was, hoping beyond hope that the rock was nowhere in sight. He had to get out of there. He had to go home.

Finally he reached the clearing and saw the little dog swinging by his teeth from tree branch to tree branch. There was no one else there. Aaron hid behind a tree and waited for the dog to move out of sight, and then he ran for the tube and stepped inside. When he turned to push the button, he caught sight of something moving toward him through the jungle. It was the panther, as alive as she’d ever been. Beside her was a large gray wolf.

The wolf’s cool, blue eyes met Aaron’s, and for a brief moment Aaron felt like he’d seen the creature before. But of course he hadn’t. And he had no desire to see it ever again. He slammed his hand down on the button and disappeared, spending less than a second in the mansion’s tube before redirecting himself to Haluki’s house.

In no time at all, the high priest was making his way out of the house, up the gravel driveway toward the portcullis, and past the guards to the palace. Inside, he shoved past Liam Healy without a word, leaving the new governor speechless, and continued to his office, where all was quiet. Too quiet.

Aaron closed the door, walked to his desk, and sat down. Then he dropped his head into his hands and stayed still for a very long time, thinking about Secretary. Thinking about how he’d made yet another rash decision, and he’d messed up again. Thinking about how there was no fixing this. Not this time. Because the woman who always fixed things for him was dead. After a while, the pain in his chest grew so large that it began to push its way out in low groans and ugly sobs.

Aaron’s only friend in the entire world was dead.

What was he going to do without her?
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Meghan Gets Mad

When Gunnar Haluki returned and the confusion from the panther attack on Artimé finally began to clear, three truths emerged:

Eva Fathom was dead . . . and she appeared to have been on Artimé’s side all along.

Aaron Stowe had unleashed the panther, but he’d also released the heart attack spells to stop its attack.

Meghan Ranger was one seriously ticked-off Unwanted, and she’d had about enough of Aaron Stowe.

Her component vest pockets bulging, Meghan marched past the girrinos at the gate without a word and headed into Quill, up the road toward the palace. Every step she took brought her simmering anger closer to its boiling point, and by the time she reached the palace, she was in no mood to converse with the guards who stood there. Before they could issue a challenge, she hit the men with scatterclips that sent them flying backward, pinning them to the portcullis. She finished with a silent spell and left them hanging noiselessly as she released the lock and slipped inside the grounds.

At the entrance, Meghan dog-collared each guard with clay shackles. After only a moment’s hesitation to take in the unfamiliar surroundings, she straightened her vest, headed up the stairs, and began opening doors and looking inside rooms until she happened upon the right one.

Aaron emitted a small gasp when he heard the noise at the door, and Meghan thought she detected a hint of hope in his face. But it soon turned to confusion and perhaps even fear.

Meghan didn’t care. Hope, confusion, fear—none of it mattered. Before he could move, Meghan flung a handful of scatterclips at him. He and his chair soared backward and stuck to the wall. His arms stuck too, spread out, leaving him helpless.

“Wha-a-a-t?” Aaron asked. He sniffed wildly and tried to wipe his eyes on his shoulder, but he couldn’t quite reach.

Meghan stepped right up to him, her face pinched in disdain. “I saw what you did. What is your problem?” she said, not caring that she spoke the words loud enough to be heard outside the office. “I hope you know Eva Fathom is dead! Where did you find that horrible panther creature?”

Aaron stared. “It—it was a mistake,” he said. It made him feel weak to say it, and he didn’t like that feeling at all. He cleared his throat and changed his tone to something much more menacing. “I intended to kill you all,” he said, lifting his chin. “And if you don’t release me immediately, I will do just that.”

Meghan’s sneer melted in confusion as the scatterclips clattered to the floor. The sudden freedom took Aaron by surprise. He scrambled off the chair, tripped over its leg, and fell. He looked startled for a moment, then his countenance cleared, and as he got to his feet, he seemed quite pleased with himself.

“How did you do that?” Meghan demanded. She pulled more spells from her vest pockets, ready to fight.

“Yes, Aaron. How?” came a voice from the doorway. “I’m so curious.”

Meghan turned to see a red-faced, eyebrowless woman stepping into the room. The girl eased back, pointing spells at Aaron and the woman, but neither seemed to take any further notice of her. The two stared at each other.

“Do what, Governor? I didn’t do anything,” Aaron said, his voice cool. He wiped the dust from his pants. “This Unwanted is such a failure that she can’t even cast a proper spell.”

Meghan’s jaw dropped in indignation, but she remained silent, fascinated by Aaron’s lie. She hadn’t cast a bad spell, and she hadn’t released it. Aaron had. Whether he knew it or not remained to be seen. But clearly the woman in the doorway had seen it, and was keen enough on magic to know something strange had just happened.

The woman walked in. “Who are you?” she asked Meghan.

“Who are you?” Meghan replied. She held a backward bobbly head, ready to fling it at the woman if she got any closer.

“I’m Gondoleery Rattrapp, of course. Tell me, nameless girl, did my eyes deceive me? Or did our fearless leader just release himself from a spell you cast?” The woman stepped closer to Meghan.

Meghan’s eyes darted to Aaron, who gave her a small, panicked look, which confused Meghan dreadfully. What was going on here? “If you take one more step toward me,” Meghan warned Gondoleery, “I’ll—”

With that, Gondoleery pointed at Meghan. A tiny fireball shot from her fingertip, hitting Meghan in the shoulder and singeing her sleeve and the ends of her hair.

Without thinking, Meghan cast the bobbly head at Gondoleery and shot a highlighter spell in Aaron’s eyes, blinding him. And while Gondoleery’s head spun a hundred and eighty degrees, bobbling loosely, and Aaron cried out in pain and pitched into his desk, Meghan Ranger ran from the office, down the stairs, and out of the palace like her life depended on it, passing Liam Healy in the entryway. He turned and watched her go, confused. And then he sprinted up the steps to Aaron’s office, finding Aaron and Gondoleery looking most peculiar.

When Gondoleery Rattrapp’s head was finally on straight and she could think clearly once more, she faced Liam and Aaron, whose sight was beginning to come back.

“Is it true what she said?” Gondoleery asked. “Eva’s dead?”

“What?” cried Liam.

Aaron wasn’t sure if he could speak. He was glad he could blame the highlighter spell for his moist eyes. “It’s true,” he said finally. “She was killed by . . .” Aaron’s thoughts whirled. “By a creature in Artimé,” he said carefully.

Liam’s shock turned to disbelief. “Why? How could that happen? That’s against everything they stand for!”

“Artimé attacked and killed the secretary to the high priest?” Gondoleery cried out, dumbfounded. “And you just stood here and let that Unwanted cast spells on us? What kind of pathetic ruler are you? She could have killed both of us, leaving Quill at their mercy!” Gondoleery moved her face close to Aaron’s—so close he could feel draconic heat emanating from her pores. “You are a terrible leader!”

Aaron stared at her. He could smell her rank breath.

“Gondoleery,” Liam said quietly. “Step back.”

“Yes,” Aaron said, coming to his senses, his chest heaving. “Back off immediately. Or I’ll summon the guards.”

Gondoleery cackled, and a bit of spittle landed on Aaron’s cheek. He narrowed his eyes and wiped it away. After a moment, she took a step back. “You’re a scared little dog,” she said. “You’re afraid to attack Artimé, aren’t you? Aha, you are!” She laughed again. “You know, if you don’t take control of Quill soon, somebody else will, and happily.”

The words cut Aaron hard because he knew they were true. He had failed to keep the Restorers together. He’d failed to train the jungle animals to do his bidding and the panther ended up killing the only person he actually cared about. There was only so much more he could do before somebody figured out he didn’t have a clue how to run Quill . . . especially now, without Secretary by his side.

But he couldn’t show any weakness—not in front of Gondoleery. Not now, when she had seen him release the spell. His magical abilities had to remain his secret weapon. “My dear Gondoleery,” he said, his words like ice, “if you don’t get out of this room immediately, I’ll send you back to the Ancients Sector where you came from.”

A flicker of fear crossed Gondoleery’s face before her self-assured smile returned. She extended her singed fingers, examined them, and loudly cracked her knuckles, knowing she had nothing to worry about. Still, she made no reply, and after a moment, she turned and marched out of the office.

Aaron let out a breath and dropped into his chair.

Liam moved to speak but Aaron shushed him. “You too,” the high priest said gruffly. “Out.”

“But . . . about Eva—what happened?”

“I said get out!”

Liam hesitated, fists balled in frustration and grief, and then turned on his heel and left.

Once Aaron was alone, the realization was almost too much for him to take. Gondoleery was so right it hurt—Aaron was a terrible leader of Quill. He didn’t know what he was doing. He made hasty decisions that had awful, senseless outcomes. He started things that had potential, but he continually failed to follow through. And now, the worst thing of all had happened. Gondoleery had figured out his secret—he was a complete and utter failure.

And he was scared to death.
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A Painful Truth

On board the ship, Octavia quickly weaved a large square hammock out of rope while Alex talked over the plan with Simber. When the hammock was finished, Alex and Octavia spread it out on the deck, and then they and Carina lifted Sean and gently lowered him onto it. Simber glided above the deck and let his legs hang down low so Alex and Carina could attach the four corners of the hammock to them. They tested the rope to make sure it was secure, and then tied a few more ropes to one side of the hammock, tossed them up and over Simber’s back, and attached them to the other side to be completely certain Sean would be safe and secure. Hanging in the hammock would give Sean a fairly smooth ride, or at least that’s what everyone hoped.

Carina grabbed a bag of necessities and climbed on the cheetah’s back. She would accompany them.

“Come back as soon as you can,” Alex said to Simber. He tried not to sound anxious. “We’ll be fine out here, I’m sure. I hope you can find us.”

The stone cheetah growled in response. Alex knew Simber didn’t want to leave, but he had no choice. Slowly the statue ascended with his strange-looking cargo. Carina tapped her fist to her chest and gave a solemn wave, and soon she, Simber, and Sean were on their way home.

Home. It seemed like forever since they’d been in Artimé. Alex stood at the bow and watched the three grow small against the blue canvas of the sky, and tried not to think about all the things that could go wrong without Simber there to save them.

“Alex!” Lani called from the stairs, breaking his reverie. Her hair was disheveled and her clothes dripping wet. She followed Alex’s gaze and saw the dot in the sky. “Ah, they’re off, then,” she said softly. “Poor Sean.”

“You heard?”

“Yes,” she said. “The ship feels so naked without Simber overhead. Makes me nervous.”

Alex nodded. “I’m nervous too.” They watched the dot disappear, and when Alex was sure there was nothing more to see, he sighed and looked at Lani, dripping next to him.

“Oh,” he said. “Sorry—I was lost there for a minute. How’s the leak? What can I help with?”

Lani touched his arm. “Nothing. Just coming up to give you an update. The hole is patched for now, at least. We’re bailing out the rest of the water.”

Alex shoved his worries about Simber aside for the moment. He had more pressing matters right below his feet. “Do you need help?”

“No, it’s crowded enough down there. Thanks, though.”

“Sure,” he said. “Octavia is looking for the rest of the captain’s body parts so she can put him back together, and Florence is repairing broken railings, equipment, and sails. We should be on our way soon.”

“We’ll have to take it slow. We don’t want the waves to break open our patch job.”

“I know.” Alex looked at her. “Is Sky . . . ?”

Lani offered a sympathetic smile. “She’s fine. Working hard. We all are.”

“Of course I know that.”

Lani cringed. “We’re all fine, I mean. Just bruises and scrapes.”

“Oh. Yes, Simber told me. I’m glad.”

Lani held Alex’s gaze for a moment. “Just give her some space,” she said quietly. “She says you two weren’t meant to be. She’s given up on you. But I don’t know.” She looked over her shoulder down the stairwell. “I’ve got to go. There’s a lot of water. I’m working on creating a larger sponge spell to try and soak it up that way, but I don’t have the right components here on the ship.” She turned and headed down the steps. “Maybe a bigger bucket spell . . . nah. Too heavy. Come on, Haluki,” she chided. “Think it through.” Her mumblings grew too soft to hear.

Alex watched her go and almost went after her to see the damage, but decided to heed her advice. Her blunt words hurt—Sky had told Lani that she’d given up on him? It made him feel terrible. After a moment Alex began to pick up broken chunks of the railing and other items strewn about the battered ship, flinging them a bit harder than he intended into a pile on the deck near Florence.

But why wouldn’t she give up on him? He deserved it. Things had been tense with Sky before their harrowing journey around the world, and it was his fault. Completely. He knew that. He’d realized that he liked her so much that he couldn’t seem to do his job properly. Whenever she was around, he got distracted. He’d made a lot of mistakes, like when he almost killed Spike before she had a chance to really live. And when he’d been too careless to find out if Florence could swim, which had caused intense worry for days when Florence was captured by the giant eel. These were big mistakes. Life or death mistakes. The kind he couldn’t afford to make again, not under any circumstances. All of which had led to awkward tension and a vast failure on his part to communicate the problem to Sky.

If only he could explain it to her. But according to Lani, he didn’t have to now. Sky had given up on him.

He stared long and hard at the pile of rubbish on the deck, hardly remembering that he’d built it. Of course she’d given up on him. She wasn’t the kind of person to wait around for someone to be done acting out all of his foolishness. If Alex couldn’t tell Sky the truth, at least she could be free to find whatever it was she wanted from life, whether alone or with someone else. And as long as threats to his people existed, Alex would have to keep away from romantic relationships.

It was for the best. Alex had a million other things to do, and there was no way he could keep making such enormous mistakes with all of the Artiméans’ well-being at stake under his leadership.

Even so, his heart twisted and pain shot through him in a most deep and intense way, more painful than any injury he’d ever sustained, because it came from inside. And while the pain surprised him, it brought with it an even more shocking revelation. For the truth was that in the time since the girl on a raft had washed up on shore, Alex Stowe, Unwanted, head mage and restorer of Artimé, in the midst of turmoil from all sides, had slowly—and quite tragically—fallen in love.

And, unlike Sky, he was having quite a lot of trouble falling out of it.
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The Pieces Begin to Come Together

A few days later in Artimé, Meghan sat on the lawn with Ms. Morning, Mr. Appleblossom, and Gunnar Haluki. They had much to discuss.

“Is it too soon to be concerned about Alex and the ship?” Ms. Morning asked. “Shall I send another seek spell?”

“It might be just a little premature,” replied Mr. Appleblossom in his traditional rhyming iambic pentameter speech. “And we don’t want to worry them, do we? I’ll visit poste d’observateur to check if there is any ship out there to see.”

Meghan flashed Ms. Morning a curious glance.

Ms. Morning smiled and explained, “Ever since he climbed up Florence to the top of the gray shack, he can’t get enough climbing, so he’s been visiting the mansion rooftop daily to watch for Alex. He calls it his observer position.”

Mr. Appleblossom cleared his throat and looked pointedly at Ms. Morning.

“Poste d’observateur,” Ms. Morning said carefully, trying not to mangle the strange words. “He thinks it’s some other language.”

Mr. Appleblossom beamed.

“What, from another island you mean?” asked Gunnar.

“Another island or another world, it is unknown; the truth remains unfurled.” He pointed to the book on the table next to him, which he’d gotten from the vessel that crashed into the sea near Artimé some weeks before.

“Anyway,” Meghan prompted, “Mr. Appleblossom is right. I think if we send another seek spell it’ll make us seem like we’re in scads of trouble when all we really want is to let Carina know about her mother’s death.” She paused. “Which is kind of a big deal too, of course. But we’ve only used that spell in times of danger, so I bet they’ll be imagining the worst. We don’t want them to botch up the mission on account of them rushing to get back here.”

“All right, we’ll wait,” said Ms. Morning. “Now, what is this I hear about you going into Quill? Did you see your parents?”

Meghan scowled in the direction of the girrinos, who apparently couldn’t keep a secret. “Not exactly,” she said. She knew Ms. Morning would be mad if she found out what had happened at the palace with Aaron and Gondoleery Rattrapp. It had been reckless of Meghan to go there alone, and she could have gotten killed. “I just, um, went for a walk like my brother often does. When he’s here, that is. Obviously.”

Ms. Morning, seemingly distracted, accepted the explanation. She looked at Gunnar. “I’m still not sure what to think about Eva Fathom. Do you believe what she said? That she was on our side?”

“I do,” Gunnar said. “Marcus told me about the plan he had with Eva to fake his death and take control of Aaron. It all backfired when Marcus and you took the tube to my house in Quill and Aaron was there. That unfortunate turn of events was out of Eva’s control.”

“But all that time she knew you and I were being held captive! She knew and she didn’t do anything about it!”

Haluki smiled grimly. “She let me know you were there. I don’t know if I would have survived without that information.”

Claire Morning looked at her hands. “But why wouldn’t she rescue us?”

“I don’t know for sure,” Haluki said, “but I believe she was doing the best she could under the shocking circumstances. She couldn’t help us, not with the others there. Not without risking everything.”

He scratched his chin thoughtfully and went on. “She had to prove her loyalty to Aaron so he would tell her things. She’d been the one keeping us informed since she went back to work as Secretary. Matilda can only hear so much from the closet where Aaron stashed her, and then only what happens in the office. Eva was our second set of ears. She stopped Aaron from doing a number of very stupid things. I just wish . . .” He trailed off, thinking of the old woman. “I will miss her. She was a good woman, and we need to let Carina know that. I’m sure it broke Eva’s heart to keep the truth from her daughter. But she did it for the sake of Artimé.”

Ms. Morning frowned. “How did she keep us informed? She hadn’t been on the premises for months until she came rushing in here the other day.”

Meghan listened, holding her breath. She didn’t know any of this, and she felt very important to be a trusted part of this conversation.

Gunnar glanced sidelong at Meghan. His look told her this was a secret she should keep. “Eva had a confidant. Someone she met with regularly to exchange information. I am quite sure that person will vouch for her.”

Ms. Morning sat up, indignant. “Why doesn’t he or she come forward, then?”

“Because he’s on the ship,” Gunnar said in a low voice.

“You mean Alex?” Ms. Morning asked.

“It must be,” said Meghan.

Gunnar Haluki looked down.

Mr. Appleblossom, silent all this time, brows knit together in concentration, soon leaned in confidently and looked at Meghan. “The confidant would not the head mage be—for who else but Sean Ranger? It is he.”

Meghan gasped. She looked at Ms. Morning, whose lips parted in wonder. They both turned to Haluki.

“Is it?” demanded Ms. Morning.

“My brother?” asked Meghan.

Haluki’s silence gave no answer. But Meghan thought his eyes said yes.

“Well what about Liam Healy, then?” Ms. Morning asked after a while. “Eva mentioned him. That he was on our side. I hardly believed it, but now . . . I’m not sure what to think.”

“Liam’s loyalty is something I know nothing about,” Haluki said gruffly. He hesitated, looking carefully at Ms. Morning. “I only know how poorly he treated you.”

Ms. Morning looked at the grass. “Don’t worry,” she said bitterly. “I haven’t forgotten that.”

Meghan, sensing tension, looked anywhere but at Haluki and Ms. Morning. As Meghan craned her neck, pretending to admire the budding trees near the shore, she spotted something in the sky.

“Look.” She squinted, then got up and ran toward the beach, while Mr. Appleblossom headed for the corner of the mansion and climbed sprightly up the side of it to his observation tower on the roof.
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