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Breaking the News

There was a rare thunderstorm over Artimé when Simber returned, carrying Thatcher and an unconscious Fifer Stowe on his back. All was quiet in the mansion, for it was not quite dawn, and the dark skies kept most of the mages in their beds with the covers pulled up around them, listening to the rumbling in their dreams.

A three-headed tiki statue stood guard in Simber’s place to the left of the door, and Jim the winged tortoise, with his brightly colored mosaic shell, floated lazily in the air on the right, his white feather wings flapping just enough to keep him rising and falling without hitting the ceiling or the pedestal below him. They hadn’t sensed Simber coming until he burst through the door.

“Get Alex and Henry!” Thatcher shouted. “Bring them to the hospital ward right away!” His voice was harsh and gravelly, for he’d barely slept in the days it had taken them to return home from the land of the dragons. With Fifer limp in his arms, he slid off Simber’s back and stumbled to his knees, his legs numb and body aching from the journey. He got up and hobbled toward the hospital ward as the two statues figured out what was happening. Simber followed Thatcher.

Jim flew upstairs with the tiki statue behind him, mysteriously able to glide up the steps on his flat, legless bottom. At the balcony Jim headed for the family hallway to locate Henry Haluki, Artimé’s chief healer and Thatcher’s partner in all things, while the tiki statue slid to the farthest hallway on the left. Many of Artimé’s mages couldn’t see that magical hallway—they saw a mirror on the wall instead—but the tiki statue had no problem finding it. He charged toward Alex’s apartment and pounded his top head against the door.

In the hospital ward, Thatcher gently lay Fifer on a bed and looked around, feeling helpless and a bit guilty that he knew so little about the medicines Henry had so lovingly created. He went to get a cup of water and a sponge to soak and press against the young twin’s parched lips, in hopes that drops of water would seep inside her mouth and trickle down her throat without choking her.

While Thatcher lifted Fifer’s head and administered the sponge, he swept his troubled gaze over the girl. Her clothing was full of rips and stained dark with blood after Simber, the enormous winged-cheetah statue, had unintentionally smashed through the glass barriers in Dragonsmarche, sending shards like a thousand daggers into Fifer’s body. An instant later Fifer’s twin, Thisbe, had been snatched up by the Revinir—someone Thatcher and Simber had recognized as the former Queen Eagala from Warbler Island, who should’ve been dead—and taken underground to her lair among the catacombs.

They’d had to leave Thisbe behind. In order to save Fifer’s life, they’d flown nonstop for days, all the way to Warbler, where they’d learned of even more heartrending news: Sky had been swept underwater into the mouth of the plunging volcanic Island of Fire and was gone.

Thatcher heard a commotion on the stairs and looked up, feeling his heart in his throat. He and Simber had a lot of explaining to do, and there was no easy way to go about it. Delivering this news to Alex was the hardest thing Thatcher had ever faced, including everything he’d just been through.

“Thank goodness,” Thatcher murmured when he saw Henry racing toward him, one arm slid inside the sleeve of his healer’s coat, the rest of it flying behind. The two quickly embraced; then Henry slipped his other arm into the jacket and reached for his medical supplies. “Tell me everything,” he demanded.

Before Thatcher or Simber could begin to tell him, Alex arrived inside the ward. At the sight of his sister on the bed he paled, and his mouth slacked in shock. “What happened? Is she okay? How did this come about?” He looked around frantically. “Where’s Thisbe? Carina said—Carina told me— You were all supposed to be coming right behind them!”

Simber looked to Thatcher to fill in everyone as Henry began assessing Fifer’s condition, then working on her wounds, cleaning them and applying the magical plant-based concoctions he’d developed over the years. Thatcher spoke hastily about what had transpired after Carina and Seth had left the castle Grimere with the five young dragons. Things had not gone as planned.

Alex listened, stunned. He could hardly take in the information about Thisbe or how the Revinir had snatched her up and disappeared. Or who the old woman really was. “Queen Eagala is the Revinir?” he whispered. “How can that be? She’s been dead for over ten years!”

“We don’t know,” said Simber. “But I’m cerrrtain it was herrr.”

“We have to go after Thisbe,” Alex said, growing frantic. “She must be absolutely sick with fear! But Fifer—is she . . . ?”

“We’ll go after Thisbe,” said Thatcher, trying to calm Alex down. “Shortly we’ll start to organize and figure out a plan for that. But . . .” He gave Simber a pleading look.

“Rrright,” said Simber in a grave voice. “Alex, therrre’s . . . something else.”

Alex looked at Simber. His hand shook, and he reached for a bedpost. “Something else?” he said weakly. “What more could there possibly be?”

Simber’s body sagged, and he closed his eyes as if he couldn’t bear to see Alex hurt even more. After an agonizing moment, he opened them and looked squarely at the mage. “It’s Sky,” he said quietly. “She was worrrking on the Island of Firrre, and it plunged below the waterrr without warrrning. She was swept in.” He paused for a moment as he watched Alex, dazed, sink heavily to the bed next to Fifer’s. And then Simber growled, “She’s gone.”
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When Everything Shatters

Henry turned sharply away from treating Fifer to look at Simber. “What? Good gods! You can’t be serious.”

“Sky?” Alex stared in disbelief. “No,” he said, faltering. Then: “No!”

Thatcher, his expression wretched, went over to Alex and sat beside him. “I’m so sorry. I’m afraid it’s all true.” He put a gentle hand around the head mage’s shoulders.

Simber bowed his head. “I’m sorrry. I can’t begin to imagine yourrr pain. The shock of all of this must be overrrwhelming.”

Alex was numb inside, and his skin turned cold and aching. He’d heard the words and understood their meaning, but he couldn’t absorb the wrenching truth of everything he’d experienced in the past few moments: Fifer lying bloody and unconscious, Thisbe kidnapped by Queen Eagala, and now his beloved Sky, gone? The scope of the news was beyond his ability to comprehend. He was completely struck down. He couldn’t catch his breath. He couldn’t see—everything wavered in front of him. He felt like his soul had left him and risen above his body to escape the words. Like he was a spectator looking down on this horrible scene. He doubled over, the world spinning, and put his hand over his face. This couldn’t be real. It had to be a nightmare. “Tell me what happened,” he cried. “Tell me everything.” Then he slid off the edge of the bed to the floor and crumpled there, sobbing.

“Go get Aarrron rrright away,” Simber ordered Thatcher. “And Crrrow. Hurrry!”

Thatcher nodded and dashed out of the hospital ward without a word. Simber watched Alex shuddering on the floor, then closed his eyes and sighed heavily. He knelt next to the mage to let him know he was there and quickly filled him in. He could do nothing else for him right now. It was the worst moment in Simber’s memory.

After a time Alex quieted. He lifted his head and looked through red-rimmed eyes at Simber. When their eyes connected, more tears started pouring down the head mage’s cheeks, and he moaned in pure agony, feeling physically sick, the losses hitting him in waves until he wished he could slip into unconsciousness to escape it.

He began to cry harder. And when he could finally catch his breath and speak a few words, he turned to Henry. “Is Fifer . . . ? Is she . . . ?” He couldn’t finish.

“She’s hurt very badly, but she’s going to live,” said Henry, determined and working steadily. His face didn’t betray the range of emotions he felt. He had one job, and that was to see Fifer through. He couldn’t bear the thought of Alex losing all three of them, especially after having lost so much in his life already. “She’s waking up now, Alex. I need your help—can you come and stand by the head of her bed? Let her know you’re here?”

The grief surged again. Alex didn’t know if he could get up, much less walk over to Fifer’s side. But he reached his right arm around Simber’s neck and pulled himself up off the floor. The stone cheetah helped him walk. Alex quickly tried to dry his tears on his shirt so Fifer wouldn’t be scared. “What do I tell her?” he said to Simber, in agony. “Does she know about . . . this? About Thisbe or any of it?”

Simber’s expression was filled with sorrow. He shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said. “She’s been unconscious. Just tell herrr that you’rrre herrre. Tell herrr that you’rrre with herrr and she’s safe. Just like you’d have done forrr any of us back in the old days.”

Alex stared at Simber, a look of bewilderment on his face. His role as chief comforter in times like these had all but disappeared since the final battle. And he’d focused his care inward since that time, so much so that it felt strange to remember he wasn’t the only one who needed a guiding hand in this moment. With a start he realized that no matter how much he was hurting, he was the guiding hand . . . like he used to be. Like after Mr. Today, the original head mage, had died and all the magic in Artimé had disappeared. How would Fifer feel once she heard the news? And Crow? And Aaron? “It hurts,” he whispered, and choked back a sob. “Worse than any pain I’ve ever known.”

“I know,” said Simber, standing by him. There was nothing else to say that could possibly help. He could only stand by.

Alex’s mind awhirl, he reached Fifer’s side and stood near her head. He gripped the bedpost as a new wave of pain went through him and stifled a moan, then tried to smile as his sister’s eyes fluttered. “Hey there, Fife,” he said softly. “It’s me, Alex. You’re home. You’re safe.”

Fifer opened her eyes and focused on her brother’s face. She was confused. Her lids closed for a moment, then squeezed shut, then blinked open again. Her eyes filled with tears. A jumble of horrifying memories bounced around in her head. “I’m so sorry, Alex,” she choked out. She began to cry inconsolably.

Alex lost it again and cried with her. He smoothed her hair from her face and kissed her cheek, his tears raining down on her. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “It doesn’t matter. I’m just so glad you’re okay. You’re . . . alive.” As he said the words, he couldn’t stop the next wave of pain that came with the thoughts about Thisbe and Sky, and everything inside him shattered once more. He was in turns frozen, overwhelmed, and on the verge of blacking out from the pain stabbing through him. Yet here was Fifer. Alive. He clung to her life like a raft in the sea. A tiny piece of his shattered heart found another tiny piece, and they melded back together. Fifer was here. Awake. Alive. He hadn’t lost them all.

In that moment he loved her ferociously, more than he’d loved any other human being or creature in his life, and he swore in his heart to protect her from anything like this ever happening again. “Never again,” he whispered.

Alex had lost one sister, but Fifer had lost her twin. Alex had known that feeling once and the physical pain that went with it. She would need him to be strong for her now.

In the midst of Alex’s grief, something inside him, a remnant of his old self, fluttered awake after a long sleep. He planted his feet and then took Fifer’s hand in his. He looked her in the eye with a lifetime’s worth of compassion and, as gently as he could, told Fifer what had happened to Thisbe.

She didn’t have the strength to comprehend or react and soon slipped into unconsciousness, the words twisting around her mind like a nightmare.

•  •  •

Alex’s survival mode switched onto autopilot, and he began running things as usual, pushing the pain and distracting thoughts back so he could govern properly. He ordered Thatcher to dispatch Spike Furious, the intuitive magical whale, to go in search of Sky. Then he stoically delivered all the terrible news to Aaron and Crow.

Their reactions were about what Alex had expected, and the pain remained raw. But Alex soldiered on, with support from Simber and Thatcher.

“How is my mother handling this?” Crow asked. He ripped his hand through his long dark hair, feeling completely frantic to be a full day’s journey across the sea from her with not only the news of the girls, but of his sister, Sky. “And Scarlet? Is she okay?”

“Copper and Scarlet are together on Warbler,” said Thatcher. “They have each other for comfort until you can get there. Simber will take you once you’re ready.”

Aaron appeared stunned at the news and handled it with little outward reaction at first. He reverted back to turning off his emotions, which was reminiscent of how he’d grown up in Quill. Moving abruptly away from the others, he went to stand near Fifer, who was asleep, and tried to make sense of it all.

After a while he reached for Fifer’s hand and held it. He studied it, watching how her long thin fingers curled naturally in his. He felt like he was drowning and kept trying to surface long enough to let some of his emotions out, but he could barely breathe. And his mind kept going back to his youth, to when he’d said good-bye to Alex for what he’d thought was the last time, at the Purge. It sparked something still raw in him, and his grief was bitter.

“They’ve been forced to grow up like we did, Al,” he said, looking over his shoulder to where Alex sat. “All in one day. Separated and everything.” Then he shook his head, and the tears began. “This is their Purge.” He was quiet for a moment, thinking back to when the governors of Quill had taken Alex away while he stood there watching and thinking his life would be the better of the two. How wrong he’d been. “But which of them is me,” he added softly, turning to Alex, “and which is you?”

Alex looked away, curling into his pain. He couldn’t answer.

Word spread through Artimé. Soon Samheed and Lani hurried into the hospital, followed by Seth and Carina and Sean. Seth ran to Fifer’s side, his pale face turning gray from the sight of Fifer’s many wounds. The news of Thisbe’s capture made the panic well up in Seth anew. How could this have happened? Why hadn’t they stayed? Maybe they could have saved her. Guilt flooded him—he’d survived unscathed. He vowed to stay by Fifer’s side until he knew she was truly going to be okay.

A steady stream of friends from Artimé and nearby Karkinos, the giant crab island, came into the hospital ward once they’d heard the news. They were all shocked and brought to tears for the victims and their loved ones, expressing their grief and sorrow to Alex and Aaron and Crow. But, as it always happened in Artimé, there was little time to mourn. The exact whereabouts and well-being of Thisbe and Sky were unknown, and Alex wouldn’t rest until he had answers. Things had to be done.

With Fifer stabilized and being cared for, and Seth staying by her side, Crow slipped away to pack his things, though he wouldn’t leave until he was certain Fifer was okay—he’d helped take care of the twins for most of their lives, and he wouldn’t abandon Fifer now.

Alex also forced himself away from the crowds at her bedside. He beckoned to Aaron, Lani, Samheed, and some of the others and led them out of the hospital ward. “Let’s meet in my office in five minutes,” he told them as he headed up the stairs. “We’ve got work to do.”

Moments later Simber, Aaron, Samheed and Lani, Thatcher, Carina and Sean, and Florence, the ebony-colored stone warrior statue who taught Artimé’s people how to fight with magic, assembled in Alex’s office to discuss what to do next. Alex came in through the magical entrance from his private quarters, eyes still red rimmed but his face splashed clean. He greeted everyone with a look of determination that covered the pain he felt.

“We can’t waste any time,” he announced, and dropped heavily into his chair. “We’ve got to go right away. We need to find Thisbe and bring her home. And Sky—Spike and our other aquatic friends are already out there searching, doing more than we ever could. I just hope they find . . . something.” He leaned forward and pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead, feeling sick and helpless, knowing there was little hope for Sky to have survived. He pressed back the pain and took a sharp breath—he couldn’t deal with that right now.

“But first, Thisbe,” Alex went on, looking up. “It’s been days since she was captured—she must have lost all hope by now. I can’t stand thinking about it. Who should go? And how soon can we leave?” He looked up at the ones who’d gathered around him: “Which of you will come with me?”

Lani’s lips parted in surprise. “What—you mean you’re going?”

“I . . . Yes.” Alex gave her a challenging stare. “Do you have a problem with that?”

“Me? Are you kidding? Not at all! It’s just that . . . Well, what I mean is that you haven’t been doing . . . because of your disability . . .” She sighed and gave up trying to explain. “Oh, never mind! I’m going too.”

“Somehow I knew you’d say that.” Alex looked around the room. “Who else is with us?”

Samheed opened his mouth to speak, but Florence interrupted. “We’re all with you, Alex. Obviously. But let’s back up a little. Rushing into this rescue without preparing properly isn’t going to do us any good, and it could get us killed—and Thisbe, too.”

“Yes. Thank you, Florrrence.” Simber nodded in hearty agreement. He looked at Carina and Thatcher. “I think these two can tell you how they werrre caught flat-footed and immediately capturrred in the forrrest in Grrrimerrre. Don’t you think a rrrefrrresherrr courrrse could have helped you?”

Carina looked mortified. “Definitely.”

Thatcher nodded emphatically. “I still don’t feel comfortable. It’s been too long since we’ve trained.”

Florence nodded. “Most of you haven’t taken a Magical Warrior Training class in many years. You’re rusty. I don’t care how good you were back then—your aim will be off. We need to lay out a plan to train and prepare ourselves.”

“Well, of course we do,” said Alex impatiently, “but we also need to get moving as soon as possible.”

Florence put her hands in the air. “Just slow down and listen to me for a moment, Alex. I can’t imagine how desperate you must feel. But please give me a little time to gather information from those who’ve been to the land of the dragons, and we’ll figure out what kind of fighting to focus on and how to do this the right way—so you don’t all end up in the dungeon.”

Alex looked like he was about to object again, but Aaron gave him a warning look. “Okay,” said Alex. “But let’s at least talk through the rescue plan.”

“Of course,” Florence said. She gave him a strained smile, then turned to look at Simber. “First, a question to someone who’s actually been to this foreign world. Do you think Eagala—the so-called Revinir—is going to hurt Thisbe?”

“Frrrom the inforrrmation we have, I don’t think she will,” said Simber. “Therrre seems to be some monetarrry value given to black-eyed people therrre—though they arrre used as slaves, so it’s a bit confusing. But the Rrrevinirrr prrrobably intends to use Thisbe as a serrrvant of some sorrrt. She could have taken Fiferrr too, but instead she left herrr forrr dead, so perrrhaps she saw herrr as useless. That makes me feel strrrongly that Thisbe is alive and being put to worrrk in some way.”

“That’s all very comforting that you think she’s alive,” argued Alex, “and perhaps she really is. But she’s got to be terrified. She could lose hope if we don’t get there to rescue her quickly.”

“She’ll be okay,” Lani said quietly but firmly. “Sam and I turned out okay after something like this happened to us, remember? And after all, she’s your sister—I’m sure she has plenty of drive in her to see her through this. Florence is right. Let’s plan this properly the first time so we don’t add any other disasters on top of this one.” She turned back to Florence and motioned for her to continue.

“Okay,” said Florence. “Thank you. Now, maybe Simber, Thatcher, and Carina can help me figure out who is going to be best suited for this rescue mission. First off, how are we going to get there?”

“Flight is the only way to get past the waterrrfall,” said Simber. He frowned, as if puzzling over something that didn’t seem quite right, but the conversation continued.

“Should our rescue team go with just Simber as our ride?” asked Samheed. “That would have to be a pretty small group.”

“I can take thrrree, prrresuming we’ll rrreturrrn with fourrr. That leaves me with rrroom forrr some supplies, too.”

“Talon can fly,” Florence reminded them. “I can talk to him about going.” Talon was a legendary, large bronze man with wings from the Island of Legends nearby. He and Florence lived there together most of the time, and Florence taught Magical Warrior Training there, though she made occasional trips back home to Artimé as well.

“Perrrhaps Talon could carrry someone,” Simber mused. “Spike could take a few people as farrr as the waterrrfall, and we flyerrrs could ferrry people acrrross the gorrrge to the land of the drrragons.”

Aaron sat forward. “What’s the situation like over there? The terrain, the climate, the distances we have to travel over land? Where is Thisbe, exactly? And how do we find her?”

“I’ll sketch a map,” said Carina, reaching for some paper and a pencil from Alex’s desk. Thatcher leaned in to help, though he’d been very ill when they’d reached the new world, so his memory was fuzzy. “It’s mountainous at first approach,” Carina said as she drew, “but not unpassable on foot. Then there’s a forest, which we could use for cover as we travel toward the city center of Grimere. Is that where Thisbe was snatched up, Simber? About how far from the castle?”

Simber nodded. “The Rrrevinir took herrr undergrrround in the city centerrr squarrre, which hosts Drrragonsmarrrche—a place wherrre goods arrre trrraded and sold. It’s severrral miles frrrom the castle.”

Thatcher smoothed his black coiled hair, then paused and tapped his chin thoughtfully. “The princess’s servant boy, Dev, told us a vast catacomb stretched underneath the city. It would take a couple days on foot to get there once we cross the gorge and reach the cliffs of Grimere. Less time if we fly, of course.”

“Hmm,” Aaron said. “That’s a lot of area to cover. I was also wondering if we would want to bring Seth with us since he knows things.”

Carina startled, then glanced at Sean. “I don’t know about that.”

“And,” Aaron continued, looking at Alex, “what about Fifer?”

“No!” Alex said firmly. “She nearly died.”

Aaron looked at his brother. “She’s already starting to get better with Henry’s magical medicines. And we’re not ready to leave yet by any stretch.”

“Not for weeks,” said Florence firmly.

“Weeks?” Alex sputtered. “It doesn’t matter anyway—Fifer doesn’t know how to do anything. That’s how she got into this mess in the first place. Besides, I promised myself I’d protect her from now on so nothing like this could ever happen again. She stays in Artimé.”

“Perhaps,” said Florence gently, “it’s time to teach her while I retrain everyone else. Even if she doesn’t go on the mission, she needs to know how to defend herself, especially now that we know Eagala is alive and going after people with black eyes. She’ll never be safe—not as long as she lives.”

“But—” Alex wasn’t sure how to respond. His mind was awhirl with frustration and confusion and fear, and his head pounded with grief. At the same time, these events had stirred something inside him for the first time in many years—something once dormant that now twisted and turned, trying to find a way to grow. He was going on a mission once again—something he’d never thought he’d do, mostly because of his disability and how that had changed everything for him.

It was scary. It made him feel vulnerable when he allowed himself to face it: He was the one Florence was referring to most when she insisted they had to train, though she was too kind to say it in front of the others. It was he who was in grave need of relearning his fighting spells if he was going to go on this journey and not be a total hindrance or liability to everyone. Alex must use Florence to teach him more than anyone, using his right arm—it would be like teaching a toddler, he knew. Did he have it in him to relearn now that he needed to so desperately? And could he do it so quickly? It had nagged at him for years that he hadn’t been able to accomplish proper magic on his own with his right hand, since his dominant left arm was out of commission. Was he being ridiculous even thinking he could and should go on this quest?

But finding Thisbe weighed heavily on his mind. He couldn’t bear to stay in Artimé when she needed him most of all. Wasn’t that what leaders were supposed to do? Go out and rescue their people? Especially when this person happened to be his own sister.

It crossed his mind that his sudden decision to go was some sort of reckless response to the grief over Sky that he hadn’t yet processed. He’d hardly had a moment to digest what had happened to her. His heart spun, and he tried not to think about her being swept underwater into the volcano’s gaping maw. She was gone. He couldn’t say dead—he couldn’t let his mind go there. He had to hold out hope for Sky, that there had been some way she’d survived, and focus on Thisbe. One tragedy at a time. It was the only way he could cope with everything that had just happened.

In the depths of these thoughts, Alex’s face crumpled. Aaron sensed his brother’s mental war and came to sit with him on top of the desk, putting his arms around his twin to comfort him. “We’re going to get through this,” he whispered.

Alex took a deep, shuddering breath and blew it out. Then he nodded. “All right. I’m okay. Thanks. Let’s keep going.”

Aaron kept an arm around Alex’s shoulders and tried to stop his own tears from returning. He couldn’t imagine losing his wife, Kaylee—how was Alex handling this news about Sky right now? It was a clear reminder to Aaron and everyone present that their leader was still strong, even if the people of Artimé hadn’t needed to depend on him quite so much lately. Alex moved seamlessly into his role of commander despite what he’d gone through since his injury, not to mention the huge stresses on him because of the girls and their strange, powerful, uncontrollable magic. Aaron turned to Florence. “Based on the information Thatcher and Simber told us about all of the soldiers and the massive size of the catacombs they described, my instinct says we need a larger rescue team. Do you think we can ask for help from the dragons to get us there?”

Carina looked up sharply from her sketch. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” she said. “It’s incredibly dangerous for them over there. The Revinir isn’t going to be happy we’ve freed them—she’ll hunt them down, no doubt.”

“Maybe the dragons will just give rides over the gorge?” suggested Sean.

“But how will they know when we’rrre rrready to go back home?” said Simber. “We might not be able to sit arrround in the cliffs arrrea waiting forrr them to show up. And therrre’s no good place forrr them to wait forrr us in ourrr worrrld—they’d have to float farrr frrrom the waterrrfall to keep frrrom going overrr.”

Carina nodded. “Simber’s right. That wouldn’t have worked last time, for sure, with how quickly we had to make our escape. Besides, it’s a bit risky to try to travel the whole distance from the cliffs to the big city square on foot. We’d want to be very clever and have a fast getaway plan—one that allows us all to take flight at once without delay. We must be smart about it.”

“But you said the dragons might not help us on this quest because of the danger,” said Alex. And then he shook his head. “I’m not so sure they’d say no once we tell them Thisbe is trapped there, being held captive by the Revinir as they once were. Especially after Thisbe helped free them.”

Thatcher, Carina, and Simber all looked at one another with questions in their eyes. “Perrrhaps they will,” said Simber finally. “I’ll talk to Pan about it.”

Thatcher spoke up. “Before that could ever happen, they’ll need Alex and the rest of us to fix their wings for good. They’re quite a mess. The kids gave a valiant effort to make new ones with the supplies they had, and the wings got them across the gorge, which is what we really needed from them, but they’re a bit of disaster, to be frank.”

“That’s fine,” said Alex. “Hux’s are already done and waiting for him. We can start gathering materials for the others. So, assuming we can convince at least one dragon to help us, who’s coming with me?” Alex looked at Carina and Simber. “Who among us would you say is best for the situation? Once we determine that, we can figure out how much transportation we’ll need.”

“I already told you I’m going,” said Lani. She looked as though she wouldn’t take no for an answer.

“I’ll go as well,” Samheed said.

“I’ve been thinking about it,” Carina said. “As much as I don’t like the idea, I believe Seth should go. Thatcher and me, too, and Simber, obviously, since we know our way around.”

“I’ll stay behind for obvious reasons,” said Florence, referring to her size and heavy weight. “But like I said before, Talon may be of use.” She looked at Alex and Aaron. “Have you decided on whether to let Fifer go? She’s really so powerful. With a little training she could—”

“She’s definitely not going,” Alex said, interrupting her.

Aaron gave him a look.

Alex glared back at him. “No.” He turned back to Florence. “No!” he said once more.

“Okay, okay,” said Florence, giving up. “I get it.” She glanced at Aaron. “What about Kaylee?”

Thatcher, Carina, and Simber began nodding immediately. “Her sword skills would be extremely useful in a land like that,” said Carina. “The soldiers were armed with knives and swords and some sort of projectile bows and arrows. Aaron, do you think she’d come along?”

“I’ll ask her,” said Aaron. “I suppose one of us ought to stay back on our island for the sake of baby Daniel and the grandfathers, but I know she’ll agree that this is of utmost importance. Whichever of us seems more useful to the mission is all right by me. Alex, what do you think?” He gave Alex a meaningful look, and a silent conversation passed between them.

Alex gazed at Aaron thoughtfully. He knew why Aaron had deferred to him. Aaron had something no one else had, and not many knew about—a likelihood that he would never die, due to eating some special seaweed many years before. The seaweed was what had kept the scientists alive too, well past the age of one hundred. Not dying was obviously a plus in battle, but this mysterious ability didn’t keep Aaron from being wounded. Aaron’s magical ability was strong, but so was Lani’s, Samheed’s, and Carina’s. So perhaps Kaylee was a better fit for this venture because of her melee fighting skills—that was where the rest of the Artiméans looked to her.

“I think Kaylee gives us something we need,” Alex decided. “Is that enough fighters? Enough variety in skills? We don’t want our group to be too big or unwieldy.”

Simber harrumphed. “You’rrre forrrgetting someone who could be verrry imporrrtant.”

Alex thought hard. “Who?”

“Someone who doesn’t take up much space and has saved the day morrre than once in the past.”

“Ahh,” Florence said, nodding. “And who just happens to have seven lives left.”

Even Alex managed a small smile. “Of course,” he said. “We mustn’t go anywhere without Kitten ever again.”

“But firrrst things firrrst,” said Simber. “If I’m going to ask Pan and the otherrr drrragons for help, you’d betterrr get worrrking on those wings. Having the prrromise of a futurrre gift when asking forrr a favorrr is neverrr a bad idea.”
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Cold and Alone

On the fifth day after Thisbe Stowe’s capture, or perhaps it was the sixth—it was hard to remember which—she woke up in her crypt full of bones feeling chilled and more tired than she could ever recall feeling before. And like the previous mornings, the memories of the past couple of weeks came like a stampede. The questions throttled her and left her breathless. Was Fifer dead? Why hadn’t Simber come back for her? Was the Revinir going to keep her down here forever, dragging giant dragon bones for miles every day?

For that was what she’d been tasked to do. Each day she and several other black-eyed children, who were slaves like her, pulled enormous dragon bones from their individual crypts through the wide, seemingly endless passages of the catacombs to the testing room, where others would extract the dragon magic from them. It took hours to get there through a maze of hallways, following faded red arrows that had been painted long ago on the chiseled walls. By the time Thisbe returned each night, dragging an already tested bone back to her crypt, it was late. She’d get her meal, collapse on the dirt floor, and be locked up again until morning.

On the first day Thisbe, bewildered and afraid, hadn’t dared speak to the other children. As she’d hauled the bone from her crypt, trying to find her way through the maze to the testing room, she’d missed a particularly faded red arrow and had gotten hopelessly lost. She didn’t make it back to her crypt until after midnight, and hadn’t gotten her meal.

The second day, weak with hunger, she’d followed the faint arrows with the utmost care. She’d tried keeping up with one of the other children, and that’s when she first discovered they had black eyes like her. But when Thisbe asked her a question, the girl seemed unable to understand her and unwilling to be caught trying to communicate. Thisbe fell behind. It had been terribly disheartening.

The third day had been the worst, for that was the day Thisbe finally lost all hope and admitted to herself that no one from Artimé was coming back for her. She’d stopped and had a hard cry along a lonely stretch of the passageway, where only one person, a tall boy a year or two older than Thisbe, passed her and gave her the tiniest look of sympathy before continuing. By the end of the day, her hopes had fallen deep into the pit of her stomach and suffocated. With them went the anger. Things had stayed the same after that.

Today she was too tired to move. When she heard a noise at the lock in her door, she squeezed her eyes shut tightly, letting a tiny tear leak out before she pushed her sluggish self up. Mangrel, the crypt keeper, had arrived to order her around. The whey-faced old man appeared weak and frightened, but he wasn’t—not in the slightest. Thisbe had found that out the hard way soon after her arrival when she’d still had some anger left rumbling inside her and she’d tried to use her sparks of magic on him. It didn’t work, and he’d knocked her headfirst into a pile of bones.

Mangrel opened Thisbe’s crypt and entered with some water. Three of the Revinir’s soldiers, wearing blue uniforms, pushed their way inside too. One of them was armed with a branding iron. Before Thisbe knew what was happening, two of the soldiers tackled her and held her face against the dirt floor. The third jabbed at the back of her neck with the iron. The force of it pressed her nose flat in the dirt so she couldn’t breathe without sucking in bone dust. She felt a piercing fire on her skin, and she struggled and coughed and cried out. “Stop! Let go of me!” Sparks flew from her eyes, but they merely hit the dirt and did no damage other than to bounce back up at her and singe her own eyebrows.

The soldiers released her, and Mangrel yanked her to her feet. When she stopped yelling and wiped the snotty, tearstained dirt from her face, he gruffly pointed out the bone he wanted her to deliver to the testing room that day. He let go of her arm and retreated with the soldiers, leaving the door open for the day. Wild with pain, Thisbe lunged after them into the hallway, trying to call up the courage to strike one of them dead. As in the past, she didn’t do it, but her reasoning was different this time. She’d reached the point of being desperate enough. And she could hardly care anymore about taking some horrible person’s life. But after all she’d been through, Thisbe realized her ability to kill people was more than a little complicated, especially when she didn’t have a way to escape this place filled with soldiers once she unleashed a spell.

Thisbe stopped herself in the hallway before they could catch her coming after them, and retreated to her crypt. After she cooled off a little, she knew her actions had been for the best. There were many more soldiers stationed out there at the nearest intersection of hallways. Sure, Thisbe might’ve managed to knock off one of them before the others got to her, but she’d spent a lot of time thinking about her magic in her solitude over the past days. She didn’t know if she was capable of firing more than one boom spell at a time—she’d never done it before. If she couldn’t, she didn’t know what the other soldiers would do to her. And what if she could? She still wouldn’t be able to get them all. They’d eventually overpower her. And then where would she be? Dragged back to the castle and thrown into the dark dungeon, chained to a wall and sitting in a puddle of cold water for the rest of her life, like the old woman she’d been with? Or maybe the Revinir had someplace even worse than that here in the catacombs to punish her evildoing slaves. Here among the bones, at least, Thisbe was dry and could move around.

The back of her neck throbbed with heat and pain. She fingered the edges of the burn gingerly as she walked toward the enormous pile of bones but couldn’t stand anything touching near the painful spot. She drank her water, pouring a little bit on her neck, but the liquid wasn’t cold enough to stop the burning sensation and only made it hurt worse. After a long moment of staring nowhere at nothing, Thisbe wearily started climbing up the bone pile to the large one Mangrel had pointed out. When she reached it, she began to work it from side to side, trying to wrench it free from the stack. She put every bit of strength she had into it and ignored her neck pain. Once she loosened the bone and pulled it out, she sent it skidding down the skeletal mountain to the floor. She made her way after it.

Next she picked up her harness and fastened it to the dragon bone, then looped her arms through the other end, careful not to let the straps rub across her neck. She leaned forward and dragged the heavy load to the doorway, and looked left and right to see if anyone else was coming around the corner from the other crypts yet this morning. There wasn’t a soul in sight. She glanced at the faint red arrows among the other symbols on the walls, pointing slightly uphill, and wondered what the people of Grimere were doing above her head in the huge square, or in the mountains beyond. Were they going about their business as usual? Selling produce and strange creatures from aquariums, totally unaware that there were a dozen black-eyed children being kept as slaves underground by the evil Revinir? Or did they actually know what was going on? If so, why didn’t they care? Why didn’t they do something? What power did this woman have over them? Was it just the fact that she’d taken the dragons captive that made her more powerful than the king? It seemed like she and the king must have some sort of relationship—after all, the king was keeping the Revinir’s dragons in the castle. Maybe their combined power was more than the townspeople could fight off.

Thisbe pulled her dragon bone into the hallway and started her uphill trek. From what she could tell, her crypt was near the center of the catacombs, below Dragonsmarche, where the Revinir had snatched her up and brought her underground through a large, moving tube. And as far as Thisbe knew, that was the only way in and out of the warren of tunnels. She’d overheard one soldier call the tube an elevator, and there were always six or eight guards stationed outside it.

None of the other children seemed to even think about escaping. Their eyes were dead, and no wonder. Thisbe could see why they wouldn’t attempt to flee through the elevator, because it would be futile—there were too many guards. Mostly the other children roamed on their own, obediently completing their task as quickly as possible so they could get their meal of the day. Thisbe thought about all these things as she plodded along, trying to keep her mind from going to the dark place where she relived the horror of what had happened in the market. Wondering endlessly if Fifer was alive or dead. Wondering why no one had come back for her.

As she trudged, she pressed her fingers into the corners of her eyes to stop the burning tears that threatened. She’d been abandoned. Did Thatcher and Simber think she was dead? Would they ever come back to search for her? And if they did, how would they possibly find her in this maze?
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