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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    You know that feeling you get when you’ve just woken up and you know you just had the most incredible dream, but you can’t remember it? You can still feel that slight swooping sensation in your stomach—maybe you were flying in the dream or falling in love. Perhaps you can still taste that cream pie on your tongue, but when you wake up, it’s gone. 
 
    It’s all gone. 
 
    It’s one of the saddest feelings in the world, if you ask me, and in Fiction, it had become the norm for hundreds of characters. They’d lost their loved ones: Aladdin, Cinderella, and several others, including my Jenny, all gone, like a dream that people just couldn’t quite grasp.  
 
    To say it was frustrating was an understatement. I mean, there I was, remembering all the characters and exactly what happened to them. How ? had erased them from existence like it was nothing, and then how I’d ultimately destroyed him… but was unable to bring anyone else back. I remembered it all, because it’s my story. It’s like being the presence behind both the dream and the dreamer—whatever that is. Do you guys have a word for that out in the Real World, or is it as confusing for you as it is here in Fiction? 
 
    Anyway, everyone believes me. Now. It was a rough couple of months, though, after our closing ceremony and, you know, the end of that last book. The longer the characters had been gone, the less their loved ones seemed able to remember them. Like they never were. Dreams, lost to waking. The Lost Boys all but forgot about Peter Pan, their once leader; Geppetto needed constant reminders of what Pinocchio looked like (a real boy, for the record), and Gorndalf’s family didn’t know who the hell I was talking about. And to be honest, no, I didn’t really know who Gorndalf was, either, but the important thing is, he was—before he was erased. 
 
    And since this all happened in my story, it seemed I was the only one left to remember them clearly. To remember the horrible feeling of not being able to do anything at all about them vanishing; about bringing them back. To remember the worst day in my life, when I found out my girlfriend, Jenny, was one of the Erased. And then the real worst day, when I found out I couldn’t just write her back like I thought I could. I was the only one who could possibly remember these things.  
 
    Lucky me. 
 
    I know this is generally the point in the story where you’re looking for some comic relief—after all, this is a humor/fantasy, or so I’ve been told, but to be honest, Fiction has been a pretty dark place since last winter at the Closing Ceremony. Literally—many of the streets within the genres have grown gloomy, the skies a bit darker and overcast; which is only usual for Thriller and Horror, this late in the summer. 
 
    Oh, alright. Fine. 
 
    COMIC RELIEF!  
 
    So anyway, I’ve been going around, telling everyone what happened. Reminding them of their loved ones. And yes, at first people thought I was crazy, but then they’d go home, maybe find something that belonged to the character who went missing. They’d get a flash of memory they couldn’t quite place. And slowly, slowly, people started to remember. Before ? came along and erased them, Aladdin, Daphne the Wizard, Pinocchio, Bill the Banana Tree, Peter Pan, Gorndalf, the three nameless fairies, and Jenny were real characters. As real as I am, anyway.  
 
    So that’s what I’ve been up to while waiting around to be written again. It’s been a blur to me, too, to be honest, because when you’re not being written everything is a little less clear. The colors, the description just sort of… 
 
    I just rather aimlessly reminded everyone every chance I got that their loved ones were real, that they mattered, in a haze. But then one day, in late August, it happened. I walked into the kitchen for breakfast—and there it was. 
 
    The kitchen. 
 
    Not in the dull, hazy, nondescript kitchen-way it was when I wasn’t being written; no, it was shiny again; it was being written, and so was I. The black and white checkered tile gleamed up at me, almost hurting my eyes with its solidity. The seafoam green refrigerator, the light yellow, diaphanous curtains blew inward with a gust of wind. It looked like a kitchen straight of out the 50s, and for a while, I just sat at the round table, soaking it all in. Oh, and catching you guys up too.  
 
    “Peter?” I whipped around and there was Randy, my best friend and roommate. He was wearing red flannel pajamas, worn, pink bunny slippers, and atop his long nose, his familiar thin-rimmed glasses, magnifying his kind, wrinkled eyes. The gray around his temples was now peppered throughout his neatly-parted hair; I guess I just hadn’t noticed it when I wasn’t being written the past several months. But one thing was clear—he was being written too.  
 
    “Oh, good then. It looks like you’re being written too, Peter. You’re looking shiny. Are you about done with the exposition?” He pulled a pocket watch out of his pocket and looked at it for a beat. Because, c’mon, this is Fiction. “We have got a lot of work to do today.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m almost done. Just one more thing.” 
 
    I turned back toward the refrigerator in deep contemplation, so I could tell you this: Randy, of course, knew all about the characters who went missing. Not just because he had many of their backstories safe and sound in his office, but because Jenny was almost as much a part of his story as she was mine. After all, we’d all lived together for the better part of the last book; he wouldn’t forget her even if she’d vanished ten years ago. (Because I wouldn’t stop talking about her.) See, Jenny and I had met our first year at Fiction Academy, Fiction’s finest university for characters, ex-characters, and characters-to-be. It was love at first sight— 
 
    “Hah!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Love at first sight—Peter, if you’ll recall, you told me that Jenny hated you when you two first met. No offense, she grew to love you, but before she vanished you were the one who came along and made her author decide to stop writing her series. Too many wizard books going on at the same time. Listen, Peter, I’m going to make breakfast and then we’ve got to get going. How many eggs do you want?” 
 
    Randy padded into the kitchen and as he walked by, I could smell soap and a dash of aftershave. Oh, how I’d missed being written.  
 
    “Two. Hey, Randy,” I added as he bustled about, pulling out bowls, silverware, napkins, butter, eggs, bread, at one point, a large magnifying glass and his wand (“Oh, I hate not being written—I leave all sorts of things just lying around!”)—“Are you sure we should get started with all this stuff today? I mean, we’ve only just started being written again; I don’t want to do anything stupid.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, turning toward me with two heaping plates of eggs, toast, and bacon, clearly made with the help of magic. He then walked to the pantry, stooped down and put my plate on the bottom shelf, and closed the door. Because eggs go in the pantry—don’t ask why. 
 
    I got up and got my breakfast and returned to the table. I could hear Randy’s fork tap the plate, then the sound of chewing, swallowing, a slight whizzing noise from his nose and a light pop of his jaw (some things about being written are just gross)—but I couldn’t see him, as he was hidden behind The Fiction Free for All.   
 
    I reached across the table and grabbed the paper from him.  
 
    “What I mean is, don’t you think we should, you know, let our, you know, get warmed up a bit first, before taking any sort of big plot actions…? Don’t get me wrong—I want to bring Jenny back more than anyone, and the other characters, too, but… Well, we haven’t been written in months; I mean, I’m still all tingly feeling, and you want to just, what, send me off on the most dangerous and possibly lethal recon mission ever written for a character of Fiction, right off the bat?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly, Peter! Of course not. We can do that tomorrow. I figure that will give us plenty of time to let our, you know, warm up a bit. Work out the kinks of not writing for so long.” 
 
    “So far, I haven’t really seen any yet, have you?” 
 
    “Nope, not me.” 
 
    “So far, I haven’t really seen any yet, have you?” 
 
    “Nope, not me.” 
 
    … 
 
     “Peter, I wouldn’t be too worried about it. We’ll just start with a test run tomorrow and see how it goes. We’ll have plenty of backup and support, and Terrill and Ivor will be with you the entire time.” 
 
    I snorted into my glass of chocolate milk. Yes, I’m twenty years old and drink chocolate milk, with a swirly straw, what of it?  
 
    “Terrill and Ivor don’t exactly make me feel more confident about the plan,” I grumbled, getting up to clear off my plate. I may have learned in the last story that yes, I was one of the most powerful wizards around town—but still, when it came to clearing plates and simple household spells, someone was bound to get hurt. And at least when we weren’t being written, that someone was bound to be Randy. Though, of course, I hadn’t tried again since being written… 
 
    “Ouch! Dammit, Peter!” 
 
    I quickly crossed the table to help Randy clean the eggs from his hair and pick the pieces of plate up off the floor.  
 
    “Sorry, Randy.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Peter. I know you’re nervous, but tomorrow will be fine. Terrill and Ivor may be crooks but they’re good at what they do, and they know their way around the Other Side better than anyone else I know of.” He caught me by the arm, “I wouldn’t put you in any situation I thought might be dangerous.”  
 
    “Yeah, but what about that one time—” 
 
    “Okay, I wouldn’t put you into in situation that I thought might kill you—” 
 
    “Well, you did, though, that other time—” 
 
    “I meant tomorrow. I wouldn’t put you into a situation that might kill you, at least not tomorrow.” 
 
    He patted my hand and stood up, pushing his chair back from the table. With a swoop of his wand, he cleared the remainder of the egg and plate debris from the floor and his shirt, swept his plate, silverware, and cup into the sink, turned the water on, and set them to cleaning themselves. I watched for a moment as the kitchenware jumped happily in and out of the water, the soap bottle dolloping them, bubbles floating up merrily and popping. Randy was excellent at household magic.  
 
    When I turned, I realized Randy was no longer in the room, but I could hear him padding his way toward his bedroom down the hall to get ready. It was only then that I remembered—it’s crazy how foggy not being written can make you—what exactly he was getting ready for. 
 
    It was the first day of school.  
 
      
 
    We arrived on campus in record time that morning—skipping over the journey really speeds things up—only to find that even so, we probably should have left a good twenty minutes earlier. Just after ducking under the campus’s South Entrance (the closest to our apartment in Fantasy), we were just two among a throng of people, creatures, and other sorts of characters, all slowly, slowly, moving toward the university’s center. There were green, smooth-skin southern pixies shoulder-to-shoulder with translucently pale fairies; just beyond them, a group of ogres, all bulbous in strange places, grayish, and looking confused and grumpy at the crowd surrounding them. Classic vampires and YA vampires stood side by side, pressed together, shooting disdainful looks at one another; and there was Ed, Jenny’s ex-boyfriend. They’d dated briefly the year before while Jenny and I were sorting things out (and by sorting things out, I mean Jenny broke up with me because she’d thought we were too young to be in anything so serious and immediately started dating Ed the YA vampire with his stupid, stupid auburn hair and gold eyes and glittery skin and 
 
    “Hey Peter,” Ed shouldered his way through the crowd toward Randy and me.  
 
    “Oh, hey—Ed, is it?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Listen, I know it’s just the first day of school and all, and by the looks of it, you’ve only just started being written again, too.” 
 
    “‘Too’?” I looked at him and realized then that no, he wasn’t just sparkly because the idiot was standing in the sun with his shirt unbuttoned to his navel; he was shiny—he’d just started being written again too. “Oh! When did you start being written again, then?” 
 
    “Uh, literally just now. When you saw me in the crowd and made that whole fuss about how Jenny and I had dated and you two had just broken up, and my, stupid, stupid hair.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Oh, you heard that did, you?” 
 
    “Inner monologue,” Randy chimed in from behind me. “I don’t think we’ve ever officially met, Ed.” He reached his arm around my shoulder and shook Ed’s hand, as the crowd jostled us a few steps forward. “I’m Randy Potts.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sir. I’ve heard only good things about you.”  
 
    Stupid, smug, suck up, bast— 
 
    “SO, you’re in your last year at school, too, aren’t you, Ed? Peter and I are, too. As I’m sure you know. Right, so this crowd, huh? I’ve never seen campus so teeming with new characters! There must be hundreds of new characters since even last semester!” 
 
    “Self-publishing,” I said, just remembering. In the hazy days of not being written, I’d stumbled across an article about it; there had been a huge increase in self-published novels Out There over the past several months. Which would explain some of the characters ahead of us… 
 
    “Is that fellow in his underpants wearing a bear mask?” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “Peter, I don’t mean to be pushy here or anything, but are you still going ahead with your plan to rescue Jenny?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think tomorrow we’ll—” 
 
    “Because if you need anything, anything at all. I will help you, Peter. Because I loved her,” he gazed out at the crowd stoically as Fantasy’s friendly jogging centaur herd passed him by. The crowd was finally starting to move. We trekked up the hill.  
 
    “You didn’t even remember her until I reminded you and everyone else that she was a character. And thanks for the offer Ed, but I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “Ho ho! Peter, let’s not be too hasty!” Randy clapped me jovially on the shoulder, as the three of us neared the school’s stone courtyard area. The benches and picnic tables were dotted with students of various shapes, sizes, colors, and shininess—some of them were clearly ex-characters, dull and non-descript; some of them were being written and were much more detailed. Like, Bob, for example, the potted ficus tree. He had a round, clay-colored pot; brilliant, green foliage; and a long, entwined trunk—and was was pivoting across the courtyard toward us. Randy waved an arm in greeting, and then turned back to me, conspiratorially.  
 
    “Peter, we don’t know whose help we might need with this mission. Just because you think Ed is a pompous, arrogant, prat with, ridiculously sparkly skin—” 
 
    “I can hear you.” 
 
    “—doesn’t mean he might not be helpful. We might need everyone’s help.” He gestured toward the courtyard at large, and nearly smacked Bob in what I think would have been his face as he approached; though of course, as a ficus tree, it’s hard to tell.  
 
    “Hullo, Randy. Peter.” Bob made a slight bow forward with his trunk, leaves rustling. He spoke in a slightly British and very polished accent, though from no visible mouth. “What do you need everyone’s help with?” 
 
    “We might need help with a certain Top Secret Plan.” 
 
    “Oh.” Bob paused for a moment. “Do you mean the one to bring back Jenny and the other disappeared characters by going out into the—?” 
 
    “BRIAR PATCH!” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    Randy looked around uncomfortably, and then lowered his voice so that only Bob and I could hear. “Sorry, Bob, but this is a Top Secret mission—didn’t you see the capital letters? Which means that while you might know the plan, they don’t know.” Again, Randy looked out at some invisible audience.  
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” Ed grumbled. 
 
    “You’re still here?” I asked. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Randy interjected. “If we don’t get a move on soon, we’ll all be late for our first classes. Ed, we’ll let you know if we need any help. Have a good first day.” 
 
    Recognizing the dismissal, with a final glare in my direction, Ed turned on his heel (which really is only ever done in Fiction. You try it sometime; let me know how that goes.) He stalked off toward the Math Building, a beautiful, miniature castle, surrounded by a tiny mote and a lowered drawbridge.  
 
    “I need to head off to Detective before my Quilting the Classics class, but, Peter, meet me in my office after your classes today.” 
 
    “Okay, see you later,” I grumbled, already dreading my first class. Bob had some decorative sitting to do in the Science Building (which was just behind the Math Building and also looked rather castle-like), so I made my way to the main building on my own. At this point, most of the crowd had disappeared into their classes. Just as I reached the plain, square-shaped, cube of a building, I realized why when the school bell rang. It was already nine o’clock, and I was late for Conflict.  
 
    I ran the rest of the way: down the stairs, down, down, down, into the dungeon of the main building. Here, the walls were dark stone and cave-like. I could hear water-dripping and could see eerie shadows flickering across the hall as the sconces’ blue flames flickered. There were several black iron doors lining the walls. Each was labeled with a type of conflict: Person vs. Person, Person vs. Self, Person vs. Society; then on the other side of the hall, Person vs. Destiny, Person vs. Nature, and Person vs. Supernatural. I stood for a moment catching my breath, and, you know, describing the hallway. Then carefully skirting the trapdoor in the floor, quiet as I could, I let myself into my first class: Person vs. Destiny.  
 
    Now, if you’ve been following along in my story thus far, you’ll know exactly why I was dreading my first class. It seemed that each time I received a conflict assignment for the semester, it nearly killed me. In my Basic Conflict class, the assignment sheet flat out said “Assassination.” That’s it. It was a rough semester, and needless to say, I took a break from conflict in the spring. The next year, though, I wound up with two conflicts: a person vs. self and a person vs. person, both of which had the potential to kill me, and nearly did. Last spring, I got lucky. I took a Person vs. Supernatural and merely had to get one of the Ghosts from Christmas Past to stop haunting the school fountain. Probably because I wasn’t being written, and not a lot happens then. 
 
    But this semester I was being written, and I already knew I had a mission. The very next day in fact, I would be— 
 
    “It’s a Top Secret Mission!” Randy shouted as he poked his head into the classroom. With a quick glance around, he drew back and slammed the door. 
 
    “Uh, hi,” I said awkwardly to the class. There were three cute elf girls in the front row, long blond hair and slanted green eyes; behind them sat a middle-aged and rather scruffy hobbit who I’d seen a few times over the years; there was an ill-described girl with ears; a creature that seemed to have the torso of a man and the body of a corgi, and a smattering of other students—all of who’s eyes were on me.  
 
    Except for the professor’s, I realized as I took the seat closest to the door, because where the professors eyes should have been were two gnashed, drooping slits trailed with dried blood. 
 
    “MOTHER OF G—” 
 
    “Hello, Peter,” the man said pleasantly in a strange accent. He was standing calmly at the front of the classroom, his arm resting casually on the podium to his left. He wore a simple, Greek chiton—white linen, flowing elegantly down from his shoulders to his knees, and sandals that tied around his ankles and up his calves. “O Gods, and I’d much hoped to leave mothers out of this.” 
 
    He turned blindly toward the chalk board mounted crookedly on the rough stone wall behind him. The room was dimly lit—the only light came from the sconces lining the walls—but I could just make out his name on the board, scrawled in large, clumsy letters, like a child or blind man had written them. I was willing to bet the latter. 
 
    P    ROFE  SSOR     O.       R E 
 
    X 
 
     
 
    “Professor Orex?” 
 
    “That’s Rex, ye Peter. Oedipus Rex. If ever was there a man to teach ye scholars o’er the conflicts with fate, ‘tis me. Now, doest thou seest this parchment?” The professor fumbled around for a moment until he picked up a long, rolled up, white piece of paper. Unseeingly, he made his way toward my desk, his arms stretched out in front. And poked me in the eye with it.  
 
    “Pray forgive me, Peter. I cannot seeth quite as well as once I didst.” 
 
    “What happened to your…?” 
 
    “A story for another day, young Peter! The list, we must first, young squires. Thou shalt passeth the parchment which holdeth a word or phrase, foretelling your semester’s conflict. Should not thy conflict resolve before the Solstice of Winter, to thine own peril, be damned!” 
 
    Tentatively, the elf girl next to me raised her hand. After a few moments of awkward silence, she blurted out, “Sir, does that mean if we don’t resolve our conflict assignments by the end of the semester, we’ll… die?” 
 
    Professor Rex swiveled toward her voice, overshot, and ended up addressing the podium at the front of the classroom.  
 
    “Nay, girl. You’ll merely fail, but… at your own (academic) peril! 
 
    “Now, the list. If it please you, Peter, your name do find and thine conflict. Remember it well, as enchanted is the parchment, and so irreplaceable! Also, out is the ink in the copy machine, so you know… tear it not.” 
 
    Carefully, with trembling fingers, I unrolled the thick parchment. From my past experiences with lists like this one, I was expecting something pretty terrible: murder, death, locked in a small room and forced to listen to real world pop music for the rest of my life… 
 
    But as I found my name scrawled on the list, I was relieved—and somewhat confused.  
 
    “Sir, mine just says, ‘Destiny.’” 
 
    The professor cocked his head in confusion and turned to face my voice, but ended up addressing the elf girl next to me. “Destiny is thine destiny, Peter? There lacks a sense in that.” He paused, pursed his lips, and then said, “Once a man named Honor, I knew.”  
 
    “Uh, that’s great, but…” 
 
    “Ho! The scroll, pass it along, Peter! Time is not a friend to dawdlers, they say.” 
 
    Feeling utterly bewildered, I passed the scroll behind me to a woman who looked to be in her mid-twenties, had short blonde hair, eyes as gray as the sea, skin like porcelain, and had the disarming ability to make me think in clichés.  
 
    “Oh, hi, Kiki. You cut your hair.” 
 
    “Oh Peter,” she murmured, looking up at me from under her eyelashes—which meant that she had to tilt her head down at a very strange angle. “I hope your conflict this year is better than yours last fall,” she managed to murmur and mutter at the same time, as only a character from Romance can do.  
 
    “Oh, a conflict to do with an adventure!” she whisper/gasp/breathed, before straightening up and passing the list to the large ogre behind her. The list made its way around the room and the class read their conflicts out loud—there were many students up against prophecies, a few against gods, some had to overcome family legacies; but no one else’s destiny was… destiny itself. 
 
    For the remainder of the class, we went over the syllabus, which consisted of only a few items: “Read Sophocles’ Three Theban Plays,” “Resolve Conflict,” and “Beware of the Sphinx.” By the time the bell rang, I was anxious to talk to someone about my conflict. Of course, my first thought was of Jenny, but I quickly remembered that she wasn’t there. 
 
    Just not right now. I’ll get her back.  
 
    I realized I’d thought almost the exact same thing the year before when she and I had stopped dating briefly; only the circumstances were a bit different. I trudged up the spiral staircase with the throng of other students from conflict classes. I recognized Phil, Willy, and Nilly, triplets with dark brown hair and freckles, but just waved and kept walking. They certainly weren’t the people I wanted to talk to about the conflict.  
 
    “Excuse me,” someone growled just as I turned the corner. I’d just exited the staircase and ran directly into something solid. It turned out, the solid thing was my professor for the next class. Professor Uk was the humongous and horrifying, ex-captain of the Uruk-hai band of Orcs back in his literary life, and not having been written in a while certainly didn’t make him any less menacing. Or solid. I rubbed my forehead. 
 
    “Sorry about that, I was just…” 
 
    “Lost in thought? I know, Peter. Your worry is evident.” 
 
    “I bet it is. I just got this—” 
 
    “No, really,” he growled. He pushed me aside roughly and began batting away at the little words that had trailed up the stairs behind me like gnats.  
 
    Worry worry       worry    worry    worry worry   worry  
 
    Worry   worry     worry                 worry 
 
      
 
    It’s hard to keep your cards close to your chest in Fiction. 
 
    “Oh, dammit,” a spotty teen that looked an awful lot like most other spotty teens, stumbled past, dropping a handful of trading cards on the floor. “Who used an idiom?” 
 
    It’s also hard to say anything figurative here. 
 
    “You have my class next, right?” he growled again. “Walk with me.”  
 
    Now I’d known Professor Uk since my first year and learned that he’s actually a pretty nice guy, but you don’t argue with an Orc, no matter his temperament. So despite my very strong desire to skip his class and run straight to Randy’s office in Detective to talk about my conflict and our increasingly foreboding-seeming plan, I just nodded and followed along in his wake.  
 
    As we walked through the main building and through the courtyard toward the Sciences castle, students parted before Professor Uk. Again, I was struck by just how many of them there were. Nymphs, Fairies, Ogres, Djin: the usual Fantastical Creatures; Cyborgs, aliens, A.I., and others from Sci Fi and Nonfiction (I’ll leave it up to you to decide which.) And of course, people. Fiction is filled with humans—there are YA teens, YA vamps, rom com divas, classic romance couples milling about, knocking people over with their incessant hand-holding; wizards, cops, bankers, lawyers, detectives, wizard detectives (like Randy), and, you know, literally everything else you’ve ever read in Fiction.  
 
    “It’s the Internet,” Professor Uk grumbled, coming to an abrupt stop in front of me. I narrowly missed running into him again.  
 
    “Uh, what?” 
 
    “The Internet. Makes it easier for authors Out There to publish. Once they publish something—they pop up here. That’s why all of… this.” He gestured with a dark-skinned and grotesquely muscular arm. “I tell you, I would not want to go Out There; not for all the gold in Middle Earth. Who comes up with this stuff?” 
 
    Just then, a fat middle-aged man wearing a bear costume and carrying a black leather whip walked by eating an apple.  
 
    “So what is wrong with you, Peter?” Professor Uk turned to me suddenly. “What is the trouble?” 
 
    “Oh, I, uh. I just got a weird conflict in my first class, is all.” My Creatures Teacher was certainly not the person I’d planned on opening up to.  
 
    “Does it have anything to do with your plan with Randy?” 
 
    “I—uh, what? I thought that was supposed to be a Top Secret plan.” 
 
    “He’s been talking about it for months; they just don’t know yet.” He looked up and over the students milling about the courtyard, toward the two green, glowing moons over Sci Fi.  
 
    “The aliens…?” 
 
    “No, Peter. Look, tell me or not. I just thought you might want someone to talk to. We are getting immediately into our lesson today in class and you’ll need to be paying complete attention.” 
 
    I looked at the clock on the side of the main building, and wondered briefly if it was new or if it had just never been described before. Either way, we had about ten minutes until the start of class.  
 
    “Okay, I just came from my Person vs. Destiny class and we got our Conflict assignments for the semester today. And my assignment just said ‘Destiny.’” 
 
    Uk pursed his lips, concentrating.  
 
    “And now that we’re being written again and things are less hazy, I’m going through with the plan to bring the disappeared characters back. And it’s… dangerous. And I’m just worried that my whole destiny might just be, well, screwed.” 
 
    “Hm. Person vs. Destiny. Destiny itself… That is foreboding. And very vague.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Maybe it is not a bad thing. Maybe your destiny is to fail, but perhaps you will not, since it is a conflict after all. If you were to accept your destiny without fighting against it, and perhaps even prevailing, there would be no conflict at all. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Not really. But we better get going; it’s almost 11:00.” 
 
    He glanced at the clock, nodded once, and then turned in the direction of the Science Building. For some reason, the Math and Science Buildings were easily the most beautiful on campus. They each looked like small castles complete with towers and turrets, and the Math Building, a mote.  
 
    We skirted the edge of the water. Along the grassy banks and around the back of the mote, was the Science Building. Its arched double doors were thrown open in welcome, and as we walked in, I was somewhat surprised to see that the lobby was… just a lobby. Not a castle-like entrance or adorned with stained glass windows; it was a simple room that looked rather like a waiting room in an office. There was a frizzy-haired receptionist behind a desk talking on the phone, the walls were stark white and dotted with the occasional watercolor print, and the floors were dark wood. And there in the corner next to a line of chairs and a couch, was Bob.  
 
    “Hullo, Peter!” He waved his leaves in greeting.  
 
    “Hey, Bob! I forgot you’d be in here. I’m surprised at how plain it is in here…” 
 
    “Oh, but surely you’ve been in the Science Building before, haven’t you, Peter?” 
 
    “Yeah, but not in description. Anyway, I’ve got to go. Creatures Class,” and with that, I trotted along behind Professor Uk through the emptying hallway (which was far more castle-like than the lobby). Just like in the conflict hall, the walls were made of rough stone, but brown rather than gray. The sconces were close together and glowed with a honey-colored fire, bathing the halls—and halls, and halls, it turned out as we walked in what seemed to be a labyrinth—in warm light.  Finally, we got to a heavy, dark wooden door. Without preamble, Professor Uk threw the door open and stalked inside. I trailed behind him and took the first seat I saw, without bothering to so much as look around, let alone describe the students.  
 
    When I did, though, I noticed that once again, they were all staring at me, probably because I came in with the professor.  I must have looked really cool. 
 
    “What a nerd,” a familiar voice whispered from behind me. I turned in my seat and saw Brett, one of Fiction Academy’s Stereotypical Frat Boys. “Oh, hey Peter. How’s it going?” 
 
    “QUIET,” Professor Uk growled from behind a tall wooden podium at the front of the room. “There is no talking in this class while I am talking—not just because I could pulverize you with one hand,” he held up said hand, “but because this is a dangerous class, and I’ll need all of your attention here. Not talking about some silly high school girl drama.” 
 
    Why was he looking at me when he said this? 
 
    “There is a reason that Creatures of Horror can only be taken by third years at the Academy, and that is simply because, it is dangerous. At this point we trust that you have studied enough Literature to know about these creatures.”               
 
    No one said a thing. Two seats behind me, someone dropped a pin to the ground. It pinged around all literally for a moment, until the girl picked it up with a small apology.  
 
    “I will hand out your syllabi and paperwork at the end of class. There are so many creatures in the Horror Genre, though, that we will go ahead and begin first thing. We will be starting with one of our own students, actually. Will you come up?” 
 
    Professor Uk was looking at someone two seats to my right who earlier I’d just skimmed over. I recognized him immediately, though; I’d seen him around campus. It was Dracula.  
 
    He turned toward us and backed toward the front of the room, his arm crooked before him and his cape draped over it, hiding the lower half of his face. What we could see, though, was pale, nearly translucent skin, a sharp widow peak, dark hair, arched, dangerous looking eyebrows, and dark eyes.  
 
    “My name ith Dracula!” he said, flinging his cape away dramatically. “I vant to thuck your blood!” 
 
    He was having a bit of trouble talking around his fangs, which forcibly reminded me of the night the year before when Jenny disappeared. It was at a party at my house to celebrate my safe return home from the hospital. Jenny and I had just made up and officially gotten back together; we had been sitting on the couch, and the next thing I knew… she’d vanished.  
 
    Dr. Jekyll happened to be there at the time and as Mr. Hyde, confessed that he had actually been the one to retrieve Jenny’s backstory for ?. He’d confirmed my worst fear—that she hadn’t merely changed her mind about getting back together and fled or just plain jumped out the window; she’d been Erased.  
 
    All that to say, Mr. Hyde also had a hard time talking around his too-large fangs. It was distracting; and each time Dracula spoke, I was brought right back to that night.  
 
    Which was unfortunate as the rest of the lesson, Dracula told us all about his life. He told us where he was from (Transylvania), what he was into (killing people, drinking blood, ruling their souls, knitting, I think, I was kind of in and out), what his parents were like (probably at work too much and divorced; I don’t know, I was really struggling to keep my mind in class), all in the hopes of further understanding the horrifying creature before us.  
 
    By the time Professor Uk was guiding Dracula in a mock conversation with his father, in which Uk played old Vlad, I had pretty much checked out. All I could think about was Jenny and how the very next day, I would be doing a trial run of that Top Secret, unmentionable thing I’d be doing to get her back. Oh forget it; this is too complicated. I’d be— 
 
    “DING!” Randy fell through the door to the classroom, red faced and sweating as though he’d run all the way from the Detective Building. When he got to his feet again, the actual school bell rang and the rest of the class gathered their things and left.  
 
    “Top Secret Mission, Peter,” Randy breathed, his hand massaging a stitch in his side. “Man, I miss Dach-shund. Never fully appreciated how fast she’d have to travel from one end of Fiction to the other just to remove expletives.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    Unfortunately, the little dog had vanished from Fiction the moment Jenny did. How they were tied together, I never knew, but clearly she was needed.  
 
    “Are you all done for today?” Randy asked as I grabbed my backpack and waved goodbye to Professor Uk over my shoulder. We made our way out into the bustling hallway and toward the weirdly sterile lobby. Twenty minutes later, we got there.  
 
    “Yeah, I just have Advanced Spellwork and Independent Study Tuesdays and Thursdays with Mattie. Today is Monday.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but… you know.” I tried to gesture out toward that audience Randy was always going on to, but ended up just smacking someone walking by.  
 
    “Anyway,” I continued as we walked out of the building and into the brightness outside, “I wanted to talk to you about tomorrow, so I’m glad you showed up. I got my conflict today in Person vs. Destiny.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “It was Destiny.” 
 
    Randy stopped walking and turned toward me. Behind him I could see a group of Ed’s YA Vamp friends sparkling in a patch of sun. So stupid. 
 
    “Just… destiny in general?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. That’s all it said, anyway.” 
 
    Randy pulled a magnifying glass out of his coat pocket, which he wore despite the warm weather, because it made him look more the Detective, and put it over his right glasses lens, magnifying his eye weirdly. A new thing he’d picked up lately when he was thinking.  
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you, Peter.” He blinked and put the thing back in his pocket. “There’s no real way to know what your destiny is unless we skipped ahead a bit. But I don’t think going through with the plan is any more dangerous now than it was before. We always knew it might not work. So maybe your destiny is to fail—and you have to go up against that. Maybe it’s to succeed, and that’s your conflict. I don’t know. I’m just a Detective.” 
 
    “And a Wizard!” Bob said as he swiveled up to join us.  
 
    “I know that,” Randy said again.  
 
    “Yes, but they may not…” Bob gestured outward toward the Fourth Wall. Of the science building. At least I think he did; it’s hard to tell with trees. 
 
    “Either way, we have a lot to do before tomorrow night,” Randy continued. “So I say, let’s grab a quick bite to eat and then head to my office.” 
 
    Bob and I both nodded in agreement (I think), and while Randy and I headed to the school’s café, Bob swiveled his pot over to a patch of sun for lunch.  
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    The next morning, I woke up when it was still dark, sleep fading into a vague feeling of unease, remembering what I’d done the day before when Randy and Bob had stepped out of his office. Don’t worry, we’ll get to it.  
 
    I turned my attention to the calming sounds of the Neighborhood Dragon snoring just outside of my window; smoke was drifting in through the open panes lazily. I looked at the clock on my nightstand. Five o’clock exactly. I’d barely been asleep for four hours, after having stayed up going over and over the plan with Randy, each time my stomach knotting up with guilt. After all of that, I still had to finish my reading for Conflict and my unmentioned homework for Creatures of Horror (“Write three pages on the effects Dracula’s early relationship with his father had on his later violent tendencies.”) After twenty minutes of lying in bed, eyes closed, willing myself to go back to sleep and my conscience to stop screaming at me, I dragged myself from under the covers, got up, and closed the window.  
 
    It was chilly outside so I pulled on a sweater, but still stood there shivering—until I remembered, Oh wait, I’m a freaking wizard, and I pulled out my wand to make myself a small ball of fire. It floated, contained like a little, but brilliantly glowing orb about the size of a baseball, above my outstretched left palm. The effect was immediate; warmth spread from the tips of my fingers down through my toes.  
 
    Just a year ago, a simple spell like this one would have exhausted me, but ever since discovering that what truly fueled spells was strong emotion (the one happy side effect of Jenny briefly breaking up with me the year before), I no longer felt drained by small magic. Perhaps it was just because since Jenny disappeared, my emotions had been running high pretty much all the time, so syphoning some of them off into spells actually calmed me a bit. 
 
    With another flick of my wrist, I vanished the small ball of light, pitching the room into darkness. I clapped my wand lightly against the palm of my hand, and—poof!—the overhead light flicked on. Because it’s a Clapper.  
 
    I halfheartedly tidied my room, realizing, with another pang of guilt, that I might not be back in it for a while, and thinking it might be nice to come back to something that looked less like a tornado had blown through it when I did. My room is pretty simple; you know, twenty-year-old guy stuff. I have a queen-sized bed which is generally buried somewhere underneath a pile of loose sheets and a blue comforter; maybe a shirt or two. Beside my bed is a wooden nightstand, with a lamp on top, the lightbulb to which had needed replacing, oh, for about two years. On my desk, across from my bed, were a slew of papers: notes from the night before, a folded-up map, a thick manila folder, the homework for Professor Uk’s class, and some empty packs of cigarettes (not because I smoke, but because I’d been using the tobacco in an attempt to make a potion a few weeks before. I am bad at potions to begin with, but try making a Level Two Draught of Presence when you’re not being written). Next to my desk was a small, blackened hole in the wooden floor as a result of said attempt at potion, and next to that, was a giant pile of my laundry. Most of which was dirty.  
 
    I was just smell-testing a pair of pants when I heard Randy moving around in the kitchen. I hastily tucked the pants into my backpack, along with a few pairs of socks, a couple of shirts, extra underwear, as well as my homework, the map, and manila folder, and I went out to meet him, making sure they were all packed away discreetly.  
 
    “Good morning, Peter. Toast is in the toaster and—” 
 
    “Eggs are in the pantry,” I finished automatically. I plopped my backpack into an empty chair at the table and went to the pantry. Randy, as usual, was buried behind the Fiction Free for All. We sat in silence for a while—me, too exhausted and simultaneously nervous to make conversation, much less eat; him, probably reading the comics.  
 
    “Heh heh,” he chuckled, the paper jostling lightly in his grasp. “That Marmaduke.” He put the paper down and reached out to take a sip of his steaming coffee, took one look at me, and put the mug back on the table with a solid little thunk.  
 
    “You look ill, Peter. Are you okay?” 
 
    I was pushing the eggs around on my plate listlessly with my finger. I had forgotten to get a fork. UGH. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, I don’t know. No. Yes. I’m just a little nervous about today is all. Or, tonight rather. I just… There’s so much on the line. I mean, apparently my whole destiny, and I don’t know if—” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” he reached across the table and grabbed my hand to stop me poking my eggs. “Peter, tonight is just a test-run to see if it will even work. I don’t expect you to go off and bring the missing characters back tonight. You’ll just nip over, check things out, see how that goes, and then come right back. Probably in time to watch Magnum, P.I.” 
 
    Randy had gotten a television for the first time the year before when his children, Molly and Brent had come to visit. Now he watched it for “educational purposes.” 
 
    I looked fixedly at my eggs. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I won’t be out there for long.” I couldn’t look at him. 
 
    “You’re right, I’m right. No reason to be so nervous, Peter. You’ll come right back almost as soon as you get there. It will be a long time before you’re ready to bring them all back.” He gave my egg covered hand a paternal squeeze before sitting back in his chair and picking up the paper again. I watched as the first rays of sun filled the sky outside the bay window, the two green-glowing moons of Sci Fi fading a little as it grew brighter, and hating having to lie to Randy.  
 
      
 
    My first class of the morning wasn’t until ten o’clock, but Randy had to get to campus early. While he was technically still a student at Fiction Academy, unlike me, he’d been placed in the Detective Genre our first year, and at this point was almost strictly working as a Detective, rather than taking any Detective Classes. However, he was taking a quilting and gardening course for fun—and gardening met early in the mornings on Tuesdays. 
 
    “I’ll meet you at four o’clock,” he’d said, giving my shoulder a little squeeze before walking out the apartment door. So I spent the first few hours of my day lying on the couch, just sort of looking around the living room, trying not to throw up. You know, like you do.  
 
    It was mostly the same as ever: the scuffed wooden floors, a worn leather armchair across from the green couch, some accents that only Randy would have thought to add, like the fluffy throw pillows and oil paintings on the walls. The only things that had really changed since that last story were the pictures dotted around the room. I used to have pictures of my little sister, Beth, peering out from frames here and there. She’d been killed at the end of my first series of books—but last year I’d altered my own backstory in an attempt to bring her back. As you’ll recall*, she was definitely not the sister I remembered, and ever since that Other Version of her, I didn’t pine for her the same way I had. Sure, I still missed the girl that she was; but I no longer needed to see her face around the room, reminding me of what could have been. Once you see what could have been, you stop wanting it so much. 
 
      
 
    *And if you don’t recall, you really should just read the first two books. I mean, come on, who starts a series on the third book? 
 
      
 
    I picked up one of the picture frames where Beth’s fourteen-year-old face used to smile out and instead touched Jenny’s lips. It was the only picture left of her—and I drew it. When she, along with the rest of the Erased characters disappeared, so did all pictures of them in Fiction; and I supposed, probably in the Real World too. I guess I’d soon find out when I 
 
    Something heavy slammed into the window just then and I jerked up, leaving my sentence hanging. It was a tawny owl carrying a large poster that read in a hurried hand, TOP SECRET MISSION. 
 
    And below that, 
 
    DON’T PUT SHOES ON THE COUCH 
 
    I looked down at my feet, heart still hammering, and slid them off the couch and onto the floor. There was certainly no way I’d be able to take a nap after the stupid owl scared me halfway to heart attack, so I got up, grabbed a small bag of toiletries, stuck it in my backpack, and headed out the door. 
 
    It was a beautiful day in Fantasy, and as I walked down the stairs from my second-floor apartment, I couldn’t help but dive into superfluous description. Who knew when I’d see it again?  
 
    The green grass in the field surrounding my apartment was still dappled with dew and here and there fairies flew by to drink from it, or collect it in thimbles. I could see the centaurs down at the end of my street, turning onto some other murky and ill-described street, on their morning jog, just narrowly avoiding colliding with the Damsel in Distress. Who, let’s face it, was just always in the way.  
 
    The bushes that lined the rainbow river rock street waved merrily at me on my way, their green, blue, purple, red, and gold leaves shining brightly in the quickly warming sun. It was early September and in Fantasy this meant… well, not a lot. I’d woken up freezing just hours before, and already was wishing I hadn’t worn a (red) sweatshirt. I’d have taken it off, but it’s usually a few degrees cooler in the other genres, and I had to pass through a couple of them to get to school. And no, it isn’t like I’d be walking through the entirety of the genres—that would be insane. They’re huge. Some argue, infinite. I don’t know about that; but I at least know that they’re always growing. But at the university, they all converge and are narrowed down to just a few neighborhood streets. Lucky for me, I live right by the school’s south entrance, so I get a pretty good taste of each of the genres.  
 
    I was just heading toward the lone street of Romance that connects Fantasy and Sci Fi (a shortcut to school), when I smelled one of my favorite smells in all of Fiction: a freshly baking apple pie from Pip and Pop’s. I glanced down at the watch I wore for moments just like this, and decided to run in and grab a few mini-pies to go. When I was done, I waved goodbye to the little gingerbread man, Pip, tucked the wrapped-up little pies into my ever-expanding backpack, and made my way through the seedy little alleyway that would lead me to Romance.  
 
    General rule: when you walk down this alleyway, look straight ahead and don’t ask the characters on the corners for directions. (Because they will talk your ear off! Go north two blocks, no wait south, then take a left near that road to Sci Fi, then go by the Droid Repair Shop, etc., etc. Oh, and they’ll also probably try to get you to pay for sex. Because they’re prostitutes.) 
 
    After what was only about thirty seconds, but felt like much longer, I popped out of the dark alleyway and into the hazy, pinkish light of one of my favorite streets in the area. It was an odd little street of Romance: odd because it was sandwiched between Sci-Fi and Fantasy, completely separate from the rest of its genre. Here, the air always smelled sweet, pinkish purple puffs of cloud hung low to the ground, couples laughed, held hands, or snuck off into dark corners to make out (or into the alley to… ask for directions.) There were restaurants and shops of all shades of purple, pink, red, and white lining the cobblestoned road; cherubs floated by lazily on small poofs of cloud—which you had to watch out for, really, because they could shoot you with an arrow, and then you’d find yourself in love with some stranger and your day was just done. It was like walking through a giant valentine.  
 
    I took a left down a side street, narrowly missing a tall, spindly woman with long dark hair and doe-like brown eyes, and moved toward Sci Fi. The South Entrance to campus is at this weird spot where Sci-Fi mysteriously disappears into Mystery, near an old candlestick store. It’s the closest one to my house, which kind of sucks, because honestly, I don’t much like Sci Fi.  
 
    And just to punctuate that point, just then a large, metal, orange and white soccer ball of a droid rolled over the top of my foot, without so much as a beep in apology. Ugh. I hated this neighborhood. 
 
    I made my way quickly down the smooth, metallic-looking street that cut its way angularly through the valley the shining, black skyscrapers on either side created. They were like mirrors, these buildings, and as I hurried past, I caught glimpses of the various residents and commuters of the genre making their way to work. Aliens with large, insect-like eyes and octopus-shaped heads in business-suits, antiquated robots rolling along on dinky belts, and even a few YA Vamps, sparkling ridiculously as they stepped into patches of sun between buildings, because, they’re just everywhere. I looked somewhat out of place in jeans, my favorite old, red t-shirt (“Having a Great Vocabulary Didn’t Save the Thesaurus!”), sneakers, and sweatshirt tucked under one arm. I turned down a side street, literally crawling with insect-like creatures the size of dogs, and felt the temperature grow a little steamier; the air a little less electric. Below my feet, the ground faded from smooth metallic asphalt into rough, irregular cobblestones. I’d come to the beginnings of Mystery, and also, to the South Entrance of Fiction Academy.  
 
    “Bout time,” I muttered, walking below the archway and up the slight hill toward the center of campus.  
 
    Again, school was crowded with those odd, new, clearly non-traditionally published characters, but I didn’t pay them much attention. The descriptive walk had taken up so much time, I was scrambling just to get to class before the bell, despite having left early.  
 
    “Welcome to Advanced Spellwork,” my professor said as I took my seat.* 
 
    Immediately I recognized him: a tall, somewhat ancient-looking man with long gray hair and beard. He had a crooked nose and gray eyes. In fact, much about him was gray: his doubled traveling cloak, the crumpled wizard’s hat atop his head, and even the long staff he leaned against. It was, of course, Ga— 
 
    “Terribly sorry, Peter, but you can’t mention that here,” he waggled a crooked finger in my direction. “Copyright infringement, you know. 
 
    “You all can call me,” he said, turning toward the blackboard behind him with the agility of a younger man, “Professor G.” He mouthed something under his breath and as he did, the name appeared on the blackboard.  
 
      
 
    *What? You really want to know what all happened between arriving on campus and sitting down in class? Okay, fine. I ran to the Main Building, up two flights of stairs, down the hall, and into the bathroom. I went to the bathroom. I washed my hands. And then I saw that they were out of paper towels, so I did a quick drying spell on my hands, in which I had to alternate my wand between hands to dry the other and—this is ridiculous. This is why we skip things forward in Fiction.  
 
      
 
    “You all are here because you have reached a point in your magic that requires the most skilled honing Fiction Academy can provide. Fortunately, the University believes that this means me, and so I am humbled to teach you all that I can. We must agree, though, that this is a journey to be taken together, for both you and I will be learning along the way, as magic is as evolving as we are. Now, you four,” at this, I finally looked around the room. I was in a regular-sized classroom, filled with about twenty Cherrywood desks and chairs, only three others of which were occupied. In them sat a high school aged blonde witch I’d noticed around campus, simply because she always wore very bright clothes—today she wore lavender robes, small, shriveled carrot-like earrings, and a pointed hat that, every few minutes, would mumble something from a crease in its middle. There was also another guy about my age wearing white linen summer pants, a striped button up shirt, a pack of cigarettes visible in his chest pocket, and a rather bored and dismissive expression on his face. I thought his name was Eliot something. And there, to his left was— 
 
    “Circe.” I’d been enrolled in private lessons with her the year before, albeit in an alternate reality created by accident when I altered my backstory, brought my sister back to life, and made everyone in Fiction fear and hate me. (Seriously, read the book.) She looked up from underneath her long lashes, her violet eyes mocking. She, of course, knew all about that alternative version of things, even if no one else remembered it once I’d corrected the backstory. She was an extremely powerful sorceress, potions maker, psychic, and not to mention stupid beautiful.  
 
    “Ahem. As I was saying,” Gan… Professor G, rather, shot me a look from beneath his bushy eyebrows. “You four will be pairing off today and working on review. I know the summer holidays can make you a little rusty, so I will be helping throughout the lesson should you need it. We won’t have a syllabus or any text books, as this is strictly a practical class. Of course, if you’d like to read my books, I certainly won’t stop you. I believe Professor Uk would have copies, too, if you’d like to borrow them.” 
 
    Professor G then picked up his staff and waved it in a wide arc above his head, narrowly missing a candelabra flickering with golden fire. I found myself hurtling, chair, desk, backpack and all a few inches above the ground and across the room to sit next to Circe. As my desk jostled hers, from the book bag slung across the back of her chair, flew a bright blue bird, followed closely by a fleeing rat and a small green lizard. They made a mad dash for the door, but with a wave of her hand, Circe sent them soaring through space and back into her bag. It wasn’t unlike Circe to tote around her little humans turned animals. Across the room, the other two students’ desks had also been magically pushed together; I could hear the blonde saying something about a Blibbering something or other.  
 
    “Your spell assignments,” Professor G’s voice boomed through the room, “are on the board.” And indeed, suddenly they were. “Begin.” 
 
    With a half-glance in Circe’s direction, I began reading the list of spells under my breath. They weren’t easy ones, and it was good, I thought, he was having us practice.  
 
    “Peter,” she said in her smooth voice like velvet. “Aren’t you even going to look at me? We used to be so close, Peter.” She draped her hand languidly over the one I was using to hold my wand and then squeezed, hard.  
 
    “Ouch!” Sparks shot out of the tip of my wand and briefly, lit the blonde’s long hair on fire. She just smiled and doused her head in a jet of magical water, which vanished and dried as soon as the flames were gone.  
 
    “Oh my, haven’t you ever had a pretty girl touch your wand before, Peter? I’d thought you and that Jenny—” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me about Jenny,” I snapped, shaking her hand off my wrist. “Last year you wanted nothing more than to keep me stuck in some alternate version of my story, away from Jenny forever, as a pig—” 
 
    “Swine.”
“—and now you want to, what, make fun of me, because my girlfriend is gone? I’m sorry, but I don’t really see the joke.” 
 
    “Peter, I know about your mission with Randy,” she said, suddenly serious; urgent. “I know where you’re going tonight. And I happen to know just what your destiny has in store for you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, was that a capital or lower case D?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Well it’s just that if it was a capital D, it sounds like a much bigger deal than if it was just a—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Peter!” she snapped. “One day very soon you’ll need my help, and today,” this next part looked like it physically pained her, “I need yours.” She probably missed my stunned expression, because at this she turned to pull something out from her bag. Again, the blue bird tried to make a break for it, but she shoved him roughly back in the bag. (“Oh Lester.”) When she turned around, she was holding a tiny glass jar between her thumb and forefinger, a nearly-clear-blue smoke was floating calmly in its middle. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked, scooting my chair away. It wasn’t the jar that scared me; it was the idea of taking anything from Circe. 
 
    “It’s a bit of magic.” 
 
    When I neither said anything nor made any move to take the thing, she rolled her eyes and plunked it rather indelicately on my desk. “It’s not harmful, Peter. It wouldn’t do me any good to hurt you—I need you to take this out there with you.” 
 
    “And do what with it?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just bring it out with you, and then bring it back to me.” 
 
    I edged my hand closer to the little thing, magically testing it for any charms or enchantments that might hurt me. There was nothing. Spurred on by a hopeless little chirp from inside her bag, I gingerly picked it up the jar and tucked it into the small outer pocket of my backpack.   
 
    “Now. Let’s get back to work, shall we?”  
 
    Class ended at 12:30, so for the next hour and a half I walked idly around campus, trying not to think about what I’d be doing in just a matter of hours. I watched the other students milling about as I wound my way through the twisting paths and walkways of campus. They were laughing and talking excitedly with each other. It seemed to me they didn’t have a care in the world. A few times I stumbled upon couples: a pixie and a nymph holding hands, two centaurs playing roughly near a pond in west campus; and sitting on a bench in the emptying courtyard, I saw two particular professors from a certain other wizarding series, leaning in for a kiss. (I’m not telling who.) I smiled sadly and turned away toward the forest.  
 
    Behind me, I heard the clock strike two and I was grateful for a distraction in the form of my next lesson. It was an odd one, in that it only met once a week, and odder still, since it was taught by my good friend, Mattie, and took place deep in the forest that ran alongside campus.  
 
    “Hello, Peter,” she said. She was sitting atop a moss-covered log, her red hair pulled back from her face, and her eyes blinking inquisitively, magnified by her thick glasses. “How’s your first day going?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s okay, I guess. I woke up really early this morning and ended up—” 
 
    “Okay, Peter, enough with the chit chat. Let’s talk about this Top Secret Mission you and Randy are planning for tonight.” 
 
    “—running out of paper towels. How did you know about that?” 
 
    “Oh, everyone knows about that, Peter. They probably do, too, you know.” 
 
    I had to agree.  
 
    “When I teach independent study courses like this one, Peter, I generally try to figure out: What is it that the student needs now? Love? Respect? Luck? In your case, I’d say, survival.” 
 
    I plunked myself down on the forest floor across from her; it was leafy but underneath the ground was hard and not exactly comfortable. I regretted my verb choice immediately.  
 
    “Survival? You don’t think that’s a bit extreme?” 
 
    “Well if I was up against destiny itself, I’d be a little concerned. Professor Rex told me over lunch,” she added. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “So. Let’s get started.” And without so much as a muttered spell, Mattie squinted in my direction and the next thing I knew, a nearby rock was whizzing toward my head. Luckily my survival instincts kicked in, and from my pocket, I pulled out—a piece of gum. I don’t have the best survival instincts. A moment later, though, after narrowly dodging the careening rock by leaning back flat to the ground, I pulled out my wand and dissolved the boulder into dust.  
 
    “What the hell was that all about?” I sputtered, through the boulder’s sandy remains.  
 
    “Just trying to get you warmed up, Peter. You don’t have much time.” And again, from the corner of my eye, I saw something dark and furry sailing through the air. It was a badger. 
 
    On and on, Mattie attacked me—first with objects, then with magic directly. She said I had to be ready for anything, as she really didn’t know what to expect and neither did I. Finally, at half past three, sweating and lying on the forest floor, I told Mattie that I had to get going.  
 
    “Well, I think this was a good first lesson, Peter.” 
 
    Aching and bleeding (which, sure, I could have repaired with magic, but it sounds cooler to say ‘aching and bleeding,’ don’t you think?), I got up from the ground and dusted myself off.  
 
    “You know, Mattie. It almost seems like you just wanted to exhaust me so much I wouldn’t want to go tonight.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, but became suddenly very interested in polishing her glasses with the bottom of her buttoned up shirt.  
 
    As I gathered my backpack and sweatshirt and made to leave, she said in a very soft and un-Mattie-like voice, “I just don’t want to see you get hurt. I know you miss this Jenny character that you’ve told everyone about so much, and I know others miss their loved ones who were erased from their backstories, but not in the same way. Their memories of them were fading until you reminded them. If you’d just give it time, I’m sure they’d fade away completely. Maybe your Jenny, too.” 
 
    It was harsh, and maybe I should have been upset, but honestly, I was too tired. “I get where you’re coming from,” I sighed, rubbing my hand over my brow, “but I can’t forget Jenny. And I can’t just pretend that all those other characters just never were, either. They vanished in my story, and I’ll never be able to forget them, or feel okay about not doing everything I can to bring them back. Besides,” I added, attempting a smile, “tonight’s just a trial run. I’m just going through to check it out, and then I’m coming right back with Terrill and Ivor. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    Mattie looked up at me and impatiently wiped away a tear.  
 
    “You, Peter, have never been good at lying.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Thirty minutes later, I arrived in Randy’s office to find him pacing, hands behind his back. When I closed the door behind me, he jerked his head up. “I was beginning to think you’d reconsidered the plan.” 
 
    “Randy, I’m one minute late.” 
 
    He ignored me and rather walked to the other side of his desk, bent down and opened a drawer. It was the same drawer where he kept the backstories, now that ? was no longer a threat. Still, it was protected with a pretty complicated little charm. Luckily, I knew how to break it, and yesterday while Randy and Bob had stepped out of the office to check out the newly renovated lobby (“Oh, but I’d love to do some decorative sitting here!”), I had done just that. I’d replaced the backstories with magically duplicated copies. The real ones, at that moment, were tucked away into a manila folder in the very backpack on my back. I held my breath as he rifled through the drawer.  
 
    “Huh,” he said from below the desk. “Something’s funny about this.” 
 
    My heart was pounding. 
 
    He stood back up, not holding the duplicates of the backstories, but a bulging canvas bag. He pulled out a sandwich, wrapped in cellophane. “Yes, I’m almost sure of it. There’s smooth peanut butter in this sandwich. You know, it’s the second time I’ve gone to buy crunchy and come home with smooth. I don’t know what that’s all about…” 
 
    Slowly, my heart resumed a normal and less lethal pace and my shoulders shrunk away from my ears. I was on edge as it was, but if Randy found out what I was attempting to do, well, he’d try to stop me. And frankly, I didn’t have time for that.  
 
    “Okay, I’ve got snacks for the road and some car games. Terrill and Ivor are already on site, so we’ll meet them there in a few hours. Are you ready?” He stopped ticking things off on his fingers and for the first time, really looked at me. He must have noticed how anxious I was, because he came around the desk and put a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, it’ll be fine. Think of it like an adventure! You’ll just pop over, check it out, and then come back. We have all the time in the world to do the hard part. 
 
    “Do you want to leave your backpack here?” he added, gesturing behind his desk.  
 
    “No!” 
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    “I mean, uh, no. Thanks. I have some homework I might do in the car. Also, what was that all about?” 
 
    “Just something I thought I’d try.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, alright, let’s just get going then. If we’re going to be back in time to see Magnum P.I…” 
 
    Randy was still looking at me like a suspicious emoji, but didn’t say anything. We left the simple, cube-shaped detective building and ducked beneath the blood-spattered police tape that surrounded it and barred it from the parking lot. In the parking lot, there were several undercover cars, some of them occupied with stereotypical cops, doing stereotypical cop things like eating donuts and looking through binoculars toward the campus courtyard area. If they were trying to look inconspicuous, it didn’t help that most of the cars said UNDERCOVER on their doors. 
 
    “We’ll just take this one today,” Randy said, guiding me toward a simple, four-door, silver sedan. A few minutes later, we were buckled in, windows down, and cruising away from campus. We were on the road to— 
 
    Randy cleared his throat ridiculously.  
 
    “Say, Peter. I think it’s time we revealed the big plan, don’t you think?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to do the emoji thing, but if I did, it would have been rolling its eyes. 
 
    “So here we go: off on the road to the Black Market! So we can begin researching how you can get Jenny and the other erased characters back by…”  
 
    “Going to the Real World. I think they probably already got that, Randy.” 
 
    “Well. Now they’ll know.” 
 
    Pause. I’m not sure if you did already get that. But yes, that was the plan: I’d go out into the Real World in an attempt to get Jenny and the other erased characters written back into Fiction. Of course, I had no idea how exactly I’d do this, but I knew that if they came from Out There, they could only be brought back from Out There. And I just knew that the characters’ backstories I’d stolen from Randy’s office would help.   
 
    “Obviously, we won’t be able to do all of that tonight,” Randy chuckled, eyes on the road. “I mean, that could take months. Maybe even years to do. This will just be a good way to go out and see what it’s like Out There before we start really preparing. Right? Peter?” 
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    Hey, look, I did it.  
 
     
 
    When we pulled up to the small marketing village in Nonfiction, which hid the Black Market in its depths, it was dark outside. You could hardly tell, though; the stars were so bright out here. They almost seemed closer. 
 
    “Desert sky,” Randy said, coming around the front of the car to stand next to me. Our heads were craned back, noses upturned to a chilly, light breeze. It seemed utterly still on the sandy road leading toward the market, and just beyond our little patch of silence, the hustle and bustle of people, so many people, could be heard.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I said, trying to memorize it. I wondered if skies in the Real World were dotted with so many stars; or, horrifyingly, if they had stars at all? It struck me then, as we made our way down the road and into the busier streets, that I really didn’t know anything for certain about Out There. I may as well have been strapped to the outside of a rocket, shooting up into that starry night above, not knowing if I’d be able to breathe.  
 
    “You alright?” Randy asked, his hand squeezing my shoulder a little firmer. He was guiding me through a veritable mess of people, and he had to shout over the noise. I just nodded, taking it all in: the vendors lining the streets, booths set up with hanging fabrics and signs of every color. They were selling bags covered in beads, little handmade, wooden toys, shoes made from brilliant gold and orange fabrics, clay pots and bowls, hand-woven leather notebooks. I could smell curry and incense burning, and underneath, something sickly sweet, like rotting fruit. On and on it went; we shouldered through crowds of people—people carrying woven baskets on their heads, laden with bags over their shoulders, babies on their backs. Dark-skinned children darted at knee-height through the crowd, tripping people up, scaring donkeys and mules that were tied up here and there. Donkeys and mules, I noticed, who were not talking. 
 
    “Welcome to Nonfiction,” Randy shouted, steering me toward a road branching off from the main one. There were only a few vendors down this road, who glanced up suspiciously as we walked by. The noise faded totally as we walked further down the road, like we’d plunged our heads in water. It smelled like drying leather.  
 
    “I never knew it would be so… I don’t know. So much, I guess,” I said quietly as we walked on. The only sounds now were those of our footsteps along the crunchy dirt road.  
 
    “Yes, the first time I came here I was a little overwhelmed, too. And you know—most of the animals don’t talk here.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Just imagine, though—this is just a portion of Nonfiction. What I mean is, we’re still in the world of books. Sure, it seems more fantastical to you or me than what we know, Fiction, or even more so, our own neighborhood, Fantasy, but it’s still one removed from Out There. Because someone Out There still had to publish it for it to be on this side. I just can’t even imagine how strange it must be in the Real World.” 
 
    I gulped audibly—and immediately wondered if that was a thing in the Real World.  
 
    “The weirdest part,” I said after a moment, “is that Fantasy is probably what seems fantastical and unreal Out There.” 
 
    Randy just nodded, now paying more attention to the little alleyways we passed. It was getting darker, I noticed; I could hardly see my hand in front of my face (Is that a thing in the Real World?? Oh my God!) Finally, he slowed at the mouth of one alleyway, which looked particularly dark and ominous—especially because there was a street sign that read “Black Market,” below which, one lonely vendor stall was stationed.  
 
    “May I be of help to you?” a woman with an Indian-sounding accent said from the other side of the booth. She leaned forward, poking her head through the display of goods on either side; a cloth was wrapped around her head and face, covering everything but her dark, heavily lashed eyes.  
 
    “Oh, it is you, Randy,” she said, before retreating back into the shadows behind the booth. A moment later, she came around the side and greeted him with a formal handshake. She turned to me and did the same. 
 
    “Peter, this is Amala. Ever since ? recovered so many of Fiction’s backstories last year, Amala has been monitoring the entrance to the Black Market. She makes sure the characters who pass through here have been approved by Detective.” 
 
    “But I thought the Black Market was basically run by criminals, selling illegal things to other criminals…?” 
 
    “It is,” Amala said simply. 
 
    “Well, we need all sorts of petty criminals in Fiction, Peter,” Randy said patiently. “Otherwise, how dull would that be? No, no, we let the Black Market continue its business as usual, selling goods from the Real World; we just monitor it now. Besides, the only entrance to the Real World lies within the Black Market, and there are lots of characters who work in the land in between. We can’t very well close that down. 
 
    “Plus,” Randy added, “Detective gets a cut of all the sales from the Other Side. So everyone wins.” 
 
    “That sounds extremely corrupt,” I said. 
 
    “No, no. We just use it to fund the genre.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but think it still sounded pretty messed up. I was sure nothing like this could ever happen in the Real World.  
 
    “So, grab some goggles, Peter, because it’s even darker down this alleyway.” 
 
    It was only then that I realized Amala was offering me a pair of night vision goggles; Randy was already pulling his over his head.  
 
    I pulled mine on, and suddenly the world was made of glowing greens and blacks, but I could see everything more clearly.  
 
    “Okay, Amala, we’ll be back, probably within a couple of hours. Just doing a quick trial run tonight. Peter, do you want to leave your backpack with Amala?” 
 
    “No!” Why did I keep doing this? “I mean, no. I, uh, have water bottles in there. And I’ve heard that you have to bring your own water. In case you get thirsty. To drink.” 
 
    “A good point, Peter; the water Out There might make you sick. Okay, then. Let’s go.” 
 
    And with that, we stepped into the utter darkness of the Black Market.  
 
      
 
    Where the regular, nonfiction market had been alive with colors, laughter, haggling, and smells, the Black Market was eerily quiet. On either side of the street were the backs of buildings, side by side, shuttering it away from the rest of the bustling market.  In front of them were booths after booths after booths of goods: toilet bowl plungers, acne medication, extraordinarily specific brands of window cleaner. It was all the things never mentioned in books; and I knew, just walking by them, that they were straight from the Real World. They were too real. Have you ever taken a hallucinogen or gotten really high? ME NEITHER*. But that’s what these items looked like: hyper-detailed and just seemed to be crawling with life. (So I’ve heard.) 
 
    *Do not fact check this.  
 
    Rather than calling out prices or inviting us closer as we walked by, many of the vendors stepped further back into the shadows behind their booths, or quickly removed certain items from our view. The few other patrons milling about wore scarves or masks to cover their faces, which made the whole green-light-bathed experience even creepier.  
 
    “Randy,” my whisper cut through the silence. “Are we almost there? This place is creepy.” 
 
    “We’re almost there, Peter.” 
 
    We walked on for a minute or so more—me, trying to keep my eyes straight ahead, Randy, apparently enjoying the whole thing immensely and nodding convivially to passersby, until we reached a dead end. The street ended with the back of a wide brick building, in its middle, a single black door. I only knew this because Randy had told me about it before, because at that moment, there was a giant, three-headed dog with a mane of snakes sitting on his haunches blocking the door from view.  
 
    “Cerberus!” Randy called as we approached. I hung back. “Good to see you again.” 
 
    The three rather boxy dog heads swiveled in our direction. The middle one spoke. “Hey, Rand. It’s been a minute, my man.” 
 
    “It sure has. How is the family?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, they’re keeping busy. Mom retired last month, so she’s always on Dad’s back about setting fire to the furniture on accident. Nearly bit his head off last week. And guess what? Scylla and I are expecting! Just found out last week.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s great! Do you know what it is…?” 
 
    “Well, we don’t know, really, but we’re hoping for just a regular dog. Anyway, Randy, I’m guessing you’re here on official Detective business?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re just popping over and coming right back,” Randy reached his arm out, to gesture toward me and only then realized I was a few paces behind. He gave me A Look, and immediately I walked up to join him.  
 
    “Peter, this is Cerberus. Cerberus, my roommate and dear friend, Peter.” 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot about you, my man,” Cerberus extended a massive paw as one of his other heads jerked forward to give me a good sniff. With both my arms, I took hold of his paw and shook. 
 
    “Good boy,” Randy said, smiling.  
 
    “Thanks, Rand. Did you bring the stuff?” he added, dropping his voice. All three of his heads were staring at Randy attentively, tongues lolling. Behind him, his massive, scaly tale had begun to wag.  
 
    “Of course, Cerberus.” Randy plucked from his inner jacket pocket his wand, waved it in an arc cutting through the air before him, and there appeared, a dog bone the size of our kitchen table.  
 
    All six of the dog’s eyes bulged and he looked from Randy to the bone, mouths drooling.  
 
    “Oh, right—get it!” Randy said, clapping his hands on his knees. With that, Cerberus dived for the bone, revealing the little black door behind him. As we disappeared through the door, the sounds of gnashing teeth, breaking bone, and the occasional, “Hey, watch it, man,” faded away. 
 
    The further we walked into the building, the greener and brighter everything got. I glanced over and Randy and took his lead, taking my night vision goggles off. In here, it was well-lit and utterly ordinary compared to the eerie Black Market just on the other side of the door. We were in what appeared to be a large cafeteria, hosting a book fair.  
 
    “Oh, hello, again, Detective Potts!” a squat, toad-like woman called from a nearby table covered in books. Just like the items outside, these books were hyperreal; from the looks of them, freshly out of the New World. “We haven’t seen you in months. So happy to hear everything was resolved with that ? business, and of course that everything worked out so that we could keep up our little business. Are you back for that Jane Eyre original we discussed?” She adjusted the little bow perched on top of her head with stubby fingers. There was something familiar about her…   
 
    “Not today. We’re just passing through to head straight to the bathrooms. We’ll be back after you’ve shut down. Maybe next time though!” 
 
    With that, Randy put his hand on my shoulder and guided me past the tables stacked with books and signs denoting First Editions, Straight from the Real World—Sci-Fi Books!, Dictionaries Printed in the Mysterious Land of Ohio! The shoppers milling about seemed much more normal to me than the books—unwritten and dull, most of them, but normal. There were aliens, a few centaurs, plenty of people from various eras and places, and at the back of the room, someone who looked suspiciously like my old professor, Bateman, a low budget knock-off comic of Batman. Before I could investigate further, though, Randy was ushering me into the men’s room.  
 
    Inside, I first noticed the four urinals just to our left (because I really had to pee), but then, I noticed the lion. 
 
    “Hello, Randy,” Alan said in a deep and vaguely British accent. He was sitting in front of the last and largest of seven bathroom stalls, toward the furthest wall in the hall-like room. Only after I took him in, did I realize that there were two very ugly and familiar-looking hobbits sitting to his right and left: Terrill and Ivor. Ivor, the fatter of the two and about middle-aged, grunted in greeting; Terrill, with his strawberry blond curly hair, freckles, and paradoxically bearded square jaw, said, “Oy.” They were both wearing earth-colored clothes, thick cloaks, and carrying satchels over their shoulders. 
 
    “Alan, Terrill, Ivor,” Randy said. “Good to see you.” 
 
    “Sup,” I added, and immediately wondered why.  
 
    After a few pleasantries, which I won’t bore you with here, Alan the Lion moved out of the way of the door, revealing a little symbol, not of a wheelchair, but of a wardrobe. Randy, Terrill, Ivor, and myself stepped inside, and rather than a toilet, there was the famous wardrobe to Narnia.  
 
    I know what you’re thinking: What is the wardrobe to Narnia doing in a bathroom in Nonfiction? Think of it this way: Narnia is what bridges the Real World with the land of books. It opens on our side, first, into Nonfiction, where things are a bit closer to the way they are in the Real World, and then the further away you get, the more outlandish—at least, probably according to you. That’s why it had taken us so long to get from our neighborhood in Fantasy to Nonfiction.   
 
    And yes, for the record, those stories were Nonfiction. I’ve heard that C.S. Lewis first came across the old and dusty wardrobe in his grandfather’s house, crawled in, and found the magical land. Years later, as a much older man, the author was known to take in children fleeing from German air-raids in London. The Pevensies were some of those children, and as the story goes, they wound up finding the very same old wardrobe in Lewis’s country home, which inspired him to write his story; a story that seemed so unlikely, people just pegged it as Fiction.  Now, whether or not the author realized that if you kept walking through Narnia, you’d eventually stumble across another wardrobe that would lead you straight into the land of books, no one knows. But either way, we have plenty of C.S. Lewises wondering around on our side now, anyway, what with all the biographies, fan-fiction, and you know, since I mentioned him just now.   
 
    “Oy, you goin’ fru or not, mate?” Ivor asked, shoving me at the knees, nearly causing me to buckle over. Randy caught me by the elbow.  
 
    “Hold up, guys. I just want to talk to Peter for one second. Could you…?” 
 
    “Could we wha’ then?” Terrill asked, looking bemused.  
 
    “Oh, I thought the … would suffice. Could you give us a minute?” 
 
    The two muttered something and excused themselves from the stall. A minute later I heard a couple of neighboring toilets flushing.* 
 
      
 
    *At this point, I also nipped out to go to the bathroom, but usually in Fiction, we just kind of skim over this part. But in the spirit of honesty, yes, we go to the bathroom just like you do in the Real World. We just don’t have to talk about it all the time.  
 
      
 
    “You’re going to be fine, Peter. Just remember what we talked about: This time around, you’re just to go through Narnia quickly and non-descriptively, as there are probably some legal issues there, lingering too long; and then pop out in the Real World to make sure it’s safe. You know, breathe the air, walk around a bit, make sure the other wardrobe hasn’t been moved. Then you’ll come right back and we can reevaluate. Like I’ve been saying, I know you’re impatient to see Jenny again, but we have all the time in the world to really think this thing through.” 
 
    I nodded, not meeting his eyes. 
 
    “Okay, then. Terrill and Ivor, come back in.” I heard the stall door open behind me. “Good luck, Peter. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.” With a final squeeze to my shoulder, Randy stepped backward and held open the wardrobe’s door. I stepped inside first, Terrill and Ivor close on my heels, and started the journey toward the Real World. 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    The journey, as it turned out, didn’t take a long time—at least not anymore—because previously when the journey did take a long time, dotted with descriptions, details, and even a run-in with a certain fawn, said journey was nixed by an editor for legal reasons. So let’s just say, it was quite cold, the ground thick with snow, and the whole place seemed to be caught somewhere between my world and yours—it was alive with magic, but also something else. Reality, I supposed. At any rate, you can read all about it in those other books.  
 
    By the time Terrill, Ivor, and I found the place, deep in the forest, where they remembered the wardrobe being, my shoes were soaked from walking through the snow, and I couldn’t feel my toes, fingers, nose, jaw, ears… pretty much, if it was a part of my body, I couldn’t feel it. It reminded me a little bit of the year before when my body burned and went numb when ? touched me during our big fight scene.  
 
    “Oy!” Ivor barked from just in front of me, bringing me back to the present. “It’s ‘ere. Be’ind this clump o’ trees!” 
 
    The forest was thick where we were anyway, but there was a particularly dense clump of snow-covered pine trees, surrounded by tangled and rather spiky-looking shrubbery. Through it, I could just make out the outline of something large, box-like, and wooden. Terrill and Ivor stepped forward, their legs sinking fast into the snow, almost up to their knees, and began roughly pulling the shrubbery aside. 
 
    “Ey, what’re you juss standin’ there describin’ for, eh? Get in ‘ere and help us, you dolt!” 
 
    And so slowly, I stepped forward, my own shoes sinking into the white, snowy forest floor up above my laces. Little flecks of snow drifted down from tree branches that seemed miles above us; they towered over us meeting at the top, making it darker this far into the forest. 
 
    “Stop procrastinatin’ an’ get in ‘ere.” 
 
    Okay, okay. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, we were not only cold, but sweaty, and standing before a magnificent wooden wardrobe, much like the one in the bathroom in Nonfiction. It was taller than me—I’m 5’10, if you must know—and looked incredibly thick and sturdy. The wood was dark and sort of reddish, and carved along the wardrobe’s front were what looked like a tree, a sunset, a crown, and beside them, a castle, and something that may have been a king, or an oddly shaped acorn. The wood was morphed and faded with age and in places, packed heavily with snow.  
 
    Without any ceremony, Ivor shoved passed me and wrenched open the door—a narrow, panel in the center of the wardrobe’s front. He walked in and just a few seconds later, his footsteps on the wooden boards faded away. I realized then that I was shaking, and I didn’t think it had anything to do with the cold. 
 
    “‘Ere we go,” Terrill said. He pushed me, almost gently, at the back of my knees into the open door. I half expected to see Ivor on the other side, waving out from a casino in Las Vegas or something (because that’s how I pictured the Real World), but I couldn’t see anything. I mean, really, there was nothing there. It wasn’t blackness, and it wasn’t emptiness, it was just… a lack of all things. It was horrifying and peaceful at the same time. I wanted to stop and run and fall into it wholly. I probably would have done the former, if it weren’t for Ivor behind me, who pushed me roughly into the void.  
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    “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH—” 
 
    “Oy, shut it!” 
 
    “—HHHHHHHHHHHH—” 
 
    A hand clapped over my mouth roughly and my H sounds were muffled. I hadn’t meant to scream; I didn’t even remember deciding to do so. All I knew was that I had walked into a wardrobe, and then for an instant that was infinite, the whole world unraveled. Now, though, I seemed to be back in my body, and I only knew this because it hurt, suddenly and fiercely. I could feel every part of my body as I’d never felt it before—the points where my knees were digging into what seemed to be hard floor; where my feet were pinned underneath me, how they tingled with the loss of blood. I could feel the waistband of my jeans and the straps of my heavy backpack digging into my skin; my arms shaking, covering my head. Eyes closed, tears streaming. Vomit rising. And— 
 
    “Get the bin,” Terrill whispered. I heard the scrape of metal on wood—felt it vibrate through the floor—and then Terrill was lifting my head by my hair and I was puking into a round metal bin, cold against my hands, even after the snow in Narnia.  
 
    Minutes later, the sensations were still intense, but not so overwhelming. I removed my backpack and gradually peeled myself off my knees and out of a fetal position, and sat back against the side of the wardrobe, panting. It was only then that I realized where we were: a rather dark and dusty, oddly shaped room. The only windows were small, high up, and mostly boarded over, letting in only slits of brilliant white light. I could see the dust motes floating where the light shone through—not little fragments of words or floating letters, like you’d see in Fiction, but just… dust. The floors were wooden and uneven; the ceilings sloped in here and there, giving the space the feeling of a very large fort.  
 
    “Where… What…” I was finding it very difficult to breathe; the air seemed thicker somehow. “What in the holy name of Aslan just happened to me?” I gasped. Ivor and Terrill were watching me carefully, Ivor standing in shadow, Terrill, illuminated by the light filtering through a gap in the window boards; the tips of his strawberry blonde hair looked golden. He swung the satchel from over his shoulder onto the floor and quickly bent over and pulled from it a glass, tear-dropped shaped bottle of water, and a thick bar of chocolate.  
 
    “‘Ere, eat this.” He placed it timidly in front of me like I was a rabid animal, and stepped back, watching me.  
 
    “As fer where ye are, yer in some bloke’s basement in England. More specifically, in Ashby de la Zouch.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked in between bites of chocolate, which, by the way, really does work. General rule: something feels off, eat some chocolate. 
 
    “Well, ‘cos Ashby de la Zouch han’t ne’er been mentioned in books—‘til now, anyway—so iss’ a good place to keep the wardrobe in the Real World. ‘Ye won’ just pop out in some other Ashby de la Zouch in Fiction.” 
 
    I just nodded, too exhausted and confused myself to point out that he’d just mentioned the place three times in this story, so likely, there was now a new Ashby de la Zouch in Fiction.  
 
    “‘An as fer what jus’ happened,” Terrill added gruffly, “Well, we jus’ travelled between worlds. When we wos in Narnia, we wos still sorta in between—still sorta in the land o’ books, but gettin’ closer an’ closer to this one. When ye came fru the wardrobe, all o’ that jus’ dissolved.” 
 
    “You mean like stepping into a portal in Sci Fi?” I hadn’t seen one myself, but I’d heard rumors of gateways into other worlds throughout the genre. As far as I knew, though, they only opened up into other worlds in Fiction.  
 
    “‘Don know about all that,” Terrill said. “All we know’s it makes ye feel right sick the firs’ few times ‘ye come fru. Losin’ all the written world and walkin’ straight into this one. Iss’ all just so…” 
 
    “Real,” I said looking around. The details of the cracked, wooden floor; the deep wrinkles around Terrill’s eyes; how they drooped down slightly and covered his gray irises. I raised my hand up—it looked different, a bit more detailed; but still had a sort of vaguely written quality to it. So did Terrill and Ivor. We weren’t yet so detailed as this new world around us, but I certainly felt more solid and, well, real by the second. 
 
    “Anyway, we bes’ get goin’,” Ivor said, his mouth full of chocolate, too. “Man who lives upstairs don’ like us hangin’ about fer too long. Jus’ let’s us pass fru.” 
 
    “Is it C.S. Lewis?” I asked, hopefully. I’d met a version of him once at a poetry reading in Fiction, but for some reason he’d only answer to the name Clive Hamilton.  
 
    “No, the real Lewis died years ago, din’t he? Anyway, don’ know who ‘e is. We jus’ leave the payment an’ go. Only ever seen his dog once.” 
 
    “So you have no idea who he is—the very person who brings Fiction into the Real World, and the Real World into Fiction? The very person who, in this story, provides the very gateway into this world? I’m sorry, but that seems kind of important. Shouldn’t we meet him?” 
 
    “Or her,” Terrill added, somewhat surprisingly.  
 
    “No. No, no, no. We’re wastin’ time on this. ‘Oever it is ‘at lives here wants it ta be anonermous. So let’s jus’ leave the payment an’ go.” With that, Ivor stooped over to the sack on the floor next to him, and from it, pulled, one at a time, the seven books in that other boy wizard series. He fanned these out next to the wardrobe, then next to them placed four bricks, wrapped in golden foil, of Fiction’s finest chocolate, straight from Wonka’s Factory itself.  
 
    “Weird payment,” I muttered, finally standing up for the first time. I felt a little less like personified Hell than I had when I’d first stepped through the wardrobe, but I still felt somewhat… bombarded with senses. I could feel my body’s weight like I never had before. I could see details in Terrill and Ivor that, honestly, I’d rather have just skimmed over; and I could smell something like incense seeping into the old room from above. I thought, too, I could hear the light sound of fingers typing, clicking along a keyboard, but it was too faint to tell.  
 
    “Right then, grab yer crap an’ less go. Mind, we’re jus’ here for ye ta practice a bit, ge’ yer feet abou’ ye an’ see if ye’ can blend in in the town. We’ll make these trips as of’en as we need te before ye’ try anyfing te bring back those erased characters.” 
 
    I bent over slowly and picked up my backpack, hoping they wouldn’t ask me what was inside it, or to perhaps leave it behind to pick up on the way out. But they were already moving toward the door and seemed ready to get this little recon mission over with. Following their lead, like some pained and less coordinated version of the Tin Man, we walked up the rickety wooden steps and out of the basement. The living room beyond was bright—way too bright—so I reached into my pocket and pulled out my wand for a simple light obscuring spell, muttered the incantation, and: nothing. I tried it again, swiping my arm through the air more forcefully. 
 
    “Oy! Watch where yer swingin’ tha’ thing!” But the lights didn’t appear any dimmer. The room—which I’m sure I would have found warm and inviting, what with its overstuffed couch, its soft, old, Persian rug, the lamps dotted here and there with gold and red fabrics draped over them, and what looked like a fresh, steaming mug of tea on antique, white end table, and yes, I could definitely hear the sound of typing somewhere close by, and the sound of a dog’s feet against wood floors—all of this would have been just great, if I hadn’t been suddenly so worried. 
 
    “No magic? No magic?!” I whisper-shouted, shaking my wand uselessly.  
 
    “O’ I don’ know. I fink there’s probably magic. May be iss jus’ a bit dif’rent ‘ere. It’ll be okay, c’mon, ‘ere we go…” 
 
    I had the distinct feeling that Terrill was just trying to move things along, but I went with them meekly anyway. I hadn’t been counting on no magic in The Real World, and while I hadn’t exactly had a fully-formed plan to bring back the other characters (at all), I was certainly operating under the impression that along with the backstories in my bag, magic would have to be involved. I felt useless. Suddenly vulnerable. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to proceed with my original plan. 
 
    “You know,” I admitted quietly as we passed through the kitchen (beautiful, clean marble countertops, a dark wood floor, homey, colorful appliances, and on the ground, a giant, stuffed bone squeaky toy), “I’m glad I tried that out, at least. I hate to admit it, but I’d had my own plan for how today would go this whole time. That I’d come out here, ditch you two, and then go off on my own. Find one of those news reporters, or something, and show the world the backstories.”  
 
    “You stole tha backstories, eh?” Terrill asked, sounding a little impressed.  
 
    I nodded. “I thought I could use them, throw in some magic, and get all the erased characters re-written and back into Fiction. Be the hero. Bring Jenny back, without having to wait around so long.” 
 
    “Ye soun’ like an impatient baby,” Ivor grunted, ahead of Terrill and me. We were outside now, walking down a stone path, surrounded on either side by green grass. A ways off, there was a verdant, overgrown garden. It was warm and I wondered idly what time of the year it was here.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I guess it’ll just have to take longer. I can’t even do a shade charm,” I said, aware that I did, in fact, sound like an impatient baby. Each step got easier, but still, I felt uncoordinated and heavy. There was no getting used to the sensory overload, though, so I just focused my attention on the path in front of me.  
 
    Staying out here any longer than an hour suddenly seemed like a very stupid and dangerous plan, indeed.  
 
    I’d been so busy concentrating on simply putting one foot in front of the other, I hardly noticed as we entered the town; all I could tell was that the somewhat gravelly road had given way to a sidewalk made of neat, flat cobblestones, and to its left, an asphalt road for cars. I looked up and saw that we were walking down a street, dotted here and there with shops, the buildings tightly packed together, made of brick and white-washed siding, typical of some neighborhoods in Fantasy and Shakespearean Plays. There weren’t many other people on the street, and nobody seemed to be paying me, or the two hobbits, any mind. In fact, they were all walking hurriedly toward the street up ahead, where I could hear what sounded like a riot going on. 
 
    “Are you sure we should go out there?” I asked Ivor and Terrill as we neared the end of the smaller street we were on. 
 
    “‘Need te see if ye can blend in, what with bein’ shiny an’ all,” Ivor grunted, shoving me in front of him and out onto the next street. The side of the building on the corner told me it was called Market Street, but I didn’t need a sign to see that. It was packed with shops and restaurants. There were wooden signs hanging from awnings proclaiming things like “Costa,” “The Giggling Goblin,” “Dean and Smedley,” and one larger store, “TESCO.” And there were people everywhere. People sitting on benches eating ice cream, people walking their small dogs on leashes, people sitting at colorful little tables, eating lunch inside the windows we passed, people playing instruments on street corners.  
 
    I’d never seen so many just plain people all in one place in my life. Above them all, there were bright flags hanging from poles, billowing pleasantly in the breeze, and through the crowds, I could see paintings hanging up around what was clearly the town centre, (yes with  an –re), vendors, booths, and more people gathered around those. A large banner hung on the side of a particularly Shakespearean-looking building read “Ashby Arts Festival.” As if this gave me any more indication of the time of year, or where exactly Ashby de La Zouch was— 
 
    “‘Scuse me,” someone said politely as they bumped into my shoulder.  
 
    “Pardon,” someone else said, as I crashed into her.  
 
    “Terribly sorry,” another man said, doffing his hat. 
 
    This happened twice more, me crashing around into people like a ridiculous pinball, them apologizing profusely, until I felt someone grab my hand and guide me away from that heavily trafficked area of the sidewalk. As I was pulled away from the crowd, I felt a slight prick on my arm, like maybe I’d been stung by a rather unimpressive bee, but had more important things on my mind.  
 
    “Holy Aslan, did you guys see that?” I asked, eyes still on the sidewalk where everyone was passing by one another, shoulder to shoulder. “Okay, well they’re making it look easy. It was a bloodbath out there, I tell you. I could have been killed.” 
 
    I turned around, still shaking, and looked down. I was surprised not to see Terrill or Ivor, but a woman’s waist. She was wearing a white blouse, dark pants, and as my eyes travelled up, I noticed a gold necklace, and hanging from it, a pendant shaped like the atomic whirl with a little heart rather than circle traveling its rings. It looked like something I’d seen before. Then I realized I’d taken about three sentences just to move my eyes up her body, and decided this was not the best place to linger, so I looked up.  
 
    “Oh, hello,” I said, somewhat surprised that I didn’t know her; there was something so familiar about that pendant. She was somewhere in her fifties, I supposed, had blonde, straight, shoulder length hair, gray eyes, and was clearly a Real Worlder, what with all of her fine details and dimension. She also clearly knew exactly who I was. 
 
    “Hello, Peter.” And then the world around me went black.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

   
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Each of you will have a Showcase of beautiful prizes to bid on, and the one of you who bids closer to the actual retail price of your own Showcase without going over will win it… 
 
    Voices, muffled, cotton in my ears. 
 
    One, two, three! Begin! 
 
    Throat, dry. Words. No good. Grammar – crap. 
 
    Higher! 
 
    Lower! 
 
    Rolling over onto my back. Floor hard. Bones crunchy.  
 
    You get a brand new car!  
 
    Slowly, achingly, I sat up. My eyes were covered by some sort of cloth, tied tightly behind my head. My ears were not, in fact, filled with cotton; everything just felt stuffy, congested and slow, including my thoughts—which is why it took me several minutes to realize that as I was patting myself down, feeling for anything broken, my hands, in fact, were free. I untied the scarf around my head easily and looked around, panicked for a moment, but then, there it was: my backpack, sitting on the floor just by my left foot. Before doing anything else, I rifled through it: inside were still the pies, my clothes, toiletries, some water, the backstories, and then in the outside pocket, that strange little jar Circe had given me. Without investigating it further, I zipped up the pocket and took in my surroundings. 
 
    I was in another basement. This one, though, seemed to be completely underground, unlike the last that had windows at the tops of the walls. There was no sunlight filtering into the room. It was cold, in every sense of the word. Cold, hard, cement floors, cold in temperature, cold…floors again. Okay, just in the one sense of the word, then. The only light came from under the door up the steps to my left, which is where the voices seemed to be coming from, and from something behind me. An odd, dappled, blue light that danced around on the ceiling like water ripples. 
 
    I turned around, acutely aware of every inch of my body on the floor. Everything hurt. And just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, I saw what was emitting the weird, blue light. 
 
    It was a glass tank, about as deep as a bathtub and as long as a coffin. It was sitting on top of a rectangular wooden platform, and inside was filled about halfway up with blue, swirling liquid; too vibrant to be water (at least outside of Comics), and too fluid to be anything much more solid. I took a clumsy step forward and saw that on the other side of the tank, there were a slew of computer screens. They were connected to wires, which were connected to little, metal clamps, and some, connected to what looked like hospital heart monitors. Before I could investigate further, I heard the door behind me creak open, the Price is Right theme played from the room beyond, no longer muffled, and then I heard what sounded like two large bags of potatoes, bouncing and careening down the steps. 
 
    “Oy!” 
 
    “Wotch it, then!” 
 
    And then the door at the top of the steps closed, muffling the sounds beyond and shutting off the light that had briefly filtered in.  
 
    “Terrill, Ivor!” I ran the short distance between us; I never thought I’d be so happy to see the grumpy hobbits before. When I reached them, they were peeling themselves off the floor.  
 
    “Gandalf?” 
 
    “No, it’s me, Peter. You know, you can just take those blindfolds off. Here, let me help.” I helped Terrill untie the knot at the back of his head; Ivor slipped his off easily.  
 
    “She got ya, too, then, eh? Don’ spose ya know why, d’ya?” Ivor asked gruffly, massaging his backside.  
 
    “No, I have no idea who she is. Do you?” I asked.  
 
    “Not really. Gave us a pithy one-liner, though, din’t she? Right b’fore she frew us into the back ‘o her car? ‘You can just call me D,’ she said, almost like so’ Fictional villain or somfin.”  
 
    “D, huh? I don’t know who that could be.” Just then I remembered the pendant, and I swear, I was about to tell them about it, but something distracted me and I forgot—which apparently happens often enough in the Real World, too.  
 
    “Oh! Is that the Meow Mix jingle? I love this thing!” I walked up the steps a little ways to press my ear to the door— 
 
    Meow meow meow meow, meow meow meow meow— 
 
    —and then the door swung inward and I fell to the ground in the room beyond.  
 
    “Oh, hello, Peter. Well, I suppose you’ve saved me the trouble of going down the steps.” The woman was peering down at me, her blond hair hanging in front of her face as she bent and hoisted me up from underneath my arms. I would have fought back, or run, or you know, done something, but the truth is, I was too overwhelmed by everything going on around me. She was guiding me through a picture-lined hallway where the T.V., even louder now, was blaring some other jingle. The lights from the kitchen were so intense I felt sick, and there, a cat—a real world cat!—not talking and just doing boring cat things. I could smell something baking, burning a little, in the oven; there was a window looking out onto a garden, and, and—it was all too much. So I just let her guide me, surprisingly gently, into the living room.  
 
    She sat me down on a floral-print couch beneath the window to the garden beyond, and then picked up the remote from the coffee table and turned the T.V. off. At a glance, I noticed several bright pink, plastic toys cluttering the carpeted floor.  
 
    “Peter,” the woman said, watching me intently. I noticed then that there was something about her grey eyes… they didn’t quite seem to fit in with the rest of her somehow. “I suppose you’re wondering what you’re doing here.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Well, the funny thing is, Peter. I’m wondering what you’re doing here.” She smiled sweetly. Perhaps this wouldn’t be too bad— 
 
    “OH MY GOD—what are you doing?” 
 
    She had reached into one of the coffee table’s drawers and pulled out a black handgun, which she then proceeded to point at the center of my forehead. 
 
     “Oh this? I call this my truth gun,” her smile widened. 
 
    “That’s stupid.” 
 
    She moved her thumb and clicked the gun’s safety. She wasn’t smiling anymore. 
 
    “So, Peter, what is it you’re doing here?” 
 
    “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “PETER! Do you not see that I have a gun pointed at your head right now? One less Fictional character in the real world is just fine by me, so I suggest you let me ask the questions.” I noticed then that her previously posh British accent was falling apart in her anger. Beneath, it seemed, she may have been German. 
 
    “Okay. I’m not Peter.” 
 
    Good one. 
 
    The woman stood up, and in one swift motion reached across the table and smacked me in the face with the butt of the gun. She sat back down primly, and I grabbed a pillow from behind me to mop the blood from my face.  
 
    “Thorry but you thmacked me with your thtupid gun,” my lip already felt swollen and my mouth clumsy. She didn’t get up again, but eyed the pillow with disgust.  
 
    “I’m here jutht checking thingth out. You know, I’d never been to the Real World before and I wanted to thee what all the futh wuth about.” 
 
    She gave me A Look—a powerful device often used in Fiction, but not so effective in the Real World. And then I realized— 
 
    “Hey! How do you know about Ficthion?” Which, yes, I realize sounds like I may have well asked her, Hey, how do you know what a movie is? But I meant, how did she know about the actual Land of Fiction? 
 
    She didn’t bat an eye as she said, “It’s where I’m from. 
 
    “And what I want to know is why you’re really here. It wouldn’t have anything to do with those characters who were erased last year, would it? With Jenny?” 
 
    “How did you know…” 
 
    “Oh please, Peter. I’ve read your books. I know all about it. Of course, everyone else out here thinks it’s just a story— they don’t remember the characters who were erased, because when they were erased in Fiction, of course they vanished from out here. For them, it’s been more or less as though they never existed—Aladdin, Pinocchio, Bill the Banana Tree, Cinderella, the fairies, Gorndalf, and that little brat, Jenny. But I know the truth; I grew up in that ridiculous land, after all.” 
 
    “You mean, no one out here knowth who Aladdin is? Or Thinderella?” 
 
    “Not really. When ? erased them from their backstories, they didn’t just disappear in Fiction. People have an inkling that something is different—maybe they found themselves dressing up as Pinocchio last Halloween or referring to Aladdin’s genie or something, but they don’t know why. Besides, this is the Real World, Peter. People don’t have time to worry about Fiction.” 
 
    “Then why do you care so much?” You know that thing in Fiction where villains are always so eager to tell you of their evilly genius plans that they’ll end up talking for like an hour, explaining everything in detail, and then eventually get distracted and the hero makes a break for it? Yeah, that’s what I was going for. And apparently, it’s a thing in the Real World, too. At least for Fictional characters. 
 
    “Why do I care? Because the Real World, Peter, is not a place for Fiction! I came here to escape all that technicolor, fluffy bullshit. Where science doesn’t mean anything, because—oh look, we have magic to solve our problems! Where people can fall in and out of love at the whims of their authors. And oh, there’s a unicorn, let’s ride it to one of Sci Fi’s green moons because it’s Purple Fiddlebum Day! It’s utter bullshit. That couldn’t possibly happen in the Real World.” 
 
    “Are you a thientist?” 
 
    “I’m not done!”  
 
    “I like Fiddlebum Day,” I muttered.  
 
    She stood up then, gun in hand and began pacing the small length of the room in between the coffee table and her armchair. “So I fled Fiction almost thirty years ago, after discovering the wormhole through worlds, through that ridiculous cabinet in Nonfiction.” 
 
    “Wardrobe.” 
 
    “Then I got a job—as an actual scientist, not one of those Fictional kooks—and I met my now husband, Albert. He was the opposite of me—which I’d learned after years of loving someone too similar might actually be a good thing. Al is a creative type, you know. He painted, he did some acting, and he wrote. Little things—short stories, poems. I despised it, but I loved him.  
 
    “Three years later, we were married. We had our first daughter later that same year. He got so busy taking care of her when I was at work, he stopped writing for a while. But then, then when she turned six and went off to school during the days… That’s when he started writing about her.” She sat down heavily and folded her arms petulantly. 
 
    “Who—” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me! As I said, that’s when he started writing about her. Jenny. Jenny the Girl Wizard. I never thought he had a book in him, but it turns out, he did—and then some! A bestselling series at one point. Luckily, then came along a whole slew of other wizarding books, including your first series, and so he gave up. Threw in the towel. He went back to being my husband and Fate’s father, but for several years Al was… just gone. On tours. Travelling the world. And when he was home, he wasn’t here at all. He was writing. About her. He was completely immersed in Fiction—in a different way than I’d been, of course, but nevertheless, I’d fought to leave all of that behind. 
 
    “So I gave that Jekyll character her backstory over a year ago and as you know, ? then erased her. Of course, Al doesn’t remember any of it this way—not really. He still has an inkling that something is missing; like he’s forgotten something, but he’s in his sixties now, so he just chalks it up to age. He doesn’t pine for the book that got away, though, like he used to.  
 
    “But since reading your last two books, I know the truth; I remember how bad it could be if he were to start writing those books again, because in some alternate reality, he’d already done it. The memory was there, just waiting for me. Now I have a feeling you’re out here to stir up trouble. Well, I’m sorry, Peter, but I just can’t let you do that.” 
 
    I had just been starting to stand up to sneak off quietly and then run like hell, but she looked across at me and smiled that creepy Cheshire Cat smile, gun in hand, daring me to move.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” I sat back down resignedly. “Are you just going to keep me, Terrill, and Ivor locked up in your basement forever, then? Hey my lisp is gone! A selfish shellfish smelt a stale fish. If the stale fish was a smelt, then the selfish shellfish smelt—” 
 
    “SHUT UP. God, no; I don’t want any other Fictional characters to stay here. No, no, I’ll just do some experiments on you so that I can trace what exactly makes your Fictional DNA different from the Real World DNA, create a serum that mimics this, and use it to transform myself into a Real Worlder once and for all. As I’ve been here for thirty years, I’ve mostly changed over naturally, but my eyes, you see. My eyes are irritatingly Fictional sometimes.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “I’ll also be torturing you and your hobbit friends.” 
 
    “Is that a—” 
 
    “And then I’ll be killing you.” 
 
    I had to ask.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Terrill, Ivor, and I had been in the basement for days—three, four, five? It was hard to tell, with no indication of the sky outside. Every few hours, she would insert some Real World food through a little slat in the basement door—biscuits, tea, fish, chips—really playing up those English stereotypes. It wasn’t bad, but with each bite, I felt myself grow… more real. Less animated, somehow. I could see it on Terrill and Ivor, too; it was as if their color was fading into something utterly more boring.  
 
    D didn’t seem too fussed about it, though. What I assumed was each morning and evening, she came down the steps and, gun pointed at one of our heads, walked us over to the strange tank in the other part of the room. Whoever’s turn it was would strip down, lower himself into the weird liquid, and she’d hook us up with clamps, wires coming off our bodies like bizarre porcupines. She’d watch the monitors, her gun always at the ready. She’d inject us with different substances—golds, greens, a red one that looked suspiciously like someone else’s blood—and then she’d watch the monitors again. Gun at the ready. 
 
    On what must have been something like the second or one millionth morning (or evening), Terrill and Ivor waited by the door as they heard it unlocking; they were going to try and take her out at the knees before she made her way down the steps. Unfortunately, she had security cameras monitoring the room and knew exactly what they were up to. She opened the door and in she walked. Terrill and Ivor jumped toward each other to pull her down—only to move right through her, crunching into one another. The real D then walked through the door, laughing mirthlessly. 
 
    “You think that one of the most esteemed Real World scientists doesn’t have holographic technology?” She’d plunged them both into the tank that day and injected them with a strange silver liquid. It made them scream, and after she’d removed them, they refused to tell me about it. Or couldn’t.  
 
    And so it went on like that. We could hardly communicate a plan to one another to escape, with her monitoring our every move, and we couldn’t risk attacking her, with the gun pointed at one of our heads like a hostage. So even though I had an awesome plan as to what to do—I couldn’t tell them. But I’m telling you, it was good. 
 
    On one of the days, I was lying naked in the tank of liquid, no longer embarrassed in the slightest. Not even scared. I couldn’t tell if this was me becoming more real, more hopeless, or if they were one in the same. Either way, she leaned over the tank to adjust one of the little metal clamps attached to my chest. The necklace fell forward from beneath her collar. The atomic whirl with the heart. 
 
    “I know who you are,” I croaked. My throat was rough from lack of talking. “You’re Doctor Albrecht. You’re from those old, weird, German mad scientist love story books— Mein Experiment, or something like that.” 
 
    “Mein Wissenschaftler. And yes, that is who I was. But I told you; I left all that silliness behind. After that last book when Dedrick left science—and me—needless to say, it changed my patience with Fiction. And soon enough,” she injected the needle of the syringe into my shoulder, “I’ll have everything I need to leave it behind completely.” 
 
    “What I don’t get,” I said thickly; whatever she’d jabbed into my vein was working quickly, slowing everything down. “What I don’t get… is why you go by D. Is it short for Doctor? Or, Delightful? Dandy…? Hah. Hah…” 
 
    She smiled coldly at me, fuzzy and indistinct; the world around her seemed to be closing in to a point.  
 
    “Destiny. It’s short for Destiny.” 
 
    And then, once again, the world went black. 
 
      
 
    “Peter!”  
 
    I knew I was dreaming because that voice, that voice that sounded so far away, couldn’t possibly be the one I thought it was… 
 
    “Peter!” the voice hissed again, more urgently.  
 
    “‘E keeps blackin’ out at these impor’ant moments,” Ivor said in my dream. 
 
    “Yeah, like earlier ‘at woman ‘ad juss said ‘er name was Destiny; then ‘e juss sort o’ went all limp.” 
 
    “Ah, that’d be to keep things in suspense, I suspect,” Dream Randy said as he shook me, a little roughly, by the shoulders. “Move things along in the story.” 
 
    “Bwe’reinda RilWorl,” I slurred groggily. What I meant to say was, But we’re in the Real World. Why wouldn’t my mouth work properly if I was dreaming?  
 
    “Oh good, he’s waking up,” Randy said again, this time his voice a little bit clearer.  
 
    Slowly, I opened my dream eyes and hovering above me, saw Randy’s head, apparently floating in mid-air. Yep, definitely a dream.  
 
    I closed my eyes again, hoping to move on to the next dream, but that didn’t last long. 
 
    “Peter, get up!” This time Randy hoisted me right up into a seated position, and with the sudden movement, I felt lightheaded and queasy. Real lightheaded and queasy. This was no dream. 
 
    “Randy, what are you—” 
 
    (This is the part where I threw up. I know I didn’t have to tell you, but in the spirit of full disclosure, I thought I should.) 
 
    “—doing—” 
 
    (And again.) 
 
    “—here—” 
 
    (Sorry.) 
 
    “?” 
 
    He was patting my back comfortingly. I could see Terrill and Ivor out of the corner of my eye, looking a little alarmed.  
 
    “I’m here to take you three home. Now, we don’t have much time, I’m afraid, so you’ll have to get up. Do you think you can stand?” 
 
    Slowly, I got to my knees, then with Randy’s help, to my feet.  
 
    “Backpack,” I managed. Randy stooped and picked it up, slung it over his shoulder. Then he began guiding me from the room and up the steps.  
 
    I felt like my veins had been injected with lead. Every step was agony. Heavy. I could feel the bones in my feet, each one rolling along the bottom of my shoes, which suddenly seemed too small and too hard. 
 
    “What’s happened to him? What did she inject him with?” Randy snapped at Terrill and Ivor as we made our way down the hall.  
 
    “Dono exactly,” Terrill said, “Said sumfin’ about makin’ him inta a Real Worlder. She wants ta do that ta ‘erself, see; I ‘spect she wos’ tryin’ it out on ‘im first.” 
 
    Randy didn’t say anything but he started to move through the house more quickly, nearly dragging me along beside him. I closed my eyes and let him guide me. I was exhausted. Sleep seemed nice… 
 
    Something hard collided with my cheek.  
 
    “Randy says ye can’t sleep, mate.” I found myself sitting in a sort of crumpled heap, my head propped against Ivor’s shoulder, Terrill sitting down by my feet. We were in the front yard, blades of grass—not soft like they are in Fantasy—poking up into my palms; rocks digging into my legs through my jeans. To my left was a large garden, the one visible through the living room window.  
 
    “Where’s Randy?” I asked, still slowly, but happy that I was at least legible now.  
 
    “Gone te get the car,” Terrill said. He was watching the road. “‘Ere we are. Le’ss go.” A dark blue sedan had pulled up on the gravel road, tires crunching as it stopped. Randy hopped out of the driver’s seat, the car still idling, and met us in the middle of the yard. The three of them pulled, pushed, and lifted me up into the backseat.  
 
    “Don’t let him fall asleep,” I heard Randy say sternly as the car began to move. Terrill was sitting in the back next to me; gently, I felt him buckle me up.  
 
    “I’m not sleeping,” I grumbled. And I wasn’t; I felt too nauseous with the car moving.  
 
    “We need to get him back through the wardrobe immediately,” Randy said, more to himself than anyone else. I could see his eyes darting nervously to the rear-view mirror, watching me. He looked about as sick as I felt.  
 
    I glanced at the window and caught a glimpse of my reflection in the glass. I jerked back in surprise. My face looked… so real. It wasn’t that it was more freckled than I remembered it, but that each freckle was darker, an individual shape. My eyes, which in Fiction I’d always just thought of as blue, had little lines, tiny little lines like bike spokes, surrounding the pupils. My eyelashes were long, even on the bottom, which just accentuated the purple circles underneath them. My brown hair was a greasy, matted mess; my face was well beyond scruff and moving into beard territory.  
 
    “I look terrible.” The car took a turn down a street that in no way looked familiar to me.  
 
    “Okay, we’re here,” Randy said and we pulled up alongside a charming little white house, surrounded by lush green grass with a worn stone pathway cutting through the middle to the front door. There was the garden off to the back… 
 
    “Is this the wardrobe house?” I asked, vaguely remembering walking down the path; it seemed like so long ago. 
 
    “Yes. And this was her car.” 
 
    “Whose car, ‘en?” Terrill asked as he unbuckled my seatbelt before leaning over me to open my door. With a shove, he pushed me out of the car and into Randy and Ivor’s outstretched arms.  
 
    “The person who owns the house. I didn’t know it was a big secret, her identity, and besides, I was really worried about you guys. So I just came through the wardrobe and went up and talked to her. For some reason, she had a pretty good idea where you’d gone. Was also able to make sure that Destiny wasn’t in the house when I went to get you.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    My feet still felt sluggish, but I could at least walk with support up to the front door. We clamored up the steps onto the porch, and behind the window, sitting on the living room couch, I could see a woman—short, pixie-like hair, brown eyes, her socked feet propped up on the coffee table, and a laptop in her lap. She looked intensely preoccupied typing something, but as soon as she looked up, she stopped typing and— 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well ‘at was weird,” Ivor said as soon as we were on the other side of the wardrobe. 
 
    “No kiddin’, mate. What wos that all about?” 
 
    “Peter, are you okay?” Randy asked, kneeling before me. We were, once again, in the forest of Narnia, the snow a little less thick than it had been before, but it was still just as cold.  
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” I said. I didn’t feel back to normal, by any means, but already felt so much better just being closer to the book world. We made our way through the thick trees, moving branches out of our way as we passed. Randy used his wand to move particularly thick shrubs out of our path, so at least I knew magic worked here, in the halfway world. Funny. I hadn’t tried when we’d been on our way to the wardrobe the first time.  
 
    “Guess I’ll know for next time,” I said to myself. Just so you know, this is a weird thing to do, not just in the Real World.  
 
    “Eh, wha’?” Ivor asked, eyeing me sideways.  
 
    “Oh yeah. Magic. I didn’t ever need to use it coming through Narnia the first time—and even if I had, it would have been edited out. Maybe I’ll try it next time. Of course, I’ll have to count on not using it in the Real World, it doesn’t work out there. Did you notice that, Randy?” 
 
    I stopped and turned around; I hadn’t noticed that Randy was no longer walking with us. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘next time’?” He was staring at me incredulously, wand still held slightly out from having just blasted away a particularly gnarly bunch of thorny bushes. When I didn’t answer, he went on. “You can’t possibly go back out there. The very thing that you know might kill you, Destiny, is waiting for you out there. She nearly did once already!” 
 
    He hadn’t moved yet, but continued to stare. I could feel my shoes starting to soak through from the snow.  
 
    “I know, but that’s the whole point of a Conflict, isn’t it? You have to face it?” 
 
    “Or what? Fail the class? Peter this is about more than a Pass or Fail; it’s about—”
“It’s about bringing Jenny and the others back! I’m not going to just give up because some crazy woman is trying to kill me. If that were the case, I would have given up in the first book when your ex-wife tried to do me in!” 
 
    “‘S’got a point, there,” Terrill muttered to Ivor.  
 
    “Look, I’ve got a plan for the next time we go through. It won’t involve magic, but I will need a lot of help to do it.” Just then, I swayed dangerously. Apparently arguing was using up the last of my energy; I still felt a little too Real. 
 
    “Let’s get him back to Fantasy,” Randy said, clearly more concerned with my health than arguing with me just then. He walked forward and put a bracing arm on my shoulder. “We’ll have to hurry. Oh good, look, there’s that lovely woman’s sleigh coming up. We can just catch a ride with the White—” 
 
     
 
    And since we can’t talk about that, now for some excellent non-copyrighted Fiction! 
 
      
 
    It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen. Winston Smith, his chin nuzzled into his breast in an effort to escape the vile wind, slipped quickly through the glass doors of Victory Mansions, though not quickly enough to prevent a swirl of gritty dust from entering along with him.  
 
    The hallway smelt of boiled cabbage and old rag mats. At one end of it a coloured poster, too large for indoor display, had been tacked to the wall. It depicted simply an enormous face, more than a metre wide: the face of a man of about forty-five, with a heavy black moustache and ruggedly handsome features. Winston made for the stairs. It was no use trying the lift. Even at the best of times it was seldom working, and at present the electric current was cut off during daylight hours. It was part of the economy drive in preparation for Hate Week. The flat was seven flights up, and Winston, who was thirty-nine and had a varicose ulcer above his right ankle, went slowly, resting several times on the way. On each landing, opposite the lift-shaft, the poster with the enormous face gazed from the wall. It was one of those pictures which are so contrived that the eyes follow you about when you move. BIG BROTHER IS WATCHING YOU, the caption beneath it ran.  
 
    Inside the flat a fruity voice was reading out a list of figures which had something to do with the production of pig-iron. The voice came from an oblong metal plaque like a dulled mirror which formed part of the surface of the right-hand wall. Winston turned a switch and the voice sank somewhat, though the words were still distinguishable. The instrument (the telescreen, it was called) could be dimmed, but there was no way of shutting it off completely. He moved over to the window: a smallish, frail figure, the meagreness of his body merely emphasized by the blue overalls which were the uniform of the party. His hair was very fair, his face naturally sanguine, his skin roughened by coarse soap and blunt razor blades and the cold of the winter that had just ended.  
 
      
 
    “Oy! We almos’ there or wha’? My toes is gettin’ fross’bite o’er here,” Ivor grumbled. “Nearly,” said the White W— 
 
      
 
    In the far distance a helicopter skimmed down between the roofs, hovered for an instant like a bluebottle, and darted away again with a curving flight. It was the police patrol, snooping into people's windows. The patrols did not matter, however. Only the Thought Police mattered. 
 
      
 
    “Finally,” Ivor said as he closed the wardrobe door behind him. Once again, we were in the bathroom stall. Even though we weren’t yet in Fiction, we were still in the book world, and I felt a little stronger already.  
 
    “Randy?” Alan the Lion called from the other side of the door. “Did you find him?” Without waiting, he pushed the door open with a giant paw and peered inside. “Oh thank Aslan,” he said, relief washing over his furry face.  
 
    “Yes, yes, it’s just lucky that nice—beautiful, fashionable, and funny—young woman was there and happened to know exactly where to find Peter. She was typing something in a frenzy when I arrived, but she actually didn’t seem terribly surprised to see me.” 
 
    “Why did you just say that?” Alan asked, cocking his shaggy head to the side. 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “‘Beautiful, fashionable, and funny.’ Seemed a little forced, to be honest.” 
 
    “Hm. I’m not sure.” 
 
    [image: http://emojipedia-us.s3.amazonaws.com/cache/fb/20/fb204c857c64b5b4094bc142345ccb4e.png] 
 
    “Well, we’d better be off then. Peter, are you feeling good enough to walk for a while?” 
 
    I nodded and followed Randy and Ivor through the bathroom door, Terrill trailing behind me. I gave Alan a high-five as I passed.  
 
    “See you again soon,” I whispered. 
 
    “We’ll see!” Randy called over his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Randy was adamant that we get as far away from the entrance to the Real World as fast as possible, perhaps even to High Fantasy or Romance, just to get me jolted back to normal. So we went ahead and took the fast way to the car (no descriptions), and by the time we got there, I could see why. Looking in the passenger side’s visor mirror, I could see that my face still looked a little too detailed and haggard for books. So he tossed my backpack onto the passenger side floorboard, buckled me up, and turned the siren on. I assume he then sped all the way from Nonfiction to Fantasy, but I don’t know, because almost as soon as I was buckled in, I drifted off to sleep. I didn’t so much as dream about the nightmarish Real World*.  
 
    *No offense.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    “He’ll have one more, please,” Randy said to the waitress, a petite, big eyed, green nymph with long purple hair. She batted her eyelashes seductively and walked back into the brick building. I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Did we really need to come all the way to High Fantasy/Romance? I feel fine—great—fantastic—now, by the way!” 
 
    Randy peered at me over the top of his own drink, a steaming mug of black coffee, and shook his head.  
 
    “You’re still a little bit too unattractive for Fiction. One more Fantastical Frappe should even you right out.” 
 
    I held up the spoon on the table and looked at my reflection, which, honestly, was just how I normally looked. I didn’t feel like arguing though; I was SUPER JAZZED about my new plan.  
 
    “Hey, Randy! Whoops!” I’d accidentally flung the spoon at him. “Listen, man, I’ve got this plan. It’ll be great. We can go back through the wardrobe, like, tomorrow. We’ll bring Jenny and all the rest of the characters back! It’ll be great. It’s great.” 
 
    Just then the waitress came back with my fifth blue pastel Fantastical Frappe and set it on the table.  
 
    “How much sugar is in these things?” Randy asked her, eyeing my drink. She leaned forward over the table and murmured, “I don’t know sir, do you want me to find out?” 
 
    Randy reddened a bit before she walked away, smirking. I’ve never been a big fan of High Fantasy/Romance, but Randy had thought it was probably the furthest from the Real World. 
 
    “So here’s the deal, R Man, Rando, Randable the Anim—” 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    “Okay, so here’s the plan. You know how you said we might need all the help we could get from people? I think you were right. So what we do: we gather up a whole bunch of characters. You, me, Terrill, Ivor, Ed or whatever, and whoever else wants to help us. We go back through Narnia and when we come out on the other side, we find the authors who wrote all the missing characters’ books, you know, before they stopped existing, and we tell them all about them. Or at least plant the seed. They can rewrite the stories! We can bring out the backstories that they were erased from! They’ll have to believe us.” 
 
    Randy was watching me cautiously. Perhaps it was because I was standing on my chair. 
 
    “You mean these backstories?” Randy asked as I sat back down, still shaking with energy. He’d opened my backpack, which was sitting on the otherwise empty chair next to him and pulled out the manila folder. 
 
    “I knew you were up to something when I discovered you’d replaced these. It just took forever to cut through all the red tape to get out there and see what was going on.” 
 
    Again, I couldn’t imagine there were any problems like these in the Real World. 
 
    Randy just sighed. “What were you going to do with these things, Peter? And what do you expect us to do with them? Take them out and show them to people in the Real World? I don’t think they’re going to believe a bunch of strangers shouting about some alternate version of realty; they’ll think we’re crazy.”  
 
    “But they do remember, Randy! At least a little bit. Listen, Destiny Out There is the one who gave me the idea, because she’d mentioned that her husband, Albert something—” 
 
    “Albert Stein? The man who wrote Jenny’s books?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said, hopping down from the chair. At the next table, a knight with his helmet pushed back was locked in a kiss with a brunette elf woman; they broke apart and glared at me. “Anyway, the guy has these flashes of memory—kind of like when you wake up, and an hour later, you sort of remember what you dreamt that night. But then it’s gone. She even said that people will dress up like the characters Out There, or refer to them or something, but immediately not have any idea why. These memories are already there, just buried and blurred. We just have to remind them. I really do think they’ll believe us.” 
 
    I stopped spinning in circles around the table, then, and sat back down. Randy had moved my Fantastical Frappe to his side of the table. 
 
    “It’s a thought… But what about Destiny, Peter? I really don’t think your Conflict would be against Destiny herself, if she didn’t pose a major problem here. She could kill you, Peter.” 
 
    “Nah,” I shrugged. And shrugged and shrugged and shrugged. “This is fun. But—hey—no, hey, I think it’ll be okay. She’s just one woman, after all. As long as I have some help next time I go out there, I’ll be fine. We’ll have to show up at her house, take her by surprise, maybe throw her in the basement, and then talk to old Albert about rewriting Jenny’s books. I didn’t see him when I was there. Odd, really. Oh well—Hey look, a bird!” I’d just noticed a little blue and rather familiar-looking bird perched on the back of Randy’s chair—perhaps a stowaway from Nonfiction. Excitedly, I lunged toward it, and with an indignant squawk, it flapped its feathery wings and took off.  
 
    Randy motioned for the check, looking a bit embarrassed. As he tucked the manila folder back into my backpack he said, “Well, it’s something to think about. But we do have plenty of time to come up with a plan, Peter. Before I dropped off Terrill and Ivor they mentioned that you’d planned on ditching them and trying to bring back the missing characters on your first trip Out There.” 
 
    “Narcs…” 
 
    “Peter, first of all, I don’t think that word means what you think it means. Second, please stop shrugging. And third, do you have any idea how dangerous that would have been? You couldn’t have known how your body would react to being in the Real World—you didn’t even know you wouldn’t be able to use magic! Jenny and the others aren’t going to become any more gone than they already are, so you can afford to wait until we come up with a well-thought, safe, and—Peter, are you alright?” 
 
    My head was drooping forward and my eyes were heavy. 
 
    “Fine. Think all those Fantastical Frapes just kind of… you know. Energy crash.” I was suddenly exhausted and not just a little bit nauseous. “Let’s head home—I need to get some sleep.” 
 
    Randy nodded, put a twenty down on top of the bill, and scooted his chair back without waiting for change. He probably wants to avoid the flirty waitress, I thought idly. He hadn’t been married in years, but even so, he still acted like he was sometimes. Maybe it was because of his two kids, Brent and Molly. I’d have to ask him about it sometime.  
 
    “Yes, you’ll need plenty of sleep before tomorrow.” 
 
    “What happens tomorrow?” I asked, pushing myself up to stand. Images of my comfy bed flitted through my mind. I walked behind him through the outdoor seating area, beneath the glowing grapevines hanging from the archway. 
 
    “School, of course. And I know you’ve only been gone for five days, but you’ve already missed quite a bit of work. I have your assignments at home—you can get them done over next weekend. It’s Sunday, by the way.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me!” 
 
    “No, really; yesterday was Saturday, and now today is Sunday.” 
 
    “No, I mean—school? You expect me to go to school while all of this is going on?” I opened the passenger door and dropped heavily into the seat.  
 
    “Of course you’re going to school, Peter. You’re a Boy Wizard. School’s a part of every Boy Wizard book—no matter what evils are pressing in.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, and leaned my head against the window, my beard itchy against my neck, my greasy hair a mess, and the wrinkles around my eyes felt like there was grit embedded right in them. 
 
    I’d never felt less like a Boy Wizard in my life. 
 
      
 
    The next few days were tough, to put it mildly. All I needed was rest after my stint in the Real World, but I was forced into several late nights in a row, just trying to keep up and catch up with my school work. In Conflict, I had to turn in an outline of my conflict versus Destiny, now that I knew what “Destiny” really meant, and fill in a flow chart with options. Example: I will research various ways to resolve my conflict before acting. If yes, move to the circle to the left, if no, follow this arrow… I will resolve my conflict. If yes, move to the circle to the left, if no, follow this arrow… I will likely be killed in an attempt to resolve my conflict. If yes… You get the idea. (And just to let you know, “killed” was not the most objectionable option. There was also “burned alive,” “eaten by a giant,” and “suffocated in a vacuum,” just to name a few.)  
 
    In Creatures of Horror, I found that the class had already moved on to a new villain, some character called Pennywise, who I’d never heard of. So when I walked into the classroom that first day back at school, I was mildly surprised and secretly thrilled when I saw that there was a clown at the front of the room: big red hair sticking out all around his head, bald on top, wearing the whole colorful outfit and everything. I even thought it might have been one of those Welcome Back, Peter, We’re Sorry You Almost Died singing telegrams. But then he turned around to face us, and that’s when I screamed for about a solid minute. I’m not a big Horror reader myself, so of course, I hadn’t read It. Even if I had, I wouldn’t have been prepared for the thing’s rows of spiky teeth, its yellow, cat-like eyes, or its terrible one-liners. I probably wouldn’t have slept anyway that night, because OH MY GOD A CLOWN THAT EATS CHILDREN—but to top it off, Proffesor Uk assigned us five chapters to read from It, plus a report on Pennywise’s early childhood.  
 
    And that was just Monday. Tuesday and Wednesday weren’t much better. I’d caught up a little bit on my homework, but was given even more by Professor G and Mattie (read the first four chapters in Advanced Spellwork: A Work Book and complete the end of chapter worksheets, and the less formal but still necessary task of Practice Summoning! What happened out there? Why are you so wiped out? You can’t even distance summon right now! What— 
 
    The full note from Mattie, written on my assignment sheet, can be found in Appendix C, if you’re so interested. And by Appendix C, I mean the garbage can in my bedroom, as there was no way I was going to hold onto a piece of paper that just reminded me of how weary the Real World had left me. Sure, I looked Fictional again—a little more animated, somehow, and still shiny (because come on, we all know I’m being written by now), but it had set me back. I was getting better and better with practice again, but it had zapped my energy—and energy is needed for magic.  
 
    So by the time Thursday rolled around, I was more than exhausted. I was… well, I was really exhausted. My descriptions were crap, my speling, embarassing, and I could hardly pay attention long enough to 
 
    “Peter,” Professor G said in the closest thing to a snap I’d ever heard. He always seemed so amiable, though he assured us that when push came to shove, he could be quite imposing. And by push and shove, I mean, facing a giant Balrog.  
 
    “Peter!” Circe and the professor said at the same time. “You’re not paying attention!” And they were right. I looked down at the dark, wooden table and saw that it was covered in thick, green goop. I’d, once again, exploded my book worm rather than casting a spell so he’d recite Shakespeare.  
 
    “Srry, guys, I’m justso tired.” 
 
    Ganda—I mean, Professor—ah screw it, you guys know who I’m talking about. He merely looked down at me, his face a mixture of concern and impatience, and walked back toward the front of the room where he wrote our weekend homework on the board. Circe, however, was watching me intently.  
 
    “Your Destiny is really taking a toll on you, isn’t she, Peter?” She smiled languidly, clearly loving this. I, however, didn’t have the patience for it. 
 
    “Screw you, Circe. You knew perfectly well what was waiting for me Out There and you did nothing to help me. And here—” I unzipped the outside pocket of my backpack and removed the little glass jar. It was only then I noticed that it no longer contained blue smoke, but a small clear, blue jewel. It also seemed to be pulsing with something, quite literally, otherworldly. “Here’s your little magic jar. I hope it’s ruined.” 
 
    With that, I gathered my things and walked out of the classroom.  
 
    “Peter, wait,” Circe called from behind me. I could hear the rustle of her long robes, and wondered if it wasn’t somehow magically amplified. I mean, the hallway was pretty crowded and loud. 
 
    “Peter!” She caught my arm just as I was pushing my way through the double doors exiting the building, out into the courtyard. I spun to face her. 
 
    “Don’t you see what this means?” she hissed. She was still holding the small jar, and when she spoke she shook it, the little jewel clanked delicately inside. 
 
    “Nope,” and I started to walk away again. I was meeting with Mattie early that day to get some practice in.  
 
    “Peter, stop!” And with that, I did. And so did everyone and everything else in the courtyard. I was frozen mid-step, my thumbs looped around the straps of my backpack, the heel of my left foot on the ground and my right leg lifted and bent, ready to step forward. In front of me a group of Young Adult girls—probably a coming of age series in the works somewhere Out There, as they were all pretty shiny—were standing, stock still, in a close circle. Some of them were stuck mid-gesture, others mid-eye roll, and one, stuck for all to see, rubbing a spot on her face uncomfortably. I couldn’t see what else was going on, so I just stared at the girls, wondering for a moment who the main character was. Then behind me, I heard Circe’s robe moving along the concrete.  
 
    “You’re not frozen, Peter,” Circe’s voice said in my ear. I couldn’t turn to face her. I couldn’t even move my lips to mutter a spell. It was infuriating. “Time is just moving much slower right now. Sure, you can hear me and think at a regular pace, because I’m allowing it. But for everyone else, the seconds have just slowed down. One second at this rate will last approximately one year. 
 
    “This,” she said in my other ear. Then she stepped in front of me, holding out the little jar, which was now empty. “Is Real World Magic. We think we can play around with time in Fantasy or Sci Fi or even Greek Mythology – but it’s nothing, nothing, compared to what they can do Out There. So you see, this is why I needed your help. I’d heard stories about the magic of the Real World; but until now, it was just legend.” She was smiling evilly, looking around at the frozen bodies around her. I noticed one of the girls in the group in front of me was frozen in the middle of crying, and realized that one tear would take a year to trail down her pale cheek. It broke my heart. 
 
    “So if you’re going to be a good boy, Peter, I’ll remove the spell. Can I do that?” 
 
    I hate you, I hate you, I hate you, I thought. 
 
    “Good then,” she smiled.  
 
    Just as suddenly as time had seemingly stopped, it resumed. I, the only one in the scene who had felt the difference at all, fell forward immediately and landed on my outstretched hands and knees just where Circe had been. But she was gone.  
 
    I got up and dusted myself off, my right hand raw and bleeding. The girls in front of me were talking animatedly once again, not sensing anything out of the ordinary, and the girl who’d been crying had already hastily wiped away her tears. 
 
      
 
    “Mattie!” I was tramping through the forest, not even on the path, panicked, screaming. “Mattie!” Vaguely I registered the sound of music wobbling a bit unsteadily though the air. I suddenly had the urge to dance—and quickly made a bee-line to get back on the path. I didn’t need to get caught up in Creative Inspiration right now.  
 
    “Mattie! Oh, Mattie! There you are!” I was still screaming—perhaps a bit wound up.  
 
    “Peter, calm down.” She was about five feet in front of me. She squinted her eyes (the telltale sign that she was performing a spell), and sure enough, a moment later, two overstuffed armchairs zipped into place right there on the wide path. I could still hear faint music from the forest, but on the path I no longer felt entranced by it. (Just one of the fun little things about the woods on campus.) 
 
    “Mattie, listen. I just ran into Circe. And she stopped time! Or I guess, she slowed it down, like, a lot.” With that, I launched into what had happened and just how Circe had come to possess Real World magic. Immediately wishing I hadn’t. 
 
    “Peter, you idiot! You know full well not to trust Circe. If she asks you to do anything for her—pass the salt, can I have a glass of water?, take this jar to the Real World—the answer is always no! No good can come from her having more power.” Mattie paused and somewhat reluctantly said, “I’d always heard about the magic from the Real World. Old stuff, it is. Older than Fiction or even books themselves.” 
 
    “But that’s the thing. When I went out there, there was no magic. My wand was practically useless. Except the one time in the basement I used it to poke Terrill while he was snoring.” 
 
    She just shrugged, suddenly looking very tired, and very much older than I’d remembered. “I don’t know much about the magic Out There, Peter. All I know is what I’ve read in Fictional Nonfiction books; I have no way of knowing what it feels like Out There. But from what I gather, it’s not all about incantations and wand work and spells. It can be, sure, but it’s based on something older and deeper and far more terrifying.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    I expected her to say something succinct and powerful—you know, like “love,” or “faith,” or “trust,” because this is Fiction and I sensed that the scene was coming to a close, but she shrugged and again, said she didn’t know.  
 
    “Anyway, we better get to practicing, Peter. You’re still a bit rusty from your sojourn out in the Real World”—like it was a vacation or something— “and you’ll want to catch up. I wouldn’t worry too much about Circe’s new little trick,” she added, perhaps reading the Oh-my-god-are-you-saying-I-need-to-brush-up-on-my-magic-because-I-will-have-to-compete-with-Circe’s-newfound-Real-World-Magic look on my face. “You may have brought her back one little trick—okay, one big trick—but I unless you or someone else agrees to keep bringing her magic out and bringing Real World magic back through the wardrobes, she shouldn’t have access to it again. She may be a powerful sorceress, but even she can’t just break through Randy’s enchantments and move through Narnia at will. If she’s not on the list of approved characters to move between worlds, she just won’t be able to do it.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, because the alarm will go off.” 
 
    “Well yes. And she’ll die.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, I stood up just as my big armchair zipped away, crunching through the trees, and back to where Mattie must have summoned them from. I thought they looked rather like the ones in a certain fictional common room (which now lived in a lounge area in the main building.)  
 
    “Oh yes. Didn’t Randy ever tell you that? If you’re not on the list to pass through Narnia, either going out or coming in, you’ll die. Really a nice bit of magic, he did on that one,” she added with a smile.  
 
    I was astonished. I think my mouth was actually hanging open. Randy? Using magic to kill people? I supposed it wasn’t that out of character; after all, he was a wizard detective and he’d certainly seen some crazy stuff. He’d had to toughen to the job. I followed Mattie down the path and further into the woods where we’d have our lesson, still wrapping my head around the whole thing. It took me a minute to realize Mattie was still talking.  
 
    “… and so I wouldn’t worry too much about Circe getting her hands on any outside magic. The wardrobes are the only way between worlds, and as long as you or anyone else don’t agree to help her again, all should be well.” She paused, wiped some sweat from her brow. It was an unseasonably muggy day, or perhaps it was just being so deep in the woods. “What made you agree to help her out in the first place, Peter?” 
 
    That’s when I remembered. “She said that someday soon I would need her help, too.” 
 
    And at that, Mattie did look very scared indeed. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Peter, is that you? 
 
    Peter? 
 
      
 
    P   e     t    e    r   ? 
 
    I couldn’t see or hear. There was nothing; just blank space. But those words. Her words. I knew it was— 
 
    Jenny? 
 
    I didn’t say it, but there it was. 
 
    I’m here. Peter, I don’t have much time. I have to tell you something. 
 
    I felt myself trying to make sense of this space, this emptiness. I tried to feel my limbs; shake my head. It was no good.  
 
    Where are we, Jenny? 
 
     
 
      
 
    We’re nowhere. Peter, I don’t have much time. I want you to know that I’m okay. We’re all okay. We’re stuck in this sort of in between—this space—caught between Fiction and the other Side. 
 
    The Real World? 
 
    Beyond that. Peter, if you just let us go… 
 
    Her voice was starting to trail off. 
 
    Jenny! Don’t you start ellipsesing. I’m not letting you go… Oh shit, now I’m doing it, too… 
 
    Peter, it’s too dangerous. You have to… 
 
    Jenny? 
 
    I could feel a heaviness. My body. Growing more solid by the second. I was pressed against something soft. I tried to push it away. 
 
    Peter, she’ll do worse than kill you. You have to watch out for 
 
      
 
    “Peter.”  
 
    “Nope,” I was still trying to get back to that space in between. Jenny was there, and not there. I wanted to stay… Maybe if I just… 
 
    “Peter, stop ellipsesing. You’ve got to get up right now. Something’s happened.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and saw Randy sitting on the edge of my bed. He was wearing his favorite blue duck-covered pajamas, which made his face look even paler and grimmer. I sat up.  
 
    “It’s Alan. He’s been attacked.” 
 
    “Memoir Alan Alda?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Alan from Holes?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Alan, that guy who—” 
 
    “No, Peter. Alan the Lion. I got a call early this morning from Terrill. Come on, get up.” 
 
    Randy stood up and I pulled the covers back, immediately cold and missing that empty space in between. It was early November* and already felt like winter.  
 
    *Hey, not all chapters start the very next day, you know.  
 
     “Are we going out to Nonfiction? To the Black Market?” I called out, pulling on some pants. I could hear Randy in the living room just down the hall, tidying up: fluffing pillows, scooting the coffee table a few inches here and there, rearranging picture frames. He was nervous.   
 
    “No need, Peter. He’s already in a hospital in Fictional Oregon. It was the closest one to Nonfiction, but, you know, can’t use Fictional Insurance in Nonfiction. Terrible system. Anyway, let’s get going.” Randy had stepped back into my room, twirling his wand nervously.  
 
    “When did you change?” I asked, taking in his dark slacks, coat, and scarf. He shrugged.  
 
    “Come on Peter, we’re in a hurry. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    When we arrived at the hospital, I recognized it immediately. And asked to stay in the car. 
 
    “Peter, I sincerely doubt we’ll come across any of the characters from the book.”               
 
    I just looked out the window at the tall, red-brick building. There was a tower on top, almost like it was once a school, but no more. Now, it was one of the most famous psychiatric hospitals in Fiction.  
 
    “McMurphy’s actually a pretty nice guy,” Randy went on, opening up the passenger door. “Mad as the Hatter, but you know, nice guy. Let’s go.” 
 
    I walked behind Randy toward the building, its shadow covering us as we approached. It was cold, and colder still without the sun. As we got closer, I could hear laughter and screaming coming from within.  
 
    “How did Alan end up in here?” I whispered as we made our way through the lobby. We passed a nurse with a doll-like face and steely eyes carrying a silver tray covered in little Dixie cups of pills. She eyed us critically and then kept walking. 
 
    Randy mumbled something that sounded like “ratchet,” but before I could ask, the loudest scream yet pierced the air. It was coming from the room we’d just passed in a white and sterile-looking hallway. As we kept walking, I could hear several people’s feet running toward the room and a high-pitched, familiar voice (“The centaurs are coming for me—you don’t understand, I swear!”) fading away, away, as we walked on. 
 
    “Did Alan lose his mind…?” I asked a little more urgently. We turned a corner and found ourselves in front of a door to the stairs. Randy didn’t seem to be listening to me; he pulled something out of his pocket—a rubber chicken. Then a magnifying glass. Then his wand.  
 
    “For gods’ sakes, now is not the time…” he grumbled and pointed the wand at his pocket. A moment later, a small white slip of paper zipped from his pocket and into his hand. He studied it for a moment and then opened the door to the stairs. “Third floor, room 301. Let’s go.” 
 
    I jogged up the stairs behind him, grateful to be away from all the screaming. To have some space.  
 
    “Randy—I forgot to mention—I had this dream last night.” 
 
    “Here we are: Level Three. After you, Peter.” He held the door open for me and I walked out into another white and sterile hallway. This one, though, was quiet. I could only hear a low murmur of voices dotted with laughter, from somewhere around the corner. When we approached, I saw that it was a group of three nurses: two male fauns, with short goat-like horns, furry legs, and hooved feet, and a woman with long blonde hair.  
 
    “Oh, hello. Is this the Fantasy Ward? We’re looking for a lion named Alan.” 
 
    “This is the Fantasy Ward. He’s in 301—just down the hall,” she hoisted her thumb over her shoulder, pointing behind her.  
 
    The door was slightly ajar, so Randy did that passively-intrusive thing where he knocked, but really was opening the door before waiting for an invitation. When we got in, though, we found Alan sprawled out on his back on a large and rather sturdy-looking hospital bed, fast asleep. Slumped in two chairs just by his side, lines of sunlight through the blinds making them looked striped, were Terrill and Ivor.  
 
    “Terrill,” I whispered walking around the bed, avoiding looking at Alan. Hospitals creeped me out on a good day, but there was something seriously weird going on with Alan. I could feel it. And I don’t mean in that “I’m in touch with other people’s energies and I could sense something was wrong,” way—because I couldn’t; I’m about as perceptive as a doorknob. I mean, I could feel it—like an electric charge was coming from the bed where he lay. “Terrill,” I said again over his snores, nudging his shoulder. He slumped to the right, causing Ivor who’d been leaning against his shoulder to fall forward.  
 
    “‘S’all this about, then?” Ivor griped, pulling himself onto his short legs. “Oh, ‘s’you.” 
 
    “How could she…” 
 
    I turned around, surprised to see Randy, white as the sheet strewn messily on the bed, staring down at Alan. I forced myself to follow his gaze. And there he was… a Real lion. It wasn’t Alan anymore. This lion seemed to be straight from the Real World. Gone were Alan’s glossy, smooth fur, his perfectly defined and straight whiskers, and his golden, elegant main; instead, I could see small nicks in his fur, places where tufts were missing. His whiskers were barely visible from a distance, but looked bent and wiry, and his main… It just looked too real.  
 
    “There wos a note,” Terrill said, stepping around the bed toward Randy. He pulled a folded, white piece of paper from his pants pocket and handed it over. “Taped right on the cab’net, this.” 
 
    “Wardrobe.” 
 
    Randy was looking down at the note, his face, if possible, getting even paler. He looked sick.  
 
    “That psychotic bit—”
“Whoa, watch it there, Randy,” I looked around a little nervously. Randy never cussed.  
 
    “—of Real World scum. Here, look at this,” he leaned over the bed and held the note out to me. To get it, I had to lean partly over the bed as well; Alan’s prone body just radiated that weird, Real World energy.  
 
    Dear Peter, 
 
    I was so sad to have seen you go the way you did; we didn’t even get to say our goodbyes. Luckily, I got all I needed from you during your stay, and have been able to perfect a serum to transform characters into Real Worlders—no matter where they are! It’s good, don’t you think? 
 
    I hadn’t thought about using it on any of your little friends in Fiction, but then a little birdie told me that you are planning something of a surprise for me! Locking me in my own basement? Clearly I can’t have that, so I will make you a deal: You stay well away from the Real World, and I might just forget about turning each and every book character into a Real Worlder until there is no more Fiction left at all. 
 
    Best,  
 
    Your Destiny 
 
      
 
    “Jenny was right,” I said, folding the paper back up and tossing it onto the table next to Alan’s bed. Or whoever he was now. “She said that she would do worse than kill me if I kept trying to go out there. She said… she said to let her go.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Peter? When could Jenny have possibly said any of that?” Randy asked, looking alarmed. Terrill and Ivor were also looking a little uncomfortable. Ghost stuff may happen more often in Fiction, but it’s still creepy as hell when it does. 
 
    “I had this dream, sort of. It felt like more than a dream, though,” I added at their looks. “Listen, it doesn’t matter if you believe me. It just matters that,” I took a deep breath—I hated myself for saying it, “we can’t put everyone in Fiction at risk like this.” 
 
    Ivor and Terrill stood to my left and from the corner of my eye, I could see them nodding reluctantly, looking down. Randy, however, was looking out the window behind me, as though he hadn’t caught a word of what I’d said. 
 
    “Terrill, did you say this note was pinned to this side of the wardrobe?” 
 
    Terrill nodded. I looked back over and Randy had donned his detective hat.  
 
    “So you and Ivor arrived this morning to pass through Narnia for...?” 
 
    “Ship’men o’ Mason Pearson Detangling Combs.” 
 
    “Right, so you were going to pass through, but instead, you found Alan in this state, passed out, in the wardrobe stall? With…” he flicked his wand and the note zipped into his outstretched hand, “this note?” 
 
    “‘S’wat we’re sayin’, Randy,” Ivor piped in. 
 
    “But I’m curious as to how Destiny could possibly have gotten through the wardrobe and onto our side, without tipping off my alarms.” 
 
    “Wot bleedin’ alarms?” Ivor asked.  
 
    “My alarms. I set a magical tripwire, of sorts, that will alert me if anyone non-registered attempts to go in or out of the wardrobe. I set it up last year when ? was wreaking such havoc. Since so many characters travel back and forth for business, like you two, I had to create a list of people permitted to go in and out. If you’re not on the list, my alarm” at this, he reached into his pocket and pulled out an actual, round, golden, alarm clock, “will go off.” He held it out in the palm of his hand; it ticked quietly.  
 
    “And if you keep trying, you’ll die,” I added under my breath, hardly audible. Randy glanced at me, but then Ivor stepped forward, arms folded over his chest. 
 
    “Wot exactly are ya sayin’, Randy?”  
 
    “Yeah, wot’re ya implyin’?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, whoever put this note on the wardrobe, and whoever injected Alan with this serum, did it from this side. And it’s very curious that you two were making a run out to the Real World so very early this morning—” 
 
    “It wasn’t Terrill and Ivor,” I said, surprising myself even a little bit. As soon as I’d said it, though, I knew it was true. “They wouldn’t do that. I spent all that time with them Out There. Destiny has messed with them, too. They wouldn’t do this.” 
 
    “Thanks for ‘at, Peter,” Terrill mumbled.  
 
    Randy studied me for a moment, then Terrill and Ivor, who stared back just as baldly. “Okay, I believe you. And Terrill and Ivor, I’m sorry for questioning you. But if it wasn’t you two, who was it?” 
 
    The only noise in the room was the sound of the little alarm clock, tick, tick, ticking away in Randy’s (for some reason) still outstretched palm. “That wasn’t a rhetorical question. I’m serious, who was it?” 
 
    “Oh. Well, someone from books who has an interest in helping out Destiny,” I supplied.  
 
    “Righ’. ‘An someone who ‘as access to that serum.” Ivor added. 
 
    “Yes, that’s where this gets tricky, isn’t it?” Randy had started pacing. And tripped over one of the wires connected to Alan’s vitals monitor, causing it to unplug, the three nurses to come in in a panic, plug it back in, admonish him, and force him to clear a pacing path before resuming. But you don’t need to know about all that. “Whoever did this must somehow have access to the serum, which was invented in the Real World. Destiny couldn’t have walked it through the door herself. And only those with access to the Real World are permitted to pass through—a very short list, mind you. Characters I trust. So maybe…” 
 
    “She has a clone here in Fiction!” I shouted. 
 
    Randy gave me a pitying look. To my left, I heard Ivor whistle.  
 
    “Well, I suppose that’s possible, Peter. But what I was thinking is that maybe there is more than one way to get things in and out of the Real World and into ours. You said this woman is a scientist, right, Peter?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” I felt a little dejected for my clone theory. Totally possible, by the way.  
 
    “Hm. Perhaps she’s created some sort of alternate access point; a portal or a device of some kind. After all, she did grow up in Sci Fi; she’s sure to know all sorts of things. Yes, it’s very interesting, isn’t it? It’s very…” Randy pulled a large magnifying glass from his pocket (which yes, if you’ve probably noticed by now was a magically extended pocket—the spell for which is really quite simple, but for legal reasons can’t be inserted here, or else I’d totally tell you.) “…Interesting.” 
 
    “Well ‘at took a while,” Ivor grumbled. Randy ignored him. He just stared out the window, clearly thinking, magnifying glass held up to his chin. 
 
    “Okay, then forget what I said earlier. We have to go back out there now,” I said. 
 
    “What’re ye outta yer bleedin’ mind? Din’tya read tha note? ‘At’s exactly what we shoul’nt be doin’.” Ivor crossed his arms. Even though he was about three feet tall, he still looked pretty menacing just then. Terrill stood behind him, a little uncertainly.  
 
    “I know that, but if we don’t put a stop to it, who’s to say she won’t come into Fiction and turn us all into Real Worlders? Like—” 
 
    Just then, in perfect timing, Alan the Lion stirred for the first time. Because this is Fiction. 
 
    “—like Alan here. We must go out there. And kill her.” 
 
    “Whoa, ho, ho!” Randy had stopped looking dreamily out the window, and instead was looking uncomfortably around the room. “Ah, let’s keep it PG here, Peter. We won’t have to kill her; we can just make sure she’s no longer a danger to others. I do agree, though; we have to do something. If she’s able to get things into Fiction in some other way than the wardrobe, then I don’t know what it is, and I can’t monitor it or prevent it. We’ll have to stop the source—Destiny herself.” 
 
    “And while we’re out there, show Jenny’s author her backstory so he can start re-writing her books,” I added. 
 
    “And find all the other authors.” 
 
    “And go by In-N-Out Burger.” 
 
    “Who said that last one?” I asked.  
 
    No one answered and Randy was making quite a show of tucking the little alarm clock back into his pocket. 
 
    “Well then, I guess we’d better get go—” 
 
    Just then, Alan sat up on his haunches. He glared around the room; something in his eyes was so alien. So wild. This was not Alan. 
 
    “Uh, nurse?” I called out nervously.  
 
    His tail twitched in agitation and he smelled the air. He licked his lips. A low growl rumbled through his body; shook the room. 
 
    “‘Ow ye feelin’ there, mate?” Terrill tried nervously.  
 
    Alan just watched him, hungrily. He didn’t pounce, but he didn’t say anything either. Then he let out a ferocious growl—a screaming, distorted version of the word “help.” He looked angry and scared. He looked like a lion torn between two worlds.  
 
    “We’ll help you, Alan,” I said wildly, having no idea how we could. He jerked his head in my direction and sniffed the air. His eyes narrowed. He stood up on the bed, his weight making the springs sing beneath him. He looked sort of like he was going to jump. Yes, in fact, that’s just what he looked like he might do, and— 
 
    “Peter, what are you doing? Let’s go!” Randy grabbed me gruffly by the shoulder and pushed me out of the room and into the white hallway, where Terrill and Ivor were already waiting. There was a loud thud as not-Alan landed on the floor, then a roar that sounded like “please.” 
 
    “We have to put a stop to this,” I said in a low voice. The three nurses, plus a rather small, gray, and smelly ogre bustled by and pushed their way into the room. I could hear something metal fall to the ground; something heavy thudded against the wall. Then it was quiet.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” I said only once the nurses had stepped back into the hallway. (The woman with purple hair gave us a quick nod. “He’s sleeping.”) 
 
    The three of us left the hospital, not talking but barely hearing the screams and cries of the other patients we passed. Turns out, there are much more disturbing things than losing your mind in Fiction.  
 
      
 
    She’ll worse than kill you. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Mattie 
 
    Geppetto  
 
    Merlin 
 
    Phil, Willy, and Nilly 
 
    Long John 
 
    Lost Boys (Tootles, Curly, The Twins?) 
 
    Unnamed Ogre from Book 2 – Temporary Best Friend 
 
    Kiki 
 
    Princess Badroulbadour* 
 
    Bob 
 
    Jenny’s dad 
 
    *Look it up. 
 
      
 
    I stared down at the piece of paper, pencil hovering at the corner of “Jenny’s dad.” When I looked up and lowered the page, I saw that Randy and Long John had both fallen asleep on the couch across from me, Long John’s grizzly head heavy on Randy’s shoulder. We were in my living room, papers (maps, lists crumpled up and tossed to the floor, favorite Madlibs) strewn about, empty mugs stained dark from coffee on the table, and books—at least two hundred books—stacked in fives and tens, dotted around the room. It was just like my first year at Fiction Academy: for the past three days, Randy and I had been pouring over any books we could get our hands on. We were searching their pages for characters either A) linked to the Erased somehow, B) really brave, C) easily convinced, or best possible, secret answer D) all of the above. We’d also put up flyers all over campus asking for help; Randy had even convinced Detective to offer payment for those willing to venture into the Real World. Long John, who was also the Dean of Fiction Academy, set aside his heavy workload to become a sort of champion for the cause: making announcements at school, helping us with the flyers, and asking his old crewmates, who he knew were both brave and easily convinced. But still, so far all we had were sixteen characters to help, not including Randy and me, and I wasn’t sure that bringing Bob or Jenny’s dad out was the best idea. Bob, because I wasn’t sure what would happen if we brought a talking ficus tree out into the Real World, and Jenny’s dad because… well, I felt I’d caused enough trouble for her family already.  
 
    Something landed heavily on the ground outside, shaking the apartment and causing a rather precariously stacked pile of books to topple. 
 
    “What’s that?” Long John asked blearily.  
 
    “Just the neighborhood dragon,” I said quietly. Almost on cue, I saw orange light up the sky outside of the window and then the smell of burning wool.  
 
    “Keeps this up, Bo Peep’s going to contact Creature Services,” Long John muttered. He stood up and stretched his arms over head, yawning widely. A piece of dried seaweed fell from his beard onto the floor (“Hm. Don’t know where that came from”). He walked into the kitchen, his one wooden leg (a Louisville Slugger) crunching along the hard wood floor. I heard him open the refrigerator just as Randy woke up on the couch. 
 
    “What time is it?” he asked, sitting up. 
 
    “Almost 3:00. Listen, Randy, I’ve been thinking—I don’t think I want Jenny’s dad or Bob to come out there with us.” 
 
    “Well Bob, I can see—I’m really not sure how he’d get along out there. I don’t think most of the plants talk in the Real World, do they?”  
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “But Peter, Jenny’s dad is perfectly capable of making this decision for himself. He was one of the first to volunteer, after Ed. We can’t really afford to turn down help at this point.” 
 
    “We turned down, Ed,” I noted.  
 
    “You know he sparkles in the sunlight. Besides, we can’t have you two fighting the whole time when we’re on a serious mission.” 
 
    Long John walked back into the living room (step, drag… step, drag…), holding a large plate of chocolate and pixie-blue iced cupcakes that had been sitting in our refrigerator since the day before. Randy’s office had had a party.  
 
    “Talkin’ about Ed?” he asked. “That wouldn’t a worked. Jerry, on the other hand: the man’s made up his mind, Peter. He wants to go, you let him go. You don’t need to protect Jenny’s family. Didn’t do anything wrong in the first place, you ask me. Here,” he shoved the plate in front of me, “have a cupcake.” 
 
    I sighed and took the cupcake with my free hand, the other still holding onto the disappointingly short list.  Of all the millions of characters in the book world, we were down to fifteen now, fifteen, willing and able to help us. Would it be enough to get in touch with the Real World authors? Would we have enough time? Would we be able to capture Destiny safely and prevent her from turning anymore characters into (again, no offense) grotesquely graphic and detailed Real Worlders?  
 
    There were so many unknowns and already I felt exhausted. But we had to keep going.  
 
    “We’ll have to make do with the characters we’ve got. Maybe more will volunteer before we leave tomorrow night, but I wouldn’t count on it. Anyway,” I placed the uneaten cupcake on the coffee table and then stooped down to retrieve first one, then two, then three thick, floppy books, placing them on the table by the cupcake. “We still need to find out where half of these characters’ authors live—and from what I gather, the Real World is a pretty big place.” 
 
    “What have you got there, huh?” Long John step-dragged himself to the side of my armchair and peered down at the books. “The White Pages? For four cities? From 1999…?” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s the best I could do. There aren’t many published books listing authors’ names and addresses, and pretty much nobody is listed after 1999. We obviously already know where to find Jenny’s author, Albert, and Randy and I have already found out where the guy who wrote Bill and Banana Tree’s story and the woman who wrote that fairy book live.” 
 
    Randy nodded. “I came across it in my gardening class last week—a published journal all about Real World gardeners. Apparently Bryce Dingsworth and Amanda Woodensby are quite the vegetable gardeners.” 
 
    “Those don’t even sound like real names.” 
 
    “I didn’t make them up. At any rate,” Randy continued, “They’re off in Georgia, about an hour away from each other. So we’ll have to just take a flight from England to Georgia and then drive.” 
 
    “And you’ve got the fake IDs and money?” I asked, feeling just a little embarrassed to be asking in front of Long John—who was a friend, but was also the Dean of my school. He, however, seemed suddenly not to be listening, and was very intently searching through one of the phone books. 
 
    “Yes, Terrill and Ivor came through yesterday—they could only get cash in pounds, but we can just exchange the money when we travel. Here’s your passport,” Randy said, handing me a thin, maroon booklet with gold writing on the front. Inside, was a picture of… me. (Not the best picture, but really, who has a good passport photo?) There was an expiration date, my name (plus an added and totally made up middle name to make it seem more authentic ((Anthony)), and even several stamps for the countries that I had supposedly visited. It seemed fool-proof.  
 
    “How did they—?” 
 
    Randy just held up his hand. “I don’t ask. No doubt it is highly illegal and probably dangerous in at least five ways, but they’re doing us a big favor here.”
“I think I got something,” Long John said, still staring down at the phone book intently. His gnarled finger was poking into the middle of a page. “Peter, what did you say your original author’s name was? G. E. Wells?” 
 
    “Yes…” I said, feeling a little uncomfortable. This was, after all, the man who had suddenly ended my first series of books by killing off my little sister because he was tired of writing them. I wasn’t exactly a fan. “But that doesn’t have anything to do with the Erased Characters’ authors.” 
 
    Long John stared at me for a moment, still holding his finger to the name on the page. He sighed, closed the book, and then put it on the floor to peruse another one.  
 
    I glanced at its cover: Los Angeles White Pages, 1999.  
 
    We went on searching through the books, often finding multiple listings for the authors’ names, highlighting them all, until very early in the morning. Finally, we decided that we’d done the best we could and gave up to get at least a little sleep before our journey. Long John declined our offer to sleep on the couch (“No offense, but your place has a funny smell to it,”) and headed home. Randy walked, zombie-like, into his room. 
 
    Los Angeles White Pages, 1999.  
 
    I picked up the book—just to see his name in print, really. And there it was:  
 
    G.E. Wells  
 
    907 North Bedford Drive 
 
    Beverly Hills 
 
    Los Angeles, California 90210 
 
      
 
    And beneath it:  
 
    310-423-8820 
 
      
 
    Without thinking, I tore the page out and slipped it into my pocket before heading to my room to sleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Peter?  
 
    Peeetterrrrrrr? 
 
    I knew the voice immediately, and I knew where I was—nowhere: that odd non-location where I was everything and nothing all at once, but Jenny’s voice (sort of) rang out. Words filling the page. I could feel her presence—her very Jenny-ness—more than see her or hear her. It felt like sitting next to her with my eyes closed, but then suddenly, I was aware of more beings; infinite beings, perhaps. And where was this place, really, if not in the world of books or the Real World? What could possibly be beyond, beyond space and time, and the capacity of the human mind to comprehend, and OH MY GOD what if it was all just a story anyway—the Real World, the book world, what if they were all just as real and fake as one another and— 
 
    Dammit, Peter, focus. I need to talk to you. 
 
    Sorry, Jenny. It’s just… weird place you’re living now. 
 
    She ignored this, but I could imagine (somehow) her rolling her (non) eyes. 
 
    Peter, what are you thinking going back out into the Real World? I told you, you can just let us go. You’re putting yourself in more danger than you know. 
 
    What—Destiny? Jenny, I can handle Destiny. Besides, I’ll have help. 
 
    Not Destiny, Peter. It’s not just Destiny… 
 
    What do you mean? Jenny, you keep …ing right when you’re about to tell me something really important. Why… Oh dammit, now here I go… 
 
    That’s just the way it works, Peter… Creating suspense… 
 
    Jenny, wait… 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    And then it was gone. It didn’t feel like I woke up in my bed, so much as dropped back into my body; back into the world of books. I pushed the thought away that said, “Wow, Peter, that sounds an awful lot like you just died in your sleep for a minute!” and slowly raised myself up. I was still wearing my clothes from the night before and, apparently, had fallen asleep on top of a half-eaten yogurt, which was affixed to my jeans. It was almost noon. 
 
    “Randy!” I tore away the covers, jumped from the bed, and dashed into the living room—three very strong verb choices, I might add, so I felt a little dizzy for a minute. Randy walked calmly from the kitchen into the living room, where I was leaning against the wall. 
 
    “Too many strong verbs?” he asked, ever the detective. I just nodded.  
 
    “Okay, that’s fine. You won’t have to do much today, action verb-wise; until we get out into the Real World, of course. We’ll leave here in a few hours to meet the group. Then we’ll all bus out to the Black Market together. And then—” 
 
    “Then out to the Real World. I know,” I mumbled, still a little woozy.  
 
    “Yes, but…” He looked around the room and then sighed. “Ah well. I suggest we take it easy today. You know, maybe do a whole lot of nothing in great detail; really take our time in getting going. Tonight will be plenty exhilarating; we certainly don’t need anything exciting to happen today.” 
 
    “Randy, I wouldn’t say that…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Peter. Today will be a breeze—nothing will happen for hours.” 
 
    “Randy, seriously; every time you say something like that—” 
 
    The phone rang. 
 
    A moment later, Randy reappeared in the living room. I no longer felt out-verbed, but still leaned against the wall. I was sure the call was bad news.  
 
   
  
 

 “Jesus Christ,” Randy announced, pale-faced.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “No, no. That was Jesus Christ—the Christian Comics version, actually. He called to tell me that we’re too late. She’s gotten another one.” 
 
    I stood away from the wall.  
 
    “She’s gotten another one what…?” 
 
    “She’s gotten another one—Jessica Jones. She’s gotten another case that she just can’t seem to wrap her head around. She’ll need some help. But really, I do think we’re too late…” 
 
    Again, my heart started beating faster; my stomach seemed to drop.  
 
    “Too late for…” 
 
    “Too late for the block party in Comics! It’s the third Sunday of every month, and it only goes until about 1:00. I suppose we could make it over if we hustled. I could whip up a plate of cranberry pinwheels...”
Randy kept talking and I allowed his words to trail off and blur softly around the edges. I sank down onto the couch, not even aware that I’d walked over to it. The last thing you ever want to say in Fiction is something like “well at least it can’t get worse,” or “we sure don’t need anything exciting to go on today!” It’s the kiss of death, and I’d been sure that the call would have been ours.  
 
    After a few moments I realized that Randy’s voice was not soft and blurred any longer, but clipped and serious.  
 
    “What do you mean? How could she possibly have gotten it all the way into the Academy?” He paused. I sat up on my knees on the couch, facing the kitchen. He was standing there, one hand holding his little work cell phone to his ear, the other pressed against his lips. He was as white as he’d been visiting Alan in the hospital. “Yes, of course. We’re on our way.” 
 
    He walked into the living room’s entryway and holding his phone out as if offering it to me said: 
 
    “She’s gotten Bob.” 
 
      
 
    Randy drove us to campus, sirens wailing, descriptions sparse, and dialogue minimal. We were in a rush. But all I kept thinking was just how familiar this feeling had become. It felt like last week we were rushing off to stop his ex-wife, Gail, the then villain; just moments ago that we set out to stop ? from erasing characters. And now some other evil was once again threatening Fiction and had, once again, hurt my friends. How much could one main character take? 
 
    I was still mulling this over when we arrived at the Math Building. The whole place was blocked off by yellow police tape blowing loosely in the cold wind and surrounded by black and white cars, lights flashing silently against the darkening sky.  
 
    “Bonnie,” Randy said loudly over the howling wind. He doffed his detective hat, which he seemed to have put on just for that moment. He took it off and stuffed it into his coat pocket still watching Bob’s girlfriend, Bonnie the Fig Tree, carefully. 
 
    “Hi, Bonnie,” I said. Her leaves were blowing about wildly, a few came off and flew away even as we stood in front of the castle-like building. “Let’s go inside, okay?” I asked, looking from Bonnie to Randy. He nodded curtly and ripped away some of the yellow tape in front of the door, and then held it open for us. Silently, Bonnie swiveled her clay pot back and forth until she made her way through the open door and into the rather plain-looking lobby. I’d never been in there before, but it struck me as similar to the Science Building’s lobby: a wooden bench with a long, thin cushion on top against one wall, bookshelves housing text books, books on theory; a receptionist’s desk, which at the moment was vacated, and beside it, a ficus tree. An actual ficus tree. 
 
    “It’s just so awful, isn’t it?” Bonnie whimpered from next to me. She, like Bob, didn’t speak from a mouth (after all, even in Fiction, most trees don’t have faces), but I could imagine the anguish that would have been on hers if she did.  
 
    Randy stepped closer to the ficus cautiously. I stayed put. Like all things from the Real World—and I hate to say it, but that is just what Bob had become; another thing from the real world—the tree was emanating an otherworldly sort of current. The air buzzed with it. I felt contaminated by it. And yet—somewhere in there, was Bob. Still. 
 
    “I don’t understand how she’s doing this,” Randy finally said after examining the tree’s leaves (which were similar in shape to Bob’s, but not nearly as vibrant, and were torn, brown, and crispy in places.) “She’s not getting through the wardrobe, and neither is anybody else.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Nobody is going through the wardrobe anymore?” 
 
    Randy shook his head, hands on hips, still looking at the ficus tree. “No, I put a temporary hold on all business in Narnia. No one goes in or out, unless I personally escort them.” 
 
    I was looking, not at the tree, but at Randy. I’d had no idea he had so much sway in the Detective Genre.  
 
    “Well, I didn’t want another ? sort of situation again, did I?” he said a little embarrassedly.  
 
    Behind me, Bonnie was making choking noises in between hiccups. When I turned around, I saw that sap was streaming, slowly and stickily, down her trunk. She was crying.  
 
    “We’re going to do something about this,” I said, sticking out an arm to—what? Put on her shoulder? I swung it up instead and scratched behind my ear. Slick. “We’re going to figure out how to change him back, Bonnie.” 
 
    Randy cleared his throat, probably indicating that I shouldn’t outright lie to the poor plant, as I had no real reason for believing this was possible; but there was no stopping me. I was a Fictional Character with a plan, and if I’d learned anything from my first year at Fiction Academy, it was that we characters have much more power in our own stories than we give ourselves credit. Our authors may be the ones typing these things, but we’re the ones who inspire them.  
 
    “We’re going to go out there and stop Destiny from doing this to any other characters—and get all the erased characters rewritten, and get Bob and Alan back to being Fictional.” 
 
    “And go to In-N-Out Burger!” 
 
    “Who keeps saying that?” Randy asked, looking around the room. We were the only three in there. 
 
    “We’re going to do all of these things, Bonnie, because I said so—and I am the main character, dammit.” 
 
    So—what do you think about that, Mister? 
 
      
 
    * Miss 
 
      
 
    Hm. I don’t know where that came from.  
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Randy, Bonnie, the ficus formerly known as Bob, a few officers from Detective, and I were standing somewhat awkwardly in the lobby of the Detective Building. We were packed and ready—Randy’s magically extended pockets were filled with things we might need in a pinch: Detective-designed bobby pins for picking locks, toothpaste, toothbrushes, a couple of books, snacks, a flashlight, a few guns, a tazer, dynamite, pepper spray, a billy-club, dog chew toys, and at one point— 
 
    “Randy, what are you doing? We can’t bring Bob out there with us!” 
 
    “I just thought that if we’re going to try to fix him, we might need him with us... No? Okay then. I’ll just take a few little…” and with that, he removed the ficus tree from his pocket and tore off a few leaves before placing him down next to a horrified Bonnie. 
 
    In my backpack, I, too, had all things I’d thought could help us without magic. (And yes, I knew that Circe had somehow managed to wield the mysterious magic of the Real World, but I hadn’t had time to figure it out—and we had to go, now.) I had the backstories, of course. I also brought the picture of Jenny I’d drawn, our passports and cash in a large envelope, a list of all the erased characters with their authors and authors’ addresses—at least the ones we could track down, and, of course, chocolate.  
 
     All there was to do was wait.  
 
    The clock on the wall ticked and tocked loudly, as all Fictional clocks tend to do when you’re waiting on something. After approximately 45 ticks and 46 tocks, the first of our motley crew arrived. It was, not surprisingly, Mattie.  
 
    “I see everyone else is late, are they?” she said as soon as the building’s door closed behind her. She was wearing, not her usual somewhat outdated blue floral dress and headband adorned with a red bow, but instead, a pair of dark skinny jeans, a long tank top, and a long-sleeved flannel unbuttoned over it. And her hair was streaked with purple. 
 
    “What?” she snapped. “I thought you told us to wear something that would fit in Out There.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” 
 
    “No, you look…” 
 
    “Very cool.” 
 
    “Cool, indeed,” added Rogers, a young and rather excitable cop on Randy’s team. He’d just walked in from the hallway, holding a set of keys in his hand. “The van is parked outside, sir. So whenever everyone gets here, we’ll move out.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rogers,” Randy said. He checked his watch. The clock ticked. And tocked. 
 
    “You know, this is why we speed things up around here, usually…” 
 
    But just then, a few more of the crew arrived: Phil, Willy, and Nilly. These, of course, were the dark-headed and freckled triplets from the short-lived series The Adventures of Phil, Willy, and Nilly. They were also sort of vague-friends-by-association of mine since my first year. Usually they were found in rather boxy-shaped shirts of stripes, checks, or polka dots in loud primary colors, paired with blue jeans or overalls, but today they simply wore jeans and T-shirts with words like “IRONIC” and “WHATEVER” printed on them.  
 
    “Where is everyone, then?” Willy (or was it Phil?) said upon walking through the door. He let it close behind him, bumping Phil (Willy?) on the forehead. Nilly came along behind them—her only distinguishing feature was longer hair. Her shirt said “COOL.” 
 
    But even before we could answer, more characters arrived, swinging the door inward, bumping Nilly forward.  
 
    “Oh, hello, hello! Whoopsie. Sorry about that. Hello, all! I’m Geppetto, and this, as you know, is Merlin. And here we have Princess Badroulbadour,” the white-mustached man said. He beamed around the small space, with just about the crinkliest and friendliest eyes I’d ever seen. He was wearing brown pants with suspenders over a worn, white, shirt, a tweed coat draped over his arm. Behind him, Merlin looked only slightly annoyed at having been introduced to a room of people who, no doubt, knew who he was, but a moment later spotted his (great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great) granddaughter, Mattie, and meandered over to her. The final character of their crew was one I’d never seen before, and though rescuing Jenny, the possible love of my life, was first on my mind, I couldn’t help but noticed how stunning she was. And how little she fit in with the rest of us. She had dark brown skin, and long black shining hair. She wore silky, flowing skirts, a short, strapless blue top, a simple, golden crown with a blue jewel in the center, and a thin, see-through veil draped over her hair.  
 
    “Hello to you all,” Randy said amiably. He shook everyone’s hands as they came in; the space was starting to feel smaller and smaller. Next came in Long John, closely followed by my for-just-a-moment-in-Book-Two-best-friend, Unnamed Ogre. They were both doing their best to blend in with what we knew of the Real World. Long John wore long pants over his fake leg, had lost the pirate hat, and had replaced his long, tattered blue coat with what appeared to be a Ferrari Club Jacket. And the Ogre had donned a baseball cap.  
 
    “Friend,” he said, stomping toward me, bowing his tiny grey head to avoid missing the ceiling.  
 
    With the addition of Ogre and, then, four of the Lost Boys from Peter Pan, space was getting limited. Sandwiched uncomfortably between Ogre and Princess Badroulbadour, I scooched my way toward the front of the room, where there was a bit of open space in front of the door.  
 
    “Hey you guys,” I said, but my voice disappeared in the excited and nervous murmur that had spread through the room. “Hey!” I tried again. A few words trailed here and there, but soon the room was quiet.  
 
    “Thank you all for coming. We’re just waiting for a couple more people now, so I’ll go ahead and give you some information, so we can get going on time.  
 
    “When we get to the wardrobe’s location in Nonfiction, security will be pretty heavy. Since the incident with Alan, Randy has had members from his team guarding the entrance, along with some pretty serious preventative charm work. Now we’ll all be able to get through, because we’re being escorted by Randy. But you won’t be able to go back out there on your own—or come back in. So if we somehow get split up, we’ll need to meet in Narnia at a certain Copyrighted Beaver’s house, like we discussed. 
 
    “Randy and I will be able to use magic throughout Narnia, but not in the Real World. So in case anything happens, we’ll be giving you all a bag of emergency supplies, along with your passports and IDs, money, and phones. We’ll also be giving you your assigned character’s backstory and his or her author’s address, if we have it. Guys, don’t lose these. If these backstories get into the wrong hands, we could have a whole other ? incident. If we don’t have your character’s author’s address, well, it’s up to you to do the research. Out there you’ll be able to use the Real World Internet—it’s way more comprehensive than ours here, which as you know, only includes items mentioned in books. So get to a computer and ask around. Randy and I will help you as much as we can, but first we have to handle Destiny.  
 
    “And finally,” just then the door opened a little ways behind me, letting in a cold blast of air. Kiki slipped in and stood quietly while I finished, tossing her blonde hair around all distractingly. “Uh… yeah. Finally, let’s just be sure to stay in touch out there, guys. We want to make this as fast as possible, because it’s dangerous Out There. The longer you stay, the Realer you get. If you haven’t found your assigned author in one week, you come back to the wardrobe anyway. You’ll be able to get into Narnia without Randy from the Other Side, and can stay there safely until Randy lets you through on this side.” 
 
    “Does anyone have any questions?” Randy called out to the room. He’d made his way forward in the crowd and was standing in front of Ogre. 
 
    “Just one,” a voice said from behind me. Again, I could feel a rush of cold on my backside, but I hadn’t even heard the door open. “When do I get to meet the man who wrote me into being?” 
 
    I turned around, and there was Jenny’s dad. His hair was a bit grayer than the last time I’d seen him, but behind his glasses, his light eyes were shining with determination. I reached out my hand and shook his.  
 
    “Hopefully as soon as we get there, uh…” 
 
    It struck me then that I’d never actually learned Jenny’s parents’ names. Jenny was written without a last name in her series, and her parents were only vaguely mentioned (hence her dad’s somewhat ambiguous description), so it was completely possible they had no names.  
 
    “Call me Jerry, Peter. It’s good to see you,” and he pulled me in for a hug. 
 
    “Good to see you, too. 
 
    “Okay, guys. Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    Once everyone was assembled, wearing their best attempts at Real World clothes (Princess Badroulbadour reluctantly donned an extra pair of jeans and a t-shirt Kiki had brought), and each toting a backpack containing their Real World supplies, we trooped one by one and two by two out into the cold rain. As soon as we piled into the elongated van, the sky fell.  
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    “Peter.” 
 
     I closed my eyes tighter, pretending the voice was just a part of my dream. If I could just get back to my dream, I could see how it would all… 
 
    “Peter!” Randy whisper-screamed. When I continued to hold my eyes closed, he shook me by the shoulders. I opened my eyes and found that it was dark; the only light came from the car’s headlights and a few people in the long van who were reading with booklights and flashlights. Randy, Long John, Mattie, and I were nestled comfortably in the first wide seat behind the driver’s. (As you’ve probably guessed, the van had seen a magical spell or two to reach its current dimensions.)  
 
    “What is it, Randy? I was having that weird corridor dream again. I wanted to see how it all turned out…”               
 
    “Read the books, Peter, or just ask him sometime. I woke you because of a book I’m reading: It’s Mein Wissenschaftler. And Peter, I’ve found out some things about our friend, Dr. Albrecht that I think you should know. It could be imperative to your destiny.” 
 
    Just at that moment, one of the car’s wheels sunk deeply into a pothole and— 
 
    And we just kept driving.  
 
    “Oh. Well. I thought that would be much worse.” 
 
    “So did I. At any rate, Peter, have you read these books?” 
 
    I shook my head. As you well know, I much prefer to read nonfiction.  
 
    “I hadn’t either. And what I’ve found is: yes it’s a love story between Anna and her lover, Dedrick—” 
 
    “Who’s Anna?” 
 
    “That’s Destiny’s real name: Anna Albrecht. In addition to being a story of two lovers torn apart by their different beliefs, it’s also Science Fiction. These two were particle physicists in their literary lives and were researching, believe it or not—” 
 
    “Cloning!” 
 
    “No, Peter. I told you before—” 
 
    “Dinosaurs!” 
 
    “Peter, no.” 
 
    “The actual effects of gluten!” 
 
    At this last outburst, Long John stirred from his seated slumber next to me and groggily opened an eye. I wasn’t accustomed to seeing his grizzled face and beard sans pirate hat—the effect was rather unnerving.   
 
    “Good, Long John, you’re up. I was just telling Peter that in reading Dr. Anna Albrecht’s book, I’ve discovered something that might be useful to us. Before Anna and Dedrick split,” (if Long John was lost on this, he didn’t show it and just nodded along) “they were researching ways to transport small physical objects between dimensions. Wormholes! Now by the end of the book, Dr. Albrecht was getting close. She’d discovered a way to, essentially, break apart the particles of an object—something small, like a tennis ball or a cup of tea—and simultaneously, the same exact particles would reappear at a different designated point in space; the other end of the wormhole. They knew they could only create small holes, hence the smaller objects, as to not alter the fabric of space. Or something. The author wasn’t too clear on that.” 
 
    “Probably didn’t wanna do the research,” Long John grumbled.  
 
    “Right. When it looked like she and Dedrick might finally have done it, Dedrick told her he could no longer live a lie. His heart was no longer in science, and in fact, he’d fallen in love with some sort of artist. They say the Real World author was going through something of a personal crisis, and in later years, they played it off on a cultural commentary on the importance of the arts over science. 
 
    “Whatever the reason, though, Dedrick left her and broke her heart. The book ends with her packing away the lab; she’s moving away, moving on. But science has lost—she’s alone and bitter.” 
 
    “Yeah, moving away and moving on to the Real World, where she probably thought there wouldn’t be such ‘silliness.’ She was very proud to call herself a real scientist when I saw her. She hates the book world. And even Purple Fiddlebum Day…”  
 
    “So what you’re sayin’ here is that the Book World and the Real World are, what, two different dimensions?” Long John cut in. “That she’s created some sorta portal between them, other than the wardrobes?”  
 
    “Could be,” Randy whispered, leaning in closer. Most of the reading lights had been clicked off and here and there people were snoring. We moved silently down the road, headlights lighting the way and ending in blackness. “It would certainly explain the appearance of the note on the other side of the wardrobe and the serum that transformed Alan and Bob. The only question left is who’s on the receiving end in the Book World. Who is helping her?” 
 
    We sat in silence, the weight of the question pressing in on us like something physical. Every now and then, the van swerved or jolted up and over another pothole or bump in the road. There were no other cars making the long drive east toward Nonfiction. It must have been at least three in the morning.  
 
    “Well, I guess we can just ask her,” I finally said. “She does like to talk.” 
 
     
 
    I didn’t remember going to sleep, but the next thing I knew, I was being jostled to waking by Long John and Randy on either side of me. They were both bending down, gathering up their backpacks and looking around outside the car windows. We were just outside of the market town in Nonfiction. On one side desert stretched like a rosy ocean glinting in the early morning sun until it met the mountains to the north, capped in snow. Nonfiction mountains. They looked detailed and dangerous; nothing like the Metaphorical Mountains which bordered Fantasy.  
 
    On the other side was a sprawling town of huts, shanties, low buildings made from things like mud, wood, stone, and rusty sheets of metal. This was where the dirt road ended; it was swallowed up by sand and became the desert itself. This was our stop. 
 
    “Is it just me or is this place even bigger than I remember it?” I asked as I climbed out of the van’s sliding door. My legs felt stiff and sore from the ride.  
 
    “Oh, it’s bigger,” Randy said, looking out toward the town. We were still a good half a mile away, but we could already see it coming to life: smoke coming from chimneys, people, donkeys, camels, and mules, moving around, ant-like and busy. “It’s not just Fiction that’s growing with Self Pubs; it’s Non-Fiction, too. You should see Memoir,” Randy said, making a face. “Anyway, we should get going. Rogers?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” Rogers had climbed down from the driver’s seat and was stretching his arms over his head. He immediately snapped to a salute, and did a really good job of ignoring my laugh. 
 
    “Uh… at ease. Can you, Davies, and Johnson please head the group? I’m going to stay in the back. Make sure we don’t miss anyone while we’re walking.”  
 
    Maybe it was because we were so close to Nonfiction, and soon would be in the Real World, but in that moment I truly appreciated the young Detectives’ similar militant enthusiasm and Genre-perfect names. There were probably officers in the Real World named things like Georgina Higglesworth.  
 
    “Sir, yes sir,” Rogers and the two women said as one. They moved toward the front of our group—all of us unified only in our lack of continuity. Some of us were stretching, yawning, scratching ourselves in places you usually don’t hear about in Fiction (at least not this kind of Fiction). Long John had removed his baseball bat leg and was massaging the stump where it connected; Ogre was trying to be discrete about putting sand in his nose; Mattie stood next to the officers, arms crossed and impatient. She looked a lot like Officer Sarah Davies. 
 
    “What?” she asked as the group finally got its act together and starting trudging through the sand and toward the village.  
 
    “Nothing. Just looks like you missed your calling,” I said and nodded toward the detectives. They were not speaking (most of the rest of the group could be heard saying things like “I didn’t know there was walking involved!” “Are you quite sure crowns are not fashionable in the Real World?”) and looked straight ahead toward the town’s entrance.  
 
    “Maybe so. But it certainly doesn’t take a detective to figure out who Dr. Albrecht is working with in the Book World.” 
 
    “WHAT? HOW DID YOU KNOW ABOUT THAT?” 
 
    “Shh, Peter. Don’t Caps now if you don’t want everyone to know about it,” she managed to whisper. “It wasn’t too hard to hear you guys in the van; I was sitting right next to you.” 
 
    “Oh right. Well then, who do you think it is?” 
 
    “Oh please, Peter. It’s obvious: A little birdy told me you’re planning something of a surprise for me. Clearly some bird from the book world is communicating with her; telling her your plans. How many bird villains do you know of in Fiction?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Twelve?” I was a little miffed that she was allowed italicize and I wasn’t allowed to Caps.  
 
    “No, Peter. Just one that matters: Pen.” 
 
    “Pen the Penguin? No way. She’s locked up in some sort of insane asylum, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes, but wouldn’t that just be the perfect place to put a tiny wormhole? No one would expect it. She could have sent the serum out to Pen, and Pen could have had someone inject it in Alan and Bob. I’m sure of it, Peter.” 
 
    I was going to respond that perhaps Mattie hadn’t missed her calling as a Detective after all, because this theory had more holes in it than the Stinky Cheese Man’s face, but as I opened my mouth, I received quite a lot of backpack in it. I’d run into Rogers in front of me. A moment later, Randy had hustled up to the front of the group.  
 
    “Okay, everyone. Here we are. We’re going straight through the market and into the Black Market. No shopping,” he added to Kiki who was craning her neck toward a nearby table of purses. “If anyone stops you, alert myself, Rogers, Davies, or Johnson and we’ll show them identification. Ready?” 
 
    With a general murmur of consent, and one “Arrr, let’s get out there!” from Long John, we started winding our way through the meandering market streets. Under our feet, the loose sand gave way to gravel roads, worn and pressed like concrete by the constant footsteps. We were surrounded by the smells of tanning leather, roasting meats, curries and spices, donkey manure, and that electric smell the air takes on before a storm. Sure enough, it looked like the storm from Fiction was close on our heels, and dark clouds rolled in fast and foreboding. With one crack of lightening and a boom of thunder that shook the earth, rain began to pour in earnest. We kept walking, dodging shopkeepers scrambling across the street to get their items out of the rain. The market around us was shutting down for the storm. 
 
    The further we walked, the quieter it got, until finally we reached the nearly deserted alleyway I knew led to the Black Market. I could see the little booth ahead of us to the left, just at the mouth of an alleyway that’s darkness had no place in a daytime setting. The booth was just the same as I’d remembered it—a little hutch with dangling night vision goggles hung on hooks, but this time, there was a pink and polka-dotted umbrella poking up from behind it. A moment later, the umbrella came around to greet us, Amala underneath it.  
 
    “Hello, Detective Potts. Hello, everyone,” she said, ducking her head in greeting to us all. Again, she wore black scarf covering most of her face. “I have the list you all sent over with names, and so I will check you off as I hand out your goggles. This way, please,” she said, gesturing toward Mattie. One by one, we told Amala our names, she checked us off her list, and handed us our goggles. It was only when Ogre lumbered up to the front of the line that she paused.  
 
    “Oh my.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Randy asked, distractedly. He was struggling to help Merlin put on his goggles.  
 
    “Detective Potts, it’s just that… Well, we don’t have any ogres in Nonfiction. I mean, only the ones passing through or living here. But there are no ogres from Nonfiction. So I find it highly unlikely that there will be ogres living in the Real World.” 
 
    “Get out of here,” I said, lifting my goggles to rest on top of my head. “No ogres in the Real World? What about Shrek?” 
 
    Randy shook his head slightly in one of those stop talking sort of ways.  
 
    “I guess I didn’t even think about that,” he said, rubbing his hand over his face. “Okay. This is unexpected, but we’ll make due. Ogre?” 
 
    “OGRE!” Ogre said. 
 
    “I’m going to have you stay here with Amala in Nonfiction until we get back. You can help her greet people who need to pass through to the Black Market! How does that sound?” 
 
    … 
 
    “Okay, good then. Amala, thank you so much for alerting me to this. I can’t imagine what else they might not have out there… Do you think they have Detectives like me out there?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Wizard Detectives?”  
 
    “Probably so, Randy,” she said, her eyes crinkling up at the corners. 
 
    “Right. Well then, we better be off. Does everyone have their goggles?” he called, turning around to face everyone. There was a general murmur of “yeses” and “Duh, look at my faces,” and “Aaarrrrs,” and so one by one we followed Randy into the darkness.   
 
    On either side of the narrow alleyway, booths and carts were set up, strewn with odd objects: unnecessarily specific brands of obscure products (“Quaker State Advanced Durability 10W-30 Conventional Motor Oil!”, “Oral B Professional Floss Action, Precision 3500!”). People wearing masks and scarves over their faces milled about; it was only misting here. I noticed a lot of cautious glances in our direction.  
 
    “Randy,” I caught up to him, who was now leading the group and Rogers, Davies, and Johnson were dispersed throughout, keeping a close eye on everyone. The Black Market was a dangerous place. “Do you have any idea how Pen the Penguin is doing?”  
 
    “Pen the Penguin? Where on Earth did that come from? Hm. Well, Pen was doing really well last time I checked, Peter. She’s received some of the best psychological care in Fiction over the past two years. I think she’s back to being the emblem for the publishing house, at least part-time. Oh, hello, Davos!” Randy added, waving to an older man wearing furs and a pouch around his neck. When he waved back, I noticed the fingers on his left hand were shorter. 
 
    “You mean Pen isn’t even in the institution anymore? She’s out?” 
 
    “Oh yes, Peter. She’s living in some sort of group home near Sci Fi these days. She’s still closely monitored and under the care of extremely competent psychologists. I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    I kept walking, feeling that this might not be the best time to tell Randy that maybe we should be worried about it. But one thing at a time: stop Destiny, then deal with whoever was helping her out. Besides, my conflict said Destiny, not Pen. Plain and simple.  
 
    As we walked down the long alleyway of the Black Market, the group was quiet. Randy walked in front of me, Mattie to my right; just behind us, Merlin, and to his right, Long John. Somewhere behind them trailed the rest of the group, who I was only aware of by the sound of their footsteps.  
 
    “We almost there, then Peter?” Long John whispered. I glanced back and saw that he was looking out at the stalls in distaste. “Bunch of thieves running around in here.” 
 
    “But you were a thief,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Course I was. Don’t want to run into any of my old crowd, do I?” 
 
    I told Long John we were nearly there, though really, I had no idea. The green, glowing light of the night vision goggles made everything look the same to me. But then, not ten seconds after I’d said it, I noticed someone very familiar.  
 
    “Cerberus,” Randy and I said at the same time. After my initial, horrifying meeting of the three-headed monster dog, I felt like we were old friends. Cerberus, though, wasn’t feeling too chummy.  
 
    “Randy, you doin’ alright? Listen, what’s been going on out there? Everyone is scrambling, asking me if they can somehow get their backstories. People are scared of being erased again. Is someone Out There erasing characters like last year?” 
 
    “Of course not, Cerberus.” Randy fidgeted uncomfortably. He was a terrible liar; not the best quality for a detective. 
 
    “Then what happened to Alan? I heard from a guy who knows a guy whose sister works at that psych hospital in Fictional Oregon that he’s in there with something… weird going on.” 
 
    “Nothing you need to worry about, Cerberus, if we can get out there and put a stop to this.” 
 
    Cerberus seemed to recognize that the conversation was over, so he stepped aside, his mane of snakes hissing softly and two of his three heads looking rather uncomfortable. The middle one, however, said “Okay, no problem, Randy. We’ll see you on the other side. And Randy—good luck.” 
 
    And so one by one, we walked through the door and into, what I was beginning to suspect was an old, abandoned middle school. We passed through the cafeteria without any fuss or description, and only once we got to the bathroom did anything become worth mentioning.  
 
    “It’s weird without Alan here,” I muttered to Randy as we all piled into the room. It was a large bathroom and plenty big for all our group, but with all of the officers already in the space watching the wardrobe, it was packed. I was pressed up against Kiki in a way that probably would have been described a lot differently in her genre—but this is a humor/fantasy, and I just felt uncomfortable.  
 
    “Okay, one at a time then,” Randy called out to the room. I was just next to the bathroom stall with the wardrobe on it and when I turned around to see the jumble of characters getting ready to go out into the Real World for the first time. Long John: his face pale, but his jaw set determinedly. Merlin: looking politely curious and like he might have been trying to remember something. Mattie: her arms crossed, staring impatiently at the stall door. The four Lost Boys were in a whispered conversation and didn’t seem to register this as any greater adventure than the ones they’d had. Geppetto was standing in the middle of Phil, Willy, and Nilly who were looking in different directions sullenly, Nilly folding her arms over her chest. Kiki and Princess Babroulbadour were standing side by side, Kiki putting on mascara holding a hand mirror, Princess Babroulbadour was sharpening a knife on a stone. And then there was Jenny’s dad, Jerry. He was standing to my left, sandwiched between two officers, his thumbs looped into the straps of his backpack. He was closing his eyes, muttering something under his breath, and then he opened them and looked directly at me. He gave me a single nod before disappearing through the stall door and off to the Other Side with Randy.  
 
      
 
    “Oh. My. God,” she said again. Kiki had come through the wardrobe last, and of all of us, seemed to be having the hardest time. She was sprawled on the wooden floor, blond hair, not cascading at it would in Romance, but hanging in sweaty strips in front of her face, and her whole body shaking. I, too, felt the Real World pressing in on me—could feel the pain of just existing in my joints—but she was taking it hard. Perhaps because she was from Romance, arguably the furthest genre from the Real World of them all. “How can you stand it? This is… I mean, just look—look at my hands!” At this she held them up, her shiny, written, Fictionally-flawless hands were more or less the exact same. “There are freckles on these hands! I’m already getting too Real! Take me back!” 
 
    “Calm down,” I said, feeling each of her shrill words burrow its way into the middle of my head. “Here, have some chocolate.” 
 
    “I can’t eat chocolate! I’m a leading lady in Romance!” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” I looked around at the rest of the room; most everyone else looked shaky, but much better off with their chocolate. Randy had, as promised, taken us all through the wardrobe one by one, and then we’d traveled through Narnia together as a group. Two days later* we arrived on this side of the wardrobe.  
 
      
 
    *Let’s just say we were delayed by a certain Queen of a certain Underland and it took a couple of days to get through. But we can’t talk about that here. 
 
     
 
    As Kiki’s wails (“Are there no soul mates here? Do people not fall in love over swapped coffee orders? Is there no true love?! What is this horrible place??!!!”) subsided into little hiccupping sobs, and finally, after reluctantly eating some chocolate, into somber acceptance, the rest of us were pulling the supplies we’d need from our backpacks.    
 
    Geppetto, the four Lost Boys, and Princess Badroulbadour knew that the authors of Pinocchio, Peter Pan, and Aladdin, and Cinderella had died ages ago, so they were off to Disney to see what they could do. They gathered their characters’ backstories, their passports, money, and cell phones (“Oh my, there are so many more apps out here than in the Book World!”) and with our wishes of luck, walked up the rickety wooden stairs and out of the dimly-lit room. Above us, a dog barked briefly, something crashed to the floor and 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why does that keep happening?” I asked the room at large. “Does anyone else hear typing?” 
 
    “No time, Peter. Okay, Mattie and Merlin, you’re off to pay a visit to… ah that’s right, Bryce Dingsworth and Amanda Woodensby, authors of Bill the Banana Tree’s and the three fairies’ books. Or should I say, soon-to-be-authors. Yes, it looks like they both live in Georgia just an hour or so away from each other.” Randy was consulting the list of characters and author names I’d brought along. He looked up. “Do you have everything you need to get to the airport? If not, I’m sure the lovely young woman upstairs will be happy to help you. She’s only been friendly to me when I’ve seen her, and seem completely unfazed that I showed up in her home unannounced. Not even surprised. Anyway, she’s the best.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The best.” 
 
    Putting aside my growing suspicion about the Person Upstairs, I instead turned my attention back to Mattie and Merlin. Merlin still looked politely curious; he was looking above me through one of the high windows of the room; the light filtering through it made his upturned face look majestic. Mattie looked impatient.  
 
    “We’re ready, Randy. We’ll see you in Narnia. Peter,” she added, her face losing some of its edge for just a moment. “Try not to die.” And with that, she grabbed Merlin’s shoulder and marched him up the steps and into the Real World beyond.  
 
    This left myself, Randy, Long John, Kiki, Jerry, and the three triplets. Reluctantly, Kiki agreed to help Phil, Willy, and Nilly on their quest to find the elusive James M. Hardon, author of the, admittedly terrible series of Gorndalf books. Since it was only recently that Ashby de la Zouch had even been mentioned in Fiction, we had no way of knowing yet if there was a library or Internet Café, so they left with only a vague plan of: find Internet, search for Hardon.  
 
    “And go to In and Out—” 
 
    “Alright, from now on, we’re following all dialogue with names. This has gone far enough,” Randy said.  
 
    We bid them goodbye, and then it was just Randy, Long John, Jerry, and me. We had Destiny to face.  
 
     
 
    When we got outside, the blue sedan I remembered vaguely from my first trip to the Real World was parked alongside the green yard. I hadn’t noticed before just how real it looked—heavy, metal, dingy, dirty. Everything did.  
 
    “Okay, take it easy,” Randy said as he put a hand on Long John’s shoulder to steady him. He was blinking in the sunlight, his eyes streaming and darting rapidly around, taking in the grass, the trees, the little stone garden path, the sky beyond forever. There was so much more of it than books could hold. Behind him Jerry had a hand over his opened mouth, perhaps stifling a scream or a laugh; he looked somewhere in between. We made our way to the car like drunk pinballs, Jerry and Long John careening into each other, tripping over their own feet. It was disorienting—I remembered from my first time. But perhaps even more unsettling was the fact that this time around it was so much easier for me.  
 
    “Randy, are you feeling okay?” I asked, guiding Jerry to duck his head to sit in the back of the blue car.  
 
    “Actually, I am.” He looked about as confused and unsettled as I felt.  
 
    A moment later we were driving down the gravel road, the tires grinding along the little pebbles and bits of sand like teeth chomping on rock candy. I didn’t remember any of the scenery passing by my open window: a little baby blue house with white shudders here, a garden spilling over with wild looking greens and dotted with gnomes, a dog scratching at a front door to be let in. Everywhere I looked the Real World was just doing its Real World thing. We passed an old couple, bent and stooped with age, shuffling down the side of the road with their matching walking shoes on. They smiled as we drove by. Just for a moment I wondered if what we were about to do would matter to them in the slightest; if bringing back these characters was a gift or a burden for an old, shuffling couple. If they’d even know.  
 
    “We’re here,” Randy said quietly as the car pulled to a stop; the methodical grinding of the tires crunched to stillness too abruptly. It was quiet.  
 
    “Long John, Jerry, how are you doing? Here, have some more chocolate,” I added seeing Long John’s face. We were all as ready as we’d ever be, so we walked a few houses down the street, Long John and Jerry more stable with each step, and then as quietly as we could, made our way up the little path that led to Destiny.  
 
    “Doesn’t look like she’s here,” Jerry whispered unnecessarily. The doors were all locked, there was no car in the driveway or along the street, and the lights inside were off.  
 
    Randy muttered something like “I wonder why she wrote it that way,” and then pulled from his backpack the Detective bobby pins. After just a moment of fiddling with the front lock, there was a satisfying grinding of metal, and the door swung inward. “Let’s have a poke around.” 
 
    The inside of the house was nearly as cold as it had been outside and many of the blinds were drawn; our breath hung in the air like spirits as we moved through the space. Randy immediately went into detective mode—he dropped to the floor, rolled over twice, and then on hands and knees began sneakily crawling from behind one object to another, all the while his gun steepled in his grip.  
 
    “Careful there, Randy,” Long John said, eyeing the hand gun, which was already looking more Real and dangerous. (Fiction guns are dangerous, too, of course, but they’re somehow always just a little bit cuter and less descript.) 
 
    I didn’t know what I was looking for, so I just looked at everything. I looked at the refrigerator: the pictures and magnets covering the freezer. There were several photos of Destiny arm and arm or leaning against a man, likely in his late fifties or early sixties. He had flyaway white hair, wisps of cotton atop his head, and he wore thick, black-framed glasses, which magnified his eyes comically, even in the small photos. I noticed that in the oldest-looking photos, there was humor in his smile; a glint in his eye. In the newer ones, a sort of curious befuddlement. I grabbed the most recent-looking picture to put in my pocket—we’d need to know what Albert looked like if we were going to find him around town—and saw some writing on the back.  
 
    Albert and Destiny, March 2005. Two years before.  
 
    Other photos showed Destiny and/or Albert holding the hand of a little girl; at first a baby, then two, then about four, and finally, most recently, about seven or eight years old holding a brown puppy in her arms and smiling. But in the later years it seemed to be just Destiny with the girl, or just Albert.  
 
    I ran my hand along the counter, taking in the sheer normalness of the place; not at all like the villain’s lairs we had in Fiction. The dishes were all put away: a mishmash of fine china and colorful, plastic-looking bowls and cups. There was a roll of paper towels on the counter, sitting half gone in its holder. Everything was so tidy, though; so when I moved my hand from the counter, I was surprised to find a thick layer of dust covering my fingers.   
 
    “That’s weird,” I heard Jerry say from the living room. I walked, wiping my hand on my jeans, into the room beyond. It was much as it was before: the floral print couch beneath the window to the garden, though the garden was looking noticeably more brown and crunchy with the colder weather. The little coffee table before it was cleared of magazines and tea things, and instead, shone matte with accumulated dust. The toys I’d seen on the floor were gone. 
 
    “Look at this,” Jerry said after I’d finally finished describing. He was holding out a white envelope, bulging with papers, postcards, photos, and more envelopes. He held one such envelope out: it was addressed to Destiny Stein in Ashby de la Zouch. The return address was from Albert Stein—in Los Angeles. The top of the envelope had been torn away recklessly, and inside was still tucked a little folded up piece of paper. 
 
    Dear Destiny, 
 
    I hope you are doing well. Madeline and John came down from the Bay last weekend; they said to send you their love and best wishes for a speedy recovery. We all want that. I also spoke to Dr. McKinnon yesterday and he told me he hadn’t seen you in quite some time. I do hope that you’re continuing with his suggestions. I don’t mean to pressure you, but if we are going to make this work… Well, you’ll have to get better. And me. I know I have some work to do, too.  
 
    I’ve been doing some real soul searching here in L.A. I know you hate this city, but it has really inspired me. When we first met, I wrote stories all the time. I know you remember because you despised it. At any rate, I always felt there was something just there under the surface waiting to be written—and then it was like it vanished. Here in L.A. there are so many films, so much creativity! I’ve started a screenplay. I know you’ll hate it, of course, but I can’t help but think of you and smile when I write it. It is about a scientist named Faith.  
 
    I do sincerely hope that you are getting my letters, as I haven’t heard back from you in some time. Your granddaughter misses you, of course. I expect Madeline and John will bring her along when they come to visit next month.  
 
    I hope we can make this work.  
 
    I still love you, 
 
    Albert 
 
      
 
    The letter was dated about two months before. Jerry poured the contents of the envelope onto the floor and together we looked through the pile—smaller, withered looking envelopes stuffed with more letters, dating back as far as two years before. There were pictures of the same little girl on the refrigerator; she might have been five to eight in the pictures. Sometimes she was in Albert’s lap; sometimes sandwiched between a couple in their thirties, both with dark brown hair. Other letters said similar things: I miss you, I hope you’re doing okay, please contact Doctor McKinnon, I want to make this work. It was clear that Albert hadn’t been around in at least a couple of years—likely because Destiny, you know, was a psychopath.  
 
    “Did you notice these, too?” Jerry asked. I looked up and realized he was no longer looking at the letters with me but had moved over to the bookshelf along the wall. Like everything else, it was covered in a thin layer of dust, gray snow, silencing everything. He was pointing to a spot on one of the shelves. I crawled over on my hands and knees; even threw a roll in to see if it made me feel more the detective, but it just hurt. I guess people don’t do this sort of thing in the Real World.  
 
    “What? These books on Greek Mythology?” I was looking at, not one of the shelves, but five of them, completely filled with books on Greek Mythology. There was an old hardback copy of The Odyssey, next to it, Iliad, and several books simply called things like “Greek Mythology” or “Ancient Greece.” In a row were the paperback copies of all the Percy Jackson books, Greek Gods, Hades, Cupid and Pscyhe, and one called Gods Behaving Badly, which I knew about because their flat was near one of my favorite cafes in Fictional London. On and on the titles went – Zeus On a Good Day, Circe’s Many Beasts, Tales of the Greek Heroes—they took up nearly the entire bookshelf.  
 
    “I thought Destiny hated all things not science,” Randy said. Apparently he had been leaning in reading the titles just over my shoulder; so of course when I jumped about a foot at his voice, I banged my shoulder into his jaw.  
 
    “Thorry about that, Peter. Ow,” he pointed unnecessarily at his mouth. “I bit my tongue.” 
 
    “I think she does,” I said. “But maybe these were her husband’s.” 
 
    “Hm. Somehow I don’t think so,” Randy said. He leaned over and plucked one of the books from the bookshelf and read the publication date: it was published just five months before. He pulled out another one: published the previous year. And another, and another. Many of the books were newly published, and those that weren’t had at least been looked at recently—you could tell because of the freshly dog-eared pages. Of course the bookshelf like everything else had a thick, soft layer of dust on it, but the books themselves looked like they’d been read in the last couple of months at least. 
 
    “From what I could see poking around upstairs,” Randy said, still looking at one of the books, “Albert hasn’t been in the picture for at least a couple of years. And as to where Destiny is now, I’m not sure. But it looks like she hasn’t been here since the last time we were out here.” 
 
    “Do you think she got spooked and ran when she heard we were coming back? You know, from her little bird, or whatever?” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    Down the hall, I could hear Long John’s Louisville slugger clanking along the warped wooden floors. Step, drag, step, drag…  
 
    After a pause, he continued on his way into the room.  
 
    “You ever see this before, Peter?” he asked holding out a framed photograph. Vaguely I remembered framed photos lining the hallway on my brief trip through the house before, but at the time my mind had been on other things—like, you know, not dying. I shook my head. As he brought it closer, I could see that the photo was not a photo at all, but a very detailed drawing: it was a portrait of Jenny. 
 
    “I can’t believe it.” I stepped forward and took it from his hands; I cradled it in my arms looking down at it like something living. It was the closest I’d been to seeing Jenny in months. My heart ached in that physically painful Real World way.  
 
    “May I?” Randy asked politely, holding out his hands. He took the frame from me and flipped it over, taking off the back. Inside, the framed paper was much thinner than I thought, and folded up around the edges. On its back it said:  
 
    Portrait of girl from dreams 
 
    January 
 
    There was no year; no further description. Just Portrait of girl from dreams. And in that moment, I knew what we had to do.  
 
    “Okay, I want you all to start searching the basement. We’re looking for anything that might help Alan and Bob; any sort of serum or antidote to whatever it is she cooked up the first time. Also, I’m pretty sure you won’t find it there, but maybe there’s a portal. I don’t even know what that would look like—in Sci Fi, I hear they’re just big holes of swirling space hanging in the middle of the air. While you guys do that, I’m going to use the computer in the kitchen to book some flights.” 
 
    “Peter, don’t you think we should try to find out where Destiny went?” 
 
    “I have a pretty good idea,” I said. “And that’s precisely where we’re going, too.  
 
    “Guys, we’re going to L.A.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Nearly eighteen hours later, Princess Babroulbadour, Geppetto, and Tootles, Curly, and The Twins arrived haggard, hungry, and horrified at Los Angeles International Airport. Not only had they never flown on a Real World airplane, but they had never flown on a Fictional airplane at all. Like many classic characters, these six mostly stuck to the worlds they knew within the Book World, and so got around by boats, carriages, elephants, or jumps in time and new chapters in the story. So when they were forced into the giant, metal contraptions and into seats (“peasant seats!” exclaimed the Princess), they were more than a little bit nervous.  
 
    Luckily, all was well on the flight, minus one outburst from Princess Babroulbadour shouting at the flight attendant for daring to offer her peanuts from a bag—and it was only once they had arrived in L.A.X. did they realize what a gigantic mess this Real World might be. 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    “Coming through.” 
 
    “Get out of the way!” 
 
    The six were huddled together in the middle of the terminal, crowds and crowds of people—just people, no creatures, or ghosts, or fairies—buffeted them to the side like they were bags left in the middle of the floor. There were people with mohawks and piercings and tattoos; people with big hats, sunglasses, and long flowing hair; men wearing skirts; women wearing (to the Princess’s horror) slacks and t-shirts. They saw several people surrounded by other people with flashing cameras, shouting things like “Miss Roberts, Miss Roberts! How’s the family? Where are you going?” while even more people looked on in wonderment.  
 
    They stood and watched all of this, astonished at just how fast everyone moved, how much was going on, until finally, a little squat man wearing a blue uniform marched his way over to them.  
 
    “Hello, hello. You all must be from out of town. Where are you headed?” When he smiled at them his chin doubled up and his cheeks dimpled deeply.  
 
    “Um, yes, hello, sir,” Geppetto said stepping forward. His hands were shaking as he fumbled in the backpack slung over the crook of his arm. He pulled out the sheet of paper with the author names and addresses. These six were simply to find the writers for Disney. “We need to find the writers for Disney.” He hastily folded the paper and tucked it back into his bag as the uniformed man was craning his neck to look at it.  
 
    “Oh, I see,” he said, taking a step back and looking at the group of them. “You all are going to Disney! Don’t you worry; we get this a lot here. People hired from all over the world for their likeness to the characters. Let me guess—you’ll be playing Geppetto, and you three—clearly some of the Lost Boys. And you, of course, will be Princess Jasmine.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” the Princess said, stepping forward. She towered over the little man.  
 
    “Oh, perhaps Snow White or someone else then. You all just have that Disney, shininess to you.” The six exchanged one of those “How does this guy know about shininess?” looks, but the man paid it no mind, perhaps thinking these were just more strange foreigners come to work at Disney. “I can help show you all to the shuttle; it leaves every thirty minutes for Disney. Do you have a place to stay yet?” They shook their hands simultaneously. “Oh well, not to worry. It’s the off-season now before Christmas, so you won’t have much trouble finding a place near the park.” 
 
    Thinking a park nearby sounded nice, the six characters gathered their bags them and followed him down the hall and out toward baggage claim and the exit.  
 
    It wasn’t until they were in one such shuttle, crammed three to a row, backpacks in laps, did they discuss what had just happened. It had never really occurred to them that they might be recognizable in the Real World—even doing their best to fit in there.  
 
    “I suppose we still do look a bit shinier than the people out here,” Geppetto said, his voice low. The only other people in the van were the driver and a family of four—three in the first row, and one in the passenger seat—who seemed to only speak Chinese. Still, they were cautious not to be overheard. “Everyone out here looks… so real.” 
 
    “Even the fake-looking ones,” the Twins said at once, gazing out the window at several tanned, big-breasted, blonde women.  
 
    “What I must admit I never thought about,” Princess Babroulbadour said, lowering her voice even more so they all had to lean closer, “is that even though, according to Peter, some of our dearest friends—in my case, Aladdin, in yours, Pinocchio,” she gestured to Geppetto, “and in yours, Peter Pan,” to the twins, “even though they were erased and their stories and entire histories vanished at once, we are still here.” 
 
    “Spin offs,” Toodles said quietly. He hardly ever talked, and many times when he did it was utter nonsense. But he was right. Curly jabbed him with his elbow and then slapped the seat in front of him, causing the little girl in the front seat to turn around curiously. 
 
    “He’s right,” Curly whispered excitedly. “Us Lost Boys had tons of stories written all about us and Never Never Land. Never heard a no one named Peter Pan—but there always did seem to be somethin’ missin’ from our books. The Cap’n was always so desolate and bored. Never had much to do; got tired o’ us always messin’ around with him.” 
 
    “Wasn’t really the best books,” the Twins both said at once. 
 
    Geppetto was nodding, remembering his own story back in his literary life. He had been a puppet master; a masterful one at that. There’d been that cricket and a whale… but they were right. It was a story all about him; his early life and his career. But there did seem to be something missing.  
 
    “I always wanted to fall in love,” the Princess said more to herself than anyone else. She was gazing out the window; the van had pulled out of the airport miles ago and they were inching slowly, slowly, along a freeway with thousands of other cars. “I never did. My story was very short: my father forbade me from leaving the palace gates, I ran away dressed as a peasant, and saw the town beyond. There were old, decrepit, and stooped women carrying baskets on their heads; children stealing fruits and goods and being chased and shouted at; and there was… something missing. I looked for it, but it never showed up. I just wandered the streets until eventually the palace guard found me and brought me home to my father. I think now that that missing thing was this man Aladdin. I wonder what his story will be like—what I’ll be like in it—once it is written.” 
 
    They sat silently in the car as the driver prattled on from the front seat, pointing out, not celebrity homes or highlights of the famous city, but various billboards and funny license plates, as they were still stuck in traffic. The family taking up the front seat of the car spoke quietly among themselves occasionally, but mostly the long drive was spent in silence.  
 
    Nearly two hours later, the Princess, Lost Boys, and Geppetto climbed out of the van, stiff-legged and starving. They hadn’t eaten since their meal on the plane—and it hadn’t left them with the best impression of Real World food. But there was no choice now; they had to eat. 
 
    “Alright, there’s a good little restaurant in your hotel. Buffet style for breakfast, I believe, and wait service during lunch and dinner. But first let’s get you all check in,” Danny the driver, having no one left in his car, walked the group toward the Disneyland Hotel—a towering, rectangular, blue-lit building with a sign out front saying Disneyland Hotel, with a castle and flourish of sparkles and— 
 
     “Tinkerbell,” Curly gasped as they walked under the sign.  
 
    “Oh, yessiree. You’re a fan of the Never Never Land books, are you? Well, you know what, you four could be straight out of those books, if I ever. And you could be a Disney Princess,” he added, winking at Princess Babroulbadour. He missed her withering glare. “Anyway, I got it all squared away on the phone in the car, so you folks should be all set to check right in. May your vacation be magical,” he said, and with a little bow and doff of his black cap, he turned and left them in the large lobby.  
 
    All around them were blues and purples: a thick carpet with blue and purple abstract designs, a long, curvy blue couch, and several high-backed and royal-looking purple chairs. There were tables and poofs and modern, frosted-glass chandeliers, tall plants peaking out from behind the couch. And filling the spaces, people milled about. Parents, silent and exhausted-looking, walked dead-eyed through the lobby pushing strollers and carrying crumpled children on their shoulders. Some people walked through the space with dogs on leashes; some with dogs guiding them, canes in hand. There was just so much going on in the Real World all the time, it seemed; it was hard to take in. 
 
    “Ah, hello! You all must be the crew auditioning.” A slight man with dark, dark skin, a shaved head, and black, short goatee had just appeared from the other side of the long check-in counter. He was wearing a charcoal gray suite and a purple, shining button-up. “Your driver called and said to expect six under the name…” He consulted a sheet of paper in his hands. “James Jamerson,” he looked, somewhat amusedly at Geppetto. “But he didn’t say to expect talent. Let me see, let me see. Come with me,” he gestured over his shoulder as he’d already turned and begun marching toward the front desk. He began rapidly typing away on the computer.  
 
    “Ah, here we go. We do, in fact, have the Adventureland Suite available, which I daresay might suit you all better, if you’re preparing for an audition to work at the park. Get you into the mindset. The price is… a bit higher, but the room is so much more extraordinary.” 
 
    Geppetto was no fool, and of course knew the man was trying to make a profit, but the thing about having a bunch of Real World money that you won’t be able to use in Fiction is: you want to spend it. He handed over a thick wad of American dollars, which they’d picked up in exchange for pounds in England, and said, “We’ll take the room for the week.” 
 
    If the man was surprised by the amount of cash this old man in rather shabby suspenders seemed to be carrying around, he didn’t show it. He just smiled and moments later the six were being shown to their room.  
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, just 2,000 miles away in a magical place called Avis Car Rental in the Atlanta, Georgia International Airport, Mattie and Merlin were sitting in two chairs, still waiting to speak to someone about renting a car. They’d arrived several hours before on their flight from London, but it had taken two hours for them to figure out where they needed to go, and another two just to stop reeling from the flight. Finally, they took a shuttle to the car rental area and chose the first one they saw.  
 
    The room was windowless and sterile-feeling: fluorescent lights, white countertops, white tile floors, white walls. There was a little area for coffee and biscuits (which Mattie and Merlin ate five of each) and a small area for toddlers to play or read illustrated books (where Merlin sat tinkering with one of the toys.) 
 
    Mattie, however, was sitting in a hard-backed chair along the far wall of the room, as were several other exhausted and frustrated customers. The computer system had gone down an hour ago, and rather than go through the trouble of changing their reservations, it seemed most people were inclined to wait—albeit grumpily.  
 
    “Marsha Feingold?” a tall rather horse-like woman was saying from behind the counter. She had dark features—dark, deep-set eyes, dark, long hair, and a long, angular face. “Marsha Feingold, you’re up,” the woman said again, looking this time, directly at Mattie.  
 
    “Oh right! That’s me.” Mattie picked her backpack up from the floor under the chair and walked over to the counter.  
 
    “Please sit,” the woman gestured to the chair opposite her. Mattie sat. “I’ll need your license and if you have car insurance, I’ll need to see that too. You can choose to use our car insurance when you rent the car, for a nominal fee, or we can contact… Farmers,” she said as she glanced down at the card Mattie had just handed over, “to see if they will cover it.” 
 
    “They won’t,” Mattie said quickly. “I’ve tried before. We’ll just pay the extra for yours this time.”  
 
    The woman across the counter looked down at the license and back up at Mattie several times before handing her back the two cards, then some paperwork.  
 
    “You’ll fill this out; we’ll go out an inspect the car together, make sure there’s no damage before you take off. There’s just one thing—” 
 
    Mattie’s heart was racing. She felt Merlin’s attention snap in their direction as well. This was it. She knew the cards were forged.  
 
    “Just what is your skin regimen? You are glowing—it’s almost like you’re shining!” 
 
    Mattie let out a breath.  
 
    “I just eat a lot of snozzberries.” 
 
    And with a very confused look, the woman ushered them out of the room and into the parking lot beyond.  
 
      
 
    “Shut up. Just. SHUT. UP!” Kiki couldn’t take it anymore. She had never spent much time around kids in Romance—she was usually on a coffee date, licking frozen yogurt off of the same cone as a handsome man, or mixing up phone numbers and leaving it to fate to connect her with the momentary love of her life! She didn’t have the time or inclination to babysit a bunch of kids; and yet that’s precisely what she felt she was doing.  
 
    Phil, Willy, and Nilly all stopped, mouths still open mid-bicker, arms still outstretched mid-slap or -scratch. They looked at Kiki, who had once ventured from her normal role as heroin in Romance to Vindictive Serial Killer in a Suspense Romance, and saw that this was a line they didn’t want to cross. They straightened up.  
 
    “Well what are we s’posed to do, then? You ask me, I think we gotta go straight to his aunt’s house. We found that one,” Nilly said, pointing ferociously at the screen.  
 
    The four of them were in a rather antiquated-looking Internet Café in London, after having taken a bus and a train from Ashby de la Zouch. They’d found the nearest hotel to the St. Pancras Station, checked in, showered, eaten, and had since been sitting, exhausted and bleary-eyed in the little café. Needless to say, their patience with each other and the so far fruitless search for James M. Hardon, was waning.  
 
    “I’ve told you before, Nilly. We can’t ask any of his relatives where he is. The man is so elusive, largely because of his relationship with his family. I just don’t want to involve them.” 
 
    “Okay, what bout what I said, then?” 
 
    “Taking out a billboard ad?” Kiki asked disdainfully, looking over at Willy. “Um, we came to London in the first place because this was his last known address; I totally doubt he stuck around after that falling out with his sister,” she said, pointing to her own computer screen. There were three rather boxy, old laptops on each long wooden table. She sat next to Nilly and behind them, Willy and Phil stood looking over their shoulders.  
 
    “‘Fantasy Short-Story Author and Poet, more widely known as a seventh-generation Hardon of Yorkshire, James M. Hardon, and sister Beatrice Hardon fight bitterly over the estate left by late father, the renowned Sir. James E. Hardon. In a statement to the press, James M. suggested the press and his sister screw off, just before leaving his London estate. His whereabouts are currently unknown.’ I mean, for all we know, this guy could have driven off and gotten in a wreck or something. Do we even know if he’s still alive?” 
 
    Behind her, Phil stifled a laugh.  
 
    “Is that funny?” she snapped. When she looked at him, though, she saw that he was staring down at the phone in his hands. Teenagers these days. 
 
    “Sorry; wasn’t listening. It’s just—have you guys hearda this thing called Reddit? Never seen it on Fictional Internet—guess it’s probably there now, though, huh? It’s just a giant message board where people from all over come talk to each other, share ideas, info, help each other find things or people. Anyway, there’s this gif of a panda dancin’ here.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Panda dancin’?” 
 
    “No,” Kiki said. “About people helping each other find things.” 
 
    “Oh, right—yeah, there are things called subreddits on here, and there’s this whole place for people to go n’ discuss lost and mysterious things and people and stuff. It’s pretty cool, I guess.” Phil smiled again, presumably at the panda, and then put the phone back in his pocket. “So. What we doin’ about this Hardon guy, hm?” 
 
    Kiki would never admit it, but it seemed as though hanging out with a bunch of teenagers for the past twelve hours might have just paid off.  
 
      
 
    The next day, the Princess, Geppetto, Curly, Tootles, and the Twins woke up late and had breakfast in the room; rather, in one of their many rooms. You see, the Adventureland Suite was made up of a master bedroom, a secondary bedroom, a living room, a library, an eating area, and den—all of which had rich maroon walls lined with wooden bookshelves and old maps and things. The warped-looking wooden floors were covered in many places with thick Persian rugs, ornate cherry wood tables, topped with more books, bowls of fruit, and on that particular morning, a 30-pancake breakfast from the kitchen.  
 
    After the six could eat no more, they made their way downstairs, and at exactly 10:30, were escorted into an awaiting shuttle.  
 
    “Haa! I’m Louanne, this here’s Marge, this is Mr. Richard Brandywine, and this here’s a little joy, who’s o course auditionin’ to play Joy. I’m goin’ in for both Belle and Sleepin’ Beauty—I’ll wear a wig, o’ course. Who’re y’all auditionin’ for?” 
 
    The words poured out of Louanne’s mouth—a very wide and lipsticked mouth on the face of a pretty, fair-skinned young woman with mousey brown hair—before Geppetto had even closed the van’s sliding door behind him. All eyes were on him as he sat down and put his tweed jacket in his lap. Next to him in the long seat, Princess Badroulbadour was closing her eyes and seemed to be counting or praying for patience.  
 
    “I bet yer auditionin’ fer the man from Up! Is that it? Y’all sure do look animated; shiny almost even.” 
 
    “Or—you could be Mr. Smee!” the young and petite girl, who Louanne had described as a joy said.  
 
    “I’ll bet he’s going to be the Sultan, and she’ll be Jasmine!” a woman said, who looked strikingly like the Fictional Ariel said.  
 
    At this, the Princess’s eyes flew open and she responded, teeth together, that they were just looking for some writers, thank you. With some confused looks around the car, the conversation slowly moved away from the odd newcomers to the vehicle and onto other things—what people were looking forward to most about being in California, where they were from, why they wanted to work at the park. 
 
    “All this talk about working at a park. What is this?” Princess Badroulbadour whispered to Curly to her right once the car was filled with others’ voices. He shrugged, but to his right, Toodles was looking out the window at something she couldn’t see.  
 
    “There it is,” he said. 
 
    And a moment later they turned into a parking lot so vast it was like a concrete truck had covered an ocean, and beyond that, she could see what ‘it’ was.  
 
    “Oh my…” 
 
    “Welcome to the most magical place on earth,” the driver said, turning around to flash them a toothy smile.  
 
    The group from the van were guided through the main entrance of the park, and rather than waiting in the long lines of people—families mostly, some young couples, and some older, retired couples and friends, too—they were lead through a little side entrance marked Employees Only. And then, as soon as they were through the gate, they found themselves home.  
 
    “Wow, oh wow. Is it just me or does this all look just like Fiction?” Curly asked the group. They were walking together, steps behind the others in the van, through Main Street, U.S.A. Everything was so colorful; so animated; so perfect! The paint was uniformly coated and smooth along the buildings; the windows were polished and tinted blue; the flowers were pristine and colorful. There were even other characters walking around from Fiction—there was Mickey and Minnie, together crouched down with a horrified-looking child in between them. As they walked on, the smells of cotton candy and baking cookies and ice cream permeated the air, just as it did near Romance and Fantasy. There were animated-looking characters wearing things like conductor’s uniforms and old timey-suits and suspenders, shouting about local news and handing out papers. It was all so much, and yet so familiar, and then— 
 
    “There it is,” Tootles said again.  
 
    And then there was a castle looming up on them. Not just a castle, but Princess Aurora’s castle; Princess Badroulbadour knew it well, as they were near each other at home in Fantasy.  
 
    “It’s so small!” she gasped as they got closer. And it was. Princess Aurora’s castle at home was fifty times the size. Before she could go on about it, though, there was Princess Aurora herself. She was wearing a long, pink gown with long sleeves and off the shoulder collar, and her strawberry blonde hair cascaded down her back and over her shoulders from beneath her crown. But it was not, after all, the Fictional princess. No, this woman was far too real; and from beneath her left sleeve, poked the end of a black tattoo.  
 
    “Hello, and welcome you all to Disneyland, the most magical place on earth!” The fake Princess smiled at them toothily, and then they could see that she was not shiny after all, but just wearing a lot of makeup. “I, of course, am Princess Aurora and I will be showing you to the audition room. Right this way,” she gestured widely for them to follow her, like they were children about to go on an adventure. So they left their previous guide, the mustached and skinny, Hal, behind and walked along behind the trailing pink gown. 
 
    The others from the van were talking excitedly now, pointing at this and that, saying things like “I’m so nervous!” “If I don’t get it, I will die!” 
 
    And Princess Badroulbadour, Geppetto, and the four Lost Boys merely walked behind, feeling rather disappointed at the realness of this Fiction. In fact, it was that: walking into a land so close to being Fiction, and realizing it was just made to seem that way, that prompted Tootles to say:  
 
    “I miss home.” 
 
      
 
    At that very moment in a little town called Senoia, Georgia, Mattie and Merlin were sitting in their rented Toyota Camera (with just the tiniest dent on the rear bumper, but don’t worry, they showed it to Miranda with Avis), outside of a small cottage-like house. It was the only building for miles, and on all sides were lush green fields, and behind and to the side, a garden that must have been at least an acre.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Merlin asked, clearly not for the first time. Mattie seemed to be trying to calm herself down, which was odd. Mattie was always a model of composure.  
 
    “Yes. I can do this. It’s just. I didn’t know it could be so…” 
 
    “Green?” Merlin asked, looking happily out the car window. The reality of the Real World didn’t seem to affect him like it did his companion. 
 
    “So real. I feel more real every hour.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, my dear. You’re still shiny. Look,” he held her arm by the wrist for her to see. Sure enough, her skin shone with that clearly-being-written look that only came from the book world. 
 
    “I know. It will be fine. And the sooner we talk to Mr. Dingsworth and Ms. Woodensby, the sooner we can get home. Okay, let’s go.” She sighed heavily and reached behind the driver’s seat for her backpack. It was time to talk to a man about writing a book.  
 
    A moment later, the two were standing, looking more than a little out of place on the wide, wooden, Georgian front porch, not because they hadn’t dressed the part of two Real Worlders, but because, as Merlin had pointed out, they were still shiny. Before Mattie had even reached out her very subtly Fictional hand to knock on the door, it swung open. In the doorway was a rather fat man with dark skin, a gray beard of tight curls, and small spectacles perched atop his bulbous nose. He was wearing overalls, which had probably been blue at some point, but were now so covered in mud and earth they looked brown. In his right hand was a shovel, his left, the door knob.  
 
    “Oh, my. Hello! May I help you?” he spoke in thick southern drawl, but his voice was gentle and soft.  
 
    “Uh, yes. Are you Bryce Dingsworth?” 
 
    “Why yes, yes I am. How can I be of service to y’all?” He stepped out from the doorway and onto the porch, closing the door behind him. He leaned the shovel up against the house and looked from Mattie to Merlin—Mattie in her urban hipster attire, and Merlin in his white-washed jeans and (what appeared to be a woman’s) red blouse.  
 
    “Well, sir. It’s just,” Mattie stammered. Being in the Real World had drained her of something more than magic; her confidence and energy felt zapped. 
 
    “Mr. Dingsworth, sir, have you ever thought about writing a book?” Merlin supplied, peering up at the man.  
 
    “I… yes. Yes, I have thought about it. I’ve just never had the time or any real idea what I’d write about. My granddaughter just turned five, and she’s readin’ up a storm. I’ve been tryin’ to get her into horticulture, see. But there aren’t any books she likes about plants. 
 
    “How’d you know I’ve been thinkin’ about it? Are y’all friends of Seth’s?” 
 
    “Mr. Dingsworth,” Merlin pulled his backpack around from his shoulder, unzipped the top, and removed a thick, manila envelope. “I think you might want to sit down for this. May I offer you some tea?” 
 
      
 
    Four thousand miles away in London it was not mid-morning, but 4:30 in the afternoon. It was not a beautiful, if not a chilly, fall day, but a cold and rainy one and the sun already seemed to be disappearing. Outside people were huddled underneath umbrellas, moving from shop to taxi, taxi to awning, shop to shop, doing their best to keep their walking time outside to a minimum, it seemed. Even so, the streets were busy—people were already out doing their holiday shopping. Two rather determined shoppers, in fact, had just gotten their umbrellas tangled trying to hurriedly enter the Nike Store, and when one mentioned the other’s mother, things got ugly quickly. It wasn’t the first umbrella fight on this busy and rainy day. 
 
    Down the street, though, in a little internet café on King’s Boulevard, four companions had no idea about the fight going on or even how hard it was beginning to rain, because at that moment, Kiki, Phil, Willy, and Nilly were staring in awe at one of the laptops on the wooden table. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did this,” Kiki said for the ninth time in an hour. The previous night they’d gone back to the hotel to get at least a few hours of sleep, after posting the following on Reddit:  
 
    Looking for James M. Hardon. Any ideas? 
 
    And at Kiki’s insistence,  
 
    Reward!  
 
    In just hours, the post received hundreds of responses. Many of them were replying about other James M. Hardons, some of them were in regards to a musician named James M. Hartan, and a small handful gleaned some truly useful information; the most succinct of which simply said, 
 
    Dead. 
 
    One of the comments, from someone simply going by “Anonymous123” expounded upon this:  
 
    Do you mean James Hardon of the Yorkshire Hardons? His sister is a good friend. I’m sad to say that these rumors are true; James died just months after his falling out with Bea. He was mugged and shot on a visit to Paris. The family, of course, kept it quiet. As a friend of the family’s, I request that you don’t go poking around and bringing up bad memories. There was a police report afterward, but nothing else. It was a small ceremony. If you were a friend of James’, I’m sorry to have to tell you this.  XX – K 
 
      
 
    After about twenty minutes of Google searching, sure enough, they had found the was-soon-to-be-now-never-would-be-author’s record of death. It was a blow; but it wasn’t what had the four characters staring open-mouthed at the computer screen that rainy afternoon.  
 
    There on the front page of Reddit, at the very top, with over 20,000 comments, was this:  
 
      
 
    We’re fictional characters from the world of books, and we need your help. Ask us anything! 
 
      
 
    They watched, silently, as the number of comments grew before their eyes—20,020, 20,021; a moment later it seemed, 20,530. The only one who didn’t seem too fussed about it was Phil who was no longer staring at the computer, but was now looking down at his phone, texting away.  
 
    “Wait, what are you doing, Phil? Are you answering their questions??” 
 
    “Course I am. It’s an Ask Me Anything. People get mad if you don’t answer their questions.” 
 
    “Who cares?! We can’t be telling people we’re Fictional characters. They’re… well, they’re not supposed to know! And they’ll think you’re just joking—or crazy.” 
 
    Phil shrugged. “Yeah, some a them do, for sure. But most of ‘em actually believe me. It’s just they got this thing going on where they kinda remember something, ya know? Like a dream. But they can’t quite put their fingers on it. Ya know that feeling?” 
 
    Nilly and Willy nodded together. Kiki knew it, too. It was the same feeling most everyone in Fiction had when Peter told them all about the erased characters: Bill the Banana Tree, the three fairies, Cinderella, Pinocchio, Aladdin, Peter Pan, and Gorndalf. They couldn’t quite remember them, but they knew something was missing.  
 
    “‘Sides, if anything, it seems like this is helpin’. Look here,” Phil leaned in toward the screen and refreshed the browser, then scrolled down to a string of comments by someone named “DreamsOfFlight”. 
 
    I’ve never told anyone this, because they’ll think I’m crazy—and I’m an English Professor at an Ivy League school, for goodness sakes—but for several months now, I have felt… that there has been something not quite right. And I know it has something to do with Fiction. I get these flashes of images: a puppet made of wood, or a brightly colored cartoonish tree? It’s maddening. I know it might sound crazy, but can you tell me about them? 
 
    And a few comments down, from the same professor,  
 
    Which characters are you? 
 
    And then below that,  
 
    Can we see a picture? 
 
    “This is nuts. Of course we’re not going to, like, show them a picture of us; this has gotten out of hand. We’re just out here to— Phil!” Kiki squealed, for at that moment, at the top of the page, appeared a picture of the four of them. It was one Nilly had snapped on the train to London.  
 
    “Wadn’t me,” Phil protested. Kiki turned around to see both Nilly and Willy on their phones. 
 
    “Listen Kiki, you might know how to romance, but we know how to drum up excitement,” Nilly said proudly, showing Kiki her phone’s screen. In response to her posted photo, there were more comments than ever filling the bottom of the page.  
 
    OMG – Kiki from the Kisses Over Coffee and Lust over Love?? I ❤ U! 
 
    I haven’t read the Phil, Willy, and Nilly books since I was a kid. You guys look so grown up! 
 
    What are you guys doing out here? 
 
    How did you get here? 
 
    Why are you so shiny looking? Is that a character thing? 
 
    On and on they went. 
 
    “You know how to drum up trouble,” Kiki said. She was still staring at the picture of the four of them on the larger computer. They did look noticeably different from the background of the picture; they were slightly less detailed and more colorful; shiny. But still, she couldn’t help but notice the slight bags under her eyes, the freckles, and the few hairs sticking up here and there. If she stayed out here much longer, she’d look like a Real Worlder, and that just wouldn’t work for her. “What’s the point of all this anyway? If you ask me, we need to cut tail and run, or whatever. We’ve already found out this Hardon guy is dead, so—sorry no Gorndalf series, you know? I want to get back to Fiction before it’s too late.” At this, she looked up at the clock on the wall, as though in five minutes it might really be too late. 
 
    “The point, Miss Romance,” Nilly said to Kiki’s annoyance, “is that this is helping. We’re helpin’ people remember, not just the characters who are missing, but we’re helpin’ em remember Fiction! They’ve kinda forgotten about books out here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Philly said, summing things up.  
 
    Sure enough, when Kiki looked back at the page (32,433 comments and counting), it was filled with things that weren’t even questions. Things like:  
 
    Like so many people on this thread, I’ve been feeling lately like something was missing. I know it sounds crazy, but I’ve had these dreams about a young man with a magic lamp, about a wooden puppet who becomes a real boy, and even three fairy sisters who live in a tree in the woods together. They’ve always felt more pressing than my other dreams somehow. I always remember them. And then I read all these other people’s comments about those same characters… I don’t know who you all are, but whether you’re from Fiction or not, thank you for bringing this out into the open. I hope the Psychological Associate of America looks into this… 
 
    and 
 
    I’m not crazy! You guys have been feeling this missing thing too? You’ve been imagining this characters? Whoo hooo!  
 
    And 
 
    Fascinating! I am a scientist at CERN and we have been experimenting for years with the probability of alternate realities and overlapping dimensions. I don’t know if you are genuinely from this alternate dimension as you say, but you certainly do look slightly out of place in this one, according to your photo! Of course there is photoshop… 
 
    What I mean is, I certainly hope it is true. Please contact me directly, I’d love to find out more about how you came to be here. (Was it quantum teleportation? Don’t tell me!) FRN1962@gmail.com. Get in touch! 
 
    and 
 
    Don’t know who u all are, but i’d love to believe their’s really a Fiction out there. Gives me hope in a world full of wars and suffering. Thnx for this thread. 
 
    And even a few along the lines of this: 
 
    I’m a reporter for The Morning Show on NBC. Please send me a Private Message. We’d love to talk to you. And thanks for reminding us all about Fiction.  
 
    Nearly six hours later, eight sandwiches, and twelve cups of coffee later, the four characters closed the laptops and waved goodbye to the café owners—who at this point, had of course heard what was going on, and called back “Bye then, Kiki, Phil, Willy, and Nilly. Do come back to see us next time you’re in town, won’t you?” For the next morning, the four characters had a very early flight to catch to New York. 
 
      
 
    *Just a cool little trick I picked up in Book One. Useful, isn’t it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    I suppose now’s a good time to bring you up to speed on what I was up to during all of this. Randy, Long John, Jerry, and I had, in fact, flown to Los Angeles on the next available flight from London. Two buses, two trains, two flights, and one long layover in New York later we landed in the very same airport, at the very same gate where Princess Badroulbadour, Geppetto, and the Lost Boys had been whisked away to their hotel. Of course, I didn’t know that at the time; it was only later that I found out how their trip had gone. But you know, putting the story together and all that.  
 
    At the time, the only thing I knew was that we had landed in what, to me, just seemed like dirtier and more confusing Fictional L.A. And I suppose it was. In Fictional L.A., celebrities with perfectly flowing blonde hair and sunglasses walk along Rodeo Drive; the Hollywood sign is giant and glistening white in the sun, and the mansions all have things like helipads and like six pools. L.A.X. is sometimes mentioned in books, to be sure, but only as busy, hectic, etc. It’s mostly a stop off point on the way to plot.  
 
    It was only in arriving in the actual Los Angeles International Airport, and then shortly thereafter, Los Angeles, did I realize why the Real World details are so often skimmed over—there are simply too many. As I walked toward baggage claim, and then the airport’s shuttle service, I noticed the way the carpet was worn and browned from so many shoes; how the overhead lights flickered, just barely; there was gum stuck underneath a sink; a paper towel in the bathroom, torn crookedly and left hanging from the dispenser; people wearing high heels, boots, sandals, sneakers, worn sneakers, white sneakers, black sneakers, no shoes, jeans, slacks, men in dresses, women in dresses, dogs in sweaters—I mean, it was endless. So let’s just say, we walked as quickly through the airport as we could, and all piled into the rental car: a red Ford Expedition. Randy was in the driver’s seat, holding the wheel rather tighter than necessary.  
 
    “Whew,” he said like a character in the Real World might say. “That was a lot of detail. I mean. Wow.” I could only see the side of Long John’s face from where I sat in the backseat, but it looked a little green. Beside me, Jerry was taking deep calming breaths.  
 
    After a moment of getting our bearings and figuring out the car’s navigation system (GPS in Fiction is terrible, so this was a real treat), we were on the road, slowly, slowly moving toward our hotel to get some sleep.  
 
    The highway inched along underneath the car; beside us, people were driving and talking on their phones, looking in their rearview mirrors and shaving, eating apples, sandwiches, and one woman, what appeared to be a steak. Everyone here was so busy. Even Fictional L.A. wasn’t this hurried.  
 
    I glanced at the GPS and saw that with traffic, we still had another forty-five minutes to go. So I leaned my head against the window and closed my eyes.  
 
    Sleep was no good, of course; my mind was too busy. (Is this what it’s like in the Real World? Thoughts racing all the time? No wonder you guys write so many books on meditation.) I kept coming back to that image of Jenny: the perfect detail of her face, all drawn from a dream. I wondered what she was doing in Albert’s dreams. Was she saying look out for Peter! Was she saying, Write me! I’m real somewhere! Or was she saying Let me go?  
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if Jenny would want this or not. Any of it. For us to be out here, for us to be trying so hard to bring her and the other erased characters back.  
 
    She’ll worse than kill you.  
 
    And then I remembered Bob and Alan, just waiting somewhere deep inside the depths of their bodies, looking out, vaguely registering the world through their own eyes. Worse than dead.  
 
    We had to do something. 
 
    Before we left the house, Randy, Long John, and Jerry had scoured the basement for anything that looked like it might be an antidote for characters turned Real, and after nearly an hour of looking, they found a small metal box about the size of a tool box. Inside it, they found several small bottles of liquids ranging from syrup-like brown to turquoise to thick and white. They were all labeled, not that it helped any. Things like: PAS and PAH; we couldn’t make heads or tails of it. But it was the closest we had to anything worthwhile, so we took the box with us when we left (packing it carefully and checking it at the airport—where, surprisingly, they didn’t ask any questions). And now here we were, just sixteen minutes away from Albert Stein’s house, and I suspected, from Destiny herself.  
 
      
 
    “Hello?” The old man answered the door like he was answering the phone. We were all standing there in front of him on his wide, wooden porch, but he still peered out through the screen door blearily as though he couldn’t see us.  
 
    “Uh, hello. Mr. Stein?” I asked. I wanted to open the screen door so he could see us better, but I thought that might give the wrong impression: four guys coming to your home and opening your door to let themselves in. I didn’t know much about the Real World, but this struck me as markedly bad manners. 
 
    “Yes, I’m Albert Stein. And you—why you must be Peter Able.” At this point, Albert did open the screen door. He was shorter than me and had white, cotton-candy-like hair, and thick glasses atop his round, red nose. He was adorable. “And you must be Randy Potts. And you, of course, are Long John Silver, and you—I can’t believe it.” He stopped when he looked at Jerry. We were all staring back at him in disbelief. This isn’t how it was supposed to go. “You’re my Jerry. My very own. I had no idea… but… seeing you in real life. It must mean… Oh my.” 
 
    And then, the adorable, little man fainted. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, we had Albert laid out on his living room couch, an old plaid 1970s number with wooden armrests. I put a cold cloth on his head and had some leftover chocolate at the ready while Randy and Long John searched the house for anyone else—namely, Destiny. But the house was empty. Jerry sat on the coffee table looking at the man, not saying a word.  
 
    When he woke up, Randy and Long John were back and had pulled up an old rickety wooden chair from the kitchen and the floral and cat-hair-coated armchair from across the room. Albert graciously took some chocolate and a glass of water, and after a few bites, started crying.  
 
    “I just can’t believe. I never thought—I never really thought it was real. After all those years of writing little stories about magic, about adventure, family; the life I wished I’d had growing up. I never knew I was creating it. But look at you,” he said, tears still streaming down his face as he looked at Jerry. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    The men stared at each other for a long while before Albert turned to the rest of us. “Jerry here was one of my characters in a short story, years and years ago, you know. It was the only thing I’ve ever had published. I’d once dreamed of becoming an author, you know, and I thought it might even be an expansion of Jerry’s short story, maybe something about his later years with his own family… But my wife; she hated my writing. Hated it. 
 
    “Seeing you all here is just outstanding. I, of course, was starting to suspect you’d come. But I just couldn’t have—” 
 
    “Sorry,” Randy said politely as he stood up. He was looking around the room furtively. “Did you say you were expecting us to come? Did Destiny tip you off?” he asked more forcefully. 
 
    “Destiny…? Heavens no! I, well, it’s just, haven’t you seen?” Albert sat up on the couch and gestured for Jerry to hand him the remote on the table next to him. A moment later, he’d turned the ancient, little box-like television on. 
 
    There on the screen were pictures of all of us; illustrations or photos from our books. Long John was grizzled and more cartoonish; this was in his previous literary life, before his wooden leg had been replaced with a Louisville Slugger in this new series. I was there. It was me, not from my first series as a child, but from this one: tall, lanky, brown mussed hair, gray eyes, a bit unkempt and unshaven; about nineteen. A drawing of Jerry, much like the one we’d found of Jenny. Randy from the cover of his previous series, before he was both a wizard and detective. The pictures shifted, and were replaced with several more, this time of Mattie, Merlin, the Lost Boys, and then finally, Princess Badroulbadour’s beautiful face, and Geppetto’s crinkled and warm one. And even though they were just drawings and in some cases cover photos, there was no mistaking it, they were us. It was a wonder more people hadn’t recognized us.  
 
    I’d been so enthralled by the images on the screen, it took me a moment to realize two people were talking over them.    
 
    “—course there are disbelievers. It’s like someone announcing that Santa, this character we’ve made up, has been real the entire time! Wait, you don’t suppose that means…” 
 
    “If there are books about him, then he is real. At least according to this theory. It’s quite simple: if there are infinite realities in parallel dimensions, then quite literally everything is not only possible, but exists. Every slight alteration from this reality exists, all the way to the most outrageous of things—the existence of Santa, for example. Or Kiki James!” 
 
    “And speaking of Kiki James,” the screen now cut to the people talking and revealed a woman, about forty, with dark brown hair sitting next to a dark eyed balding man, and across an overly-shiny table from a slight young man with an overly shiny forehead, “here she is!” 
 
    And there she was, followed by Phil, Willy, and Nilly, from somewhere off camera.  
 
    “Oh no,” I said. I looked around and saw that Randy had not moved since the television had been turned on; he was sitting on the edge of the old wooden chair, hand clutched around his throat convulsively. Jerry looked much the same. But Long John, oddly, was smirking.  
 
    “Peter, seems like a good time to do that little trick of yours again, don’t ya think?” Long John asked, still smiling at the screen. And so I did. 
 
      
 
    In a brightly-lit studio in Rockefeller Plaza, Kiki James walked, calmly as she could, over to the shining table. Michelle Williamson, Brent Barker, and the renowned and prodigious physicist, Blake Stinson were sitting at the table, staring at her appreciatively—which she was used to. But they were admiring more than her beauty; they were admiring her very Fictionality. 
 
    “Welcome, Kiki. Welcome, Phil, Willy, and Nilly. I’m Michelle Williamson, this is my cohost Brent Barker, and this is Blake Stinson, a physicist who’d like to talk to you,” the woman said soothingly. She then gestured to four empty seats at the table. Just across from them there was a mess of people—people holding cameras, lighting, sound equipment; people wearing black shirts and black hats monitoring computer screens, and then behind the table was a window, filled with even more people. They couldn’t hear them, but many of them were holding signs claiming WE’RE BRINGING FICTION BACK!, or WE LOVE YOU, CHARACTERS!, or KIKI 4EVA. And it was all so Real. It was overwhelming. 
 
    “Uh hello,” Kiki said, taking her seat. She was very aware of the realness of the table—the fine details of it, she wouldn’t expect from something so polished and shiny. A bit of something grainy under her finger; its coolness against her wrists. Phil, Willy, and Nilly sat down to her right. They didn’t look nervous; Phil even looked a little bored.  
 
    “So we’ve been hearing the wildest reports since your Reddit Thread went viral. Over,” Brent Barker looked down at a piece of paper, “100,000 comments on this post. Of course we haven’t looked at them all, but we’ve gotten the gist of it: some people believe you actually are Fictional characters come to the Real World, some, of course, don’t, and others want to. It’s just so far-fetched, as my co-host was saying earlier. But, well, you do certainly have something I can’t quite explain going on,” the man took it in turns to examine each of them. “You’re shining or something. What is that?” 
 
    Without missing a beat, Nilly said, “Oh yeah, well that’d be cuz in the book world when you’re bein’ written, you get all shiny. ‘S how you can tell who’s bein’ written or not over there. The characters who haven’t been written about in a long time get all dull and boring-looking and stuff.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I see. Certainly.” Michelle was talking now, all hints of nurturing gone from her voice. Kiki felt like she was being cross-examined. “Of course, this could be some sort of makeup or technological illusion. Not to say I don’t believe you all. You certainly do look an awful lot like Kiki, Phil, Willy, and Nilly, and you are very… shiny, but really, can you give us anything more to go off? What on earth would,” this time she looked down at a piece of paper, “sixteen Fictional characters be doing out here in the Real World? Taking a vacation?” 
 
     
 
    “‘Ere it is,” Long John said, leaning forward in the cushy armchair.  
 
      
 
    “Actually, no,” Phil said. He was looking down at his phone, and only reluctantly put it away a moment later. “We’re here to bring some a the characters back into Fiction. See, they got erased last year by this psycho character there—he got their backstories out here.” 
 
    “Through the portal?!” the physicist asked.   
 
    “Yeah, yeah, through the portal. Doorway, really. Point is,” Phil said loudly before young Stinson could barrage him with more questions, “these guys are gone in Fiction, and out here too. Any mention of em in books or anything is just gone. And, ya know, even though we don’t remember em exactly—we all know who they were.” 
 
    “Wha- what do you mean, exactly?” the woman reporter leaned in, her arms rested on the table. She seemed utterly unaware that she was being filmed.  
 
    “Think you know what we’re talkin’ about,” Willy piped up. “We’re talkin’ about those characters who keep poppin’ up in everyone’s dreams and thoughts. Aladdin, the Arabian peasant boy with his magic lamp.” At this the woman leaned back as though slapped, “Cinderella, the beautiful young woman whose step-mother and -sisters made her their slave, an’ she became a princess an’ all that.” Someone in the film crew coughed, but there was no other sound. “Then there’s those three fairies who live in that buttercup and ride Bartemus the Toad when they plant dreams or somethin’.” Everyone’s mouths were agog—camera perfection be damned. “And o’ course, Pinocchio the wooden puppet who only wants ta be real. There’s Peter Pan who’s actually Captain Hook’s nemesis—s’why there’s always seemed to be somethin’ missin’ in those stories. An’ Jenny the Girl Wizard, whose dad, Jerry and boyfriend, Peter, are out here right now trying to—” 
 
    “Alright that’s enough,” Michelle Williamson had lost her composure. Her hair was mussed from the compulsive way she’d been rubbing the back of her neck and some of her lipstick was on her front teeth from biting her lip. “Did my therapist put you up to this? Is this some sort of early birthday prank?” Michelle looked around at her co-host, then at the camerapeople. She knew immediately it was no joke. 
 
    Finally Brent Barker found his voice, something regular viewers knew he’d never struggled with before. “So… they’re real then? The people in these dreams I’ve been having?” 
 
    In that moment, Kiki finally saw why they were there. So what if the Real Worlders knew they were real? If it helped bring back the erased characters, it was worth it.  
 
    “Yes, they were real,” and then Kiki realized she could take it one further. “And there’s one more character out here in the Real World from Fiction, and we need your help bringing her to justice. You might know her as the scientist, Destiny Stein.” 
 
      
 
    “Bingo,” Long John said, leaning back in his armchair.  
 
      
 
    It took a long while, lots of chocolate, and several pots of tea to calm Albert Stein down after the program had ended. Albert had already been mostly on board with the whole Fictional characters are real thing; but he’d had no further doubts once the T.V. physicist explained how with infinite realities this was not only possible but inevitable. After all, he was already mostly convinced; he’d known Jenny was more real than a dream for a long time.  
 
    What he was having trouble with, though, was seeing his wife’s picture, captioned Destiny Stein/Anna Albrecht, pop up on the T.V. screen in his living room. It was the drawing from the cover of the last Mein Wissenschaftler book: Anna Albrecht standing behind a long lab table, watching someone else (I assumed it was Dedrick) who was looking away. She was younger, a bit softer looking, but still, unmistakably, Destiny.  
 
    “I always knew there was something different about her,” Albert was crying now. He’d already flown right through the first few stages of grief (“No—but she’s my wife! I know her!” to “Please just tell me it’s not true,”) and had landed squarely in depression. “But I just thought it was a natural glow; and it did fade over time.” 
 
    “That’d be because staying out here in the Real World makes us more real after a while,” I said, pointing down at my own arm. It was still shiny, but there were a few more details here and there than I’d prefer.  
 
    “How stupid I’ve been,” he said. “She never did want me writing anything, did you know that? I had to publish my story about Jerry in secret,” Albert said, glancing Jerry’s way ashamedly. “And when I talked about wanting to write a novel, she panicked. I never did write it—or, I suppose I did in some alternate version of things, but that’s neither here nor there. But ever since then she’s been… off. Just, paranoid. Talking about alternate realities, feeling scared that I’d leave her for a fantasy world… It never made sense to me. In fact, for the past two years, I’ve been living here while I thought she was seeing a very competent therapist in England. I just couldn’t handle it anymore. I needed a creative outlet,” Albert was talking in earnest; it seemed a long time since he’d talked to anyone about this. “I’ve been writing screenplays, you know. And still doing my art. Look,” at this, Albert got up from the couch, somewhat rockily. He left the room through a darkened doorway, and a few minutes later came back with an old, warped sketchbook. 
 
    “Look,” he said, handing me the book. “She’s been here all along.” 
 
    “Jenny,” I breathed. The illustrations, much like the one in Destiny’s home, were so real. So very Jenny—from the half smile she wore to that somewhat contemptuous brow furrow I knew so well. My Jenny.  
 
    “Yes, Jenny. I’d sent Destiny—or, Anna I suppose—I’d sent her one of these drawings recently, a show of friendship. And the letters! I’ve sent her a letter once a week for two years since being here. But I’ve heard nothing from her. We never did divorce, but… well I never gave up hope. I thought she’d get help. 
 
    “Of course there’s no helping this. This is just so… unexpected.” Albert finished.  
 
    I nudged Randy because he’s a lot better at this stuff than I am.  
 
    “Yes, well, we’re all sorry to be the ones to tell you about Anna’s real identity—” 
 
    “—and the fact that there’s probably a search party out looking for her right now,” I added helpfully.                
 
    “But,” Randy cut in, “we need to know before we leave here today that you’re going to write these books about Jenny. We need her in Fiction, and I think you need her, too.” 
 
    Albert smiled sadly, his eyes glistening. “I never thought I had a book in me…” he laughed quietly. “Well, if you say I do, I do. Can somebody tell me about her—my Jenny?” 
 
    Everyone turned toward me expectantly, and I tried to ignore this and look only at Albert. But there was Jerry, too, who had been Jenny’s father in her younger literary life. And Randy, who had been like a dad to Jenny when we were all living together, and Long John, who had filled an odd, curmudgeony mentor role in her life; and the worst thing was, they couldn’t even remember her.  
 
    So ignoring the tears streaming down my face, I looked at all of them in turn and told them the story of Jenny the Girl Wizard.   
 
      
 
    “What do you mean none of you are writers for Disney? Isn’t there anyone here we can talk to about getting some books written?” Princess Badroulbadour was at her wits end. She’d literally been backed into a corner by several ogling photographers and Disney employees all exclaiming things like “She was born for this role!” and “She is the picture of Princess Jasmine!” Geppetto and the Lost Boys, meanwhile, were in separate audition rooms in the large building. The space was a stark contrast from the colorful and animated world outside. It was through a small, innocuous door in Adventureland that they’d been guided for their auditions. The six characters had ignored this, thinking that surely the Disney writers would be this way as well. Now they wished they hadn’t. 
 
    “The Disney writers? Darling, we are just here to cast actors for Disneyland, and you are just perfect for Princess Jasmine. That hair, those eyes. You are practically glowing with that Jasmine look.” 
 
    “I am not Princess Jasmine! I am Princess Badroulbadour, and I will not tolerate this impertinence. I want to see a writer immediately.” At this, the people surrounding her merely looked at one another and someone whispered, “Method actor. She’s great.” 
 
    Just then, though, the door to the little audition room swung open and a rather slight man in a rather small suit walked in. As soon as he did, the Disney employees straightened up and went silent.  
 
    “Good afternoon, everyone,” the little man said in what sounded like an Australian accent. When he spoke, his gray mustache twitched. “I hate to interrupt this audition, but it seems as though Ms. Badroulbadour has no need to be cast as a Princess at our park. She, you see, is the real thing. Princess, I believe you and your friends are looking for some writers? Please, come with me.” 
 
    The rest of the people parted ways silently and allowed the Princess to leave the room, guided out by one Mr. Stevenson, Director of Operations for Disneyland Actors. He opened the door for her and stood back as she walked through. Just before leaving he called to the room, “You’ll want to turn on the news, I expect,” and then they were gone.  
 
      
 
    Just as the Princess, Geppetto, and the four Lost Boys were being whisked away from Disneyland in a very large and luxurious company car (in which Mr. Stevenson accompanied them and apologized all the way to Burbank), Mattie and Merlin were finally leaving Bryce Dingsworth’s home. They’d been there for hours trying to explain who they were and why they were there. But Bryce, while warmhearted and open, was a practical man. And walking into a practical man’s home and claiming that you’re a couple of Fictional characters come to inspire him to write the book about the banana tree that he’s always wanted to, well, that’s just not going to go over well. He’d been polite enough, of course, and heard them out; and when they’d produced a backstory that even looked to be written in his writing all about a banana tree’s early life as a seedling, then a young sprout, he’d been touched at their effort, if not a little bit worried. 
 
    “No, no, we didn’t create this document to look like your handwriting,” Mattie said in exasperation. She was feeling the pressure of time and the weight of the Real World every moment out here. Her hair was sticking out at odd ends, her eyes were bulging, and she was sweating nervously. She looked a bit crazy, which didn’t help her case with Bryce. “This is your handwriting! You see, you wrote a book about Bill the Banana Tree, but in Fiction, where we live, a villain erased Bill from the backstory. See, here—” she pointed at the places throughout the handwritten page where there were smudgy erased marks. “That’s why you don’t remember him: because when he was erased in Fiction, he was erased from out here, and from everyone’s memory! Don’t you see??” 
 
    It was at this point that Bryce Dingsworth had smiled calmly and said that yes, of course, he saw, and would either of them like some tea? And excused himself from the little parlor-like living room and into the kitchen. It was as he was picking up the phone to dial his husband, Seth, to find out what in the world he should do with these two polite but clearly insane people in their home, when he saw the very same insane people’s faces on his little television. Calmer than most people would have been, he walked up to the counter and turned up the volume on the little television set.  
 
    “Well, yes, of course there are disbelievers. It’s like someone announcing that Santa, this character we’ve made up, has been real the entire time! Wait, you don’t suppose that means…” 
 
    “If there are books about him, then he is real. At least according to this theory. It’s quite simple—if there are infinite realities in parallel dimensions, then quite literally everything is not only possible, but exists. Every slight alteration from this reality exists, all the way to the most outrageous of things—the existence of Santa, for example. Or Kiki James!” 
 
     A moment later, the two hosts and scientist on the show were talking with a woman who looked remarkably like the well-known romance character, Kiki James, and the three troublesome triplets, Phil, Willy, and Nilly. They, too, talked about how characters had been erased in backstories, but still showed up in people’s thoughts and dreams today; they mentioned the other Fictional characters out in the Real World, like Merlin and Mattie, who were sent to inspire their friends’ authors to write again. And they explained it all with science. And for this logical botanist, that was good enough.  
 
    “Okay,” he said entering the living room, not with tea but with a set of keys in his hand, “I believe you, and if y’all say this is the book I’m meant to write, well, I’ll do it. Nothin’ like this has ever happened to me, and even if y’all are a part of some worldwide scam, well, I’ve been wantin’ to write a book my whole life. Now’s as good a time as any. And I do like the sound of this Banana Tree.” 
 
   
  
 

 Mattie sighed in relief; Merlin meanwhile was examining a globe in the corner of the room muttering to himself.  
 
    “Now you said you two needed to get to Decatur later today to talk to one of the other authors, right? Well, I’m headin’ there anyway to get some seeds from my sister-in-law. She’s got more alfalfa than she knows what to do with. It’s not even in season, can you believe it? She’s got a greener thumb than me, even.” 
 
    At this Merlin looked up from the globe, his index finger planted squarely in the middle of South America. As was often the case with Merlin, he looked like he might have just woken up from a dream or shifted suddenly from one reality, invisible to anyone else, into this one.  
 
    “What is your sister-in-law’s name, Mr. Dingsworth?” he asked, again his tone politely curious.  
 
    “Why it’s Amanda. Amanda Woodensby.” 
 
    Merlin nodded as though he’d been expecting as much, and told him that yes, a ride would be lovely. Even though Peter had said there wasn’t any visible magic in the Real World, Mattie had a feeling that she’d just seen a glimpse of it. 
 
      
 
    The door to Albert Stein’s was just clicking closed, his voice trailing off behind it (“Thank you again…”), when it happened: first Randy fell to the ground heavily, a moment later, Jerry, and then Long John crumpled next to him. There hadn’t been a sound—no gun shots, no one running up. I looked around, astounded that I was still standing; too shocked to scream. I bent over as soon as I got my bearings about me, and of course, began to flip out.  
 
    “Randy? Randy! Are you okay?” I was shaking him. He didn’t stir. I moved on to Long John, then Jerry, shaking them and checking their pulses. Their hearts were beating slowly, slowly.  
 
    “Darts,” she said from behind me. I knew it was her without turning around. The voice of my Destiny. “I have one pointed at your back, Peter. I suggest you get up slowly and don’t try anything funny.” 
 
    I hardly thought now was the time for funny, but I didn’t say so. I just stood up, hands behind my head, like I petty Fictional criminal.  
 
    “I assume you’ve told Albert all about little miss Jenny, then, have you?” she asked. She was tying my hands behind my back roughly with some sort of rope.  
 
    “What’d you do to them?” I asked, ignoring her. She laughed; her face was just behind mine and I could feel her breath on my neck. I shuddered. 
 
    “Them? They’ll be fine, Peter. They’re just going to be a little more Real from now on.” 
 
    “What?!” She was trying to spin me around, but I jerked my shoulders roughly the other way and stumbled to the ground, knocking my chin on the pavement. “Randy! Randy!” I was close enough to his face to see that, of course he wasn’t dead; he’d never looked more Real.  
 
    I must have screamed, because the next thing I knew, I was being pulled up again and being told to be quiet. I vaguely heard banging coming from the inside of the house—Albert, presumably, locked in his own home. Destiny was pulling on my bound hands, the skin underneath worn raw, and outside of my panic I was aware of two thoughts: what are all these people doing here? And where is she taking me? 
 
    The first thought was answered more immediately, and the second never at all, because she only made it as far as the curb where a silver sedan was parked before one of the many people surrounding rushed at her and knocked her to the ground. Then another sprang forward and helped hold her there, and then another, just for good measure. It took me a moment to realize that some of the people had rushed toward me—a blur of Real Worlder faces—pulling me to a seat on the curb, instructing me to take deep breaths, to calm down. Someone had untied my hands, and was working on using the same rope to bind Destiny’s. Someone else, a woman, was asking me in soothing tones what had happened. What was wrong with my friends? Were they okay? Did I need help? 
 
    That’s when it clicked—my friends: Randy, Long John, and Jerry. They were Real. She had turned them Real, and as far as I knew, there was no going back. 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted, surprising myself. The people holding the wriggling Destiny to the ground, Albert, who had apparently been let out of his house, even the people pulling Randy, Long John, and Jerry up from the ground—their limp bodies likely in some sort of slumber while the change from Fictional to Real took them over—they all stopped. They looked at me, waiting for instruction. Even the police rushing to the scene, their black uniforms so different than the blue ones in Fiction, slowed their pace when they saw everyone’s attention on me. And in that moment, I felt just a hint of what I believed was Real World magic: love. The unshakeable power of my love for my friends. 
 
    “I need to question this woman before you arrest her. If anyone knows how to help my friends, it’s her.” 
 
    “Very well,” a police officer said to me. He was short, fat, and smelled slightly of cigarettes. He reached out a hand and shook mine, hard. “Peter Able. It’s an honor to meet you. We’ll escort you to the station with Mrs. Stein—” 
 
    “Actually, her name is Anna Albrecht,” Albert said. I wondered if he’d been behind me the whole time or if he’d just walked up. “And I have some questions for her, too.” 
 
      
 
    Four hours later I left the police station, exhausted, hopeless, and feeling more Real by the minute. Even with the help of the LAPD’s lead interrogators, Anna still firmly insisted that she did not know how to reverse the serum. And I believed her. After all, why would she have ever needed a way to reverse it? She hated Fiction; she wanted it dead.  
 
    Is this what Jenny had meant? That she’d worse than kill me? In that moment, it felt like she had. Albert would re-write the Jenny the Girl Wizard books. I would have Jenny back. But at the cost of my best friends and her father.  
 
    Could she ever forgive me? Would she even want to come back to this reality? 
 
    I walked absently from the police station, just feeling the chilly night air on my face and in my lungs, reveling in the stinging sensation; any sensation. I was numb. Nothing, nothing mattered then. 
 
    Which is probably why twenty minutes later, I found myself at 907 North Bedford, home of one G.E. Wells. My old author.  
 
    “Open the door!” I screamed into the intercom. I was not at a door, but at a gate, which surrounded a very large estate. The neighborhood around me was dark and only a few lights on the massive houses along the street were lit. It must have been late.  
 
    “Who is this? If you don’t go away, I’ll call the police.” 
 
    “You’ll call the police? I should call the police on you for starting this whole stupid mess!” 
 
    There was silence on the other end. I thought the person, a man’s voice, gruff, and older by the sounds of it, had walked away, and I almost did too, but then, quietly— 
 
    “Is this Peter Able?” 
 
    “Yes.” I looked squarely into the little security camera then, exhausted and not sure why I was there at all. But I felt my eyes pleading to come in. A moment later, the gate moved forward and I was walking down a long driveway. On either side of me were what seemed fields, not lawns, of green grass. On my right, there was a fish pond with a waterfall, palm trees here and there, a little bodega covered in vines. It would have been nice, beautiful even, if I could feel. 
 
    The house itself was a sprawling and Spanish in style: a red roof, stucco walls, balconies and porches here and there, windows open outward drinking in the night air. Before I could knock on the door, it swung open. And there he was. 
 
    “Hello, Peter.” He was shorter than I’d expected; smaller than his voice had suggested. He was wearing flannel, plaid pajama pants, a white t-shirt, and a pilled gray sweater. The remaining hair on his head was mostly gray, and where it wasn’t, it reminded me of the color of a squirrel. Not a Fictional squirrel, but a Real World squirrel. He himself looked so Real. And here he was. Here he was. 
 
    The bit of description calmed me down, just a little, but then when I was done, it hit me all over again: Randy, Long John, Jerry, Beth, Jenny. Everyone I’d lost and everyone I’d hurt, and would continue to hurt, because seven years before, this guy had written me into existence. And as suddenly as this red, hot, rage welled up in my chest, I seemed to choke on it, and it was gone, and I was crouched on the ground crying. 
 
    “There, there. It’s okay. It’s okay.” The old man was kneeled down next to me on his front landing. In the distance the waterfall tinkled melodically, and I tried to catch my breath.  
 
    “Do you want to come in?” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes and nodded. I let him guide me in through the heavy wooden door, through the tiled and open foyer (where there was, I vaguely noticed, a fountain) and into what in a normal home would probably have been called the living room—but here was mostly open space with a few pieces of ornate furniture. Along the far wall was a mounted flat screen television. On it, I saw the scene I’d left hours before: police rushing toward Albert Stein’s home, a woman pinned to the ground, and there on the curb, me. 
 
    “It sounds like your friends are being watched in the hospital,” my old author said, watching me watch the television. “They’re not treating them as Real Worlders, of course, because they’re not sure that that won’t just make their condition worse. But they’re watching them.” 
 
    When I still didn’t say anything, he kept talking.  
 
    “They say the other Fictional characters that came out here with you have all spoken to the authors they needed to; after all the news that’s been on, it wasn’t so hard to convince them, I guess. They’re all heading back to that cabinet, or whatever it is, to go back to where you all came from.” 
 
    Wardrobe, I thought, but still, didn’t say anything. I wondered briefly why I was there. He probably did, too, but he just kept talking; trying to make me feel better it seemed.  
 
    “And Destiny—or, Doctor Albrecht, I guess—she’s been charged with multiple accounts of homicide. Though, of course, the characters are not dead, per se, but it’s just—” 
 
    “No. They’re worse than dead.” 
 
    That’s when I realized why I was here. To scream, not out loud into the night air; not at Destiny for doing this to my friends; not even at my current author, who I was growing more and more suspicious about living in a certain home in a certain English town—but at this man. The one who started it all. The one who put me through a Hell in my first series of books I was still reeling from.  
 
    “You did this to me.” I said it quietly; a hiss more than a scream. He just looked at me. He looked old and sad and kind, and that only made me angrier. 
 
    “YOU DID THIS TO ME!” I was on my feet, stepping toward him fast to—hit him? Push him? I did neither, but stood a foot away from him, hands clinched at my sides. “You are the reason behind all of this! If it hadn’t been for your stupid books, none of this would have happened! You put me through hell in school! You killed my parents! And my sister! And because of those books, I had to exist in Fiction, and go and ruin all my friends’ lives! This” at this, I did push him. He fell to the ground effortlessly, “is all your fault!” 
 
    Silence but for my breath. And then— 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “I said you’re right. Peter, I had no idea that when I wrote those books about you as a child I was writing you into another world. I had no idea; none of us knew! As soon as I saw it on the news and realized the truth of it all, I felt terrible. All the things I’ve written about characters, really happening? The people I’ve hurt, the lives I’ve destroyed?” I then remembered that G.E. Wells had also recently published a new murder mystery series. “And then when I saw that you were in Los Angeles, I knew.” 
 
    “You knew… what’s that?” 
 
    “That you’d come to avenge your sister.” 
 
    I stared at him blankly, all my rage forgotten. 
 
    “To kill me,” he supplied, a little apologetically.  
 
    “What? No! I don’t want to kill you. Jesus.” I sat down heavily on the ornate little couch; it hurt. “I just wanted to… I don’t know. To talk to you. You’re kind of like,” I wouldn’t say dad, because if anyone had been like a dad to me, it had been Randy. “You’re like the person who made me.” 
 
    “And then ruined your life?” he said with a half-smile. I nodded. “Sounds like my parents.” He stood up and sat down on the couch too.  
 
    “I don’t know how you stand it out here,” I said after a moment. I was holding my arm out marveling at how much more Real it had become. Freckles here and there, a dark mole, dark arm hair, creased skin around my elbow. And I was tired. More worn out than I’d imagined possible in Fiction.  
 
    “It’s not so bad. My wife, she has two kids. Well, I guess we both do, now. They make it worth it, those kids.” 
 
    I nodded. The silence was more comfortable after I’d yelled at him. A moment passed, then another, then suddenly I felt ready to leave. I’d come, I’d seen him, it was time to go back to Fiction. There were just a few things left to do. 
 
    “Peter, it’s been… surreal. But nice to meet you.” 
 
    “It’s been nice to meet you, too, uh…” 
 
    “It’s Gerry. Gerry Anderson Wells.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Gerry.” And with that, I left the giant estate where my old author lived, I left that crazy city called Los Angeles, and eighteen hours later, I left the Real World and went back to Fiction.* 
 
      
 
    *Note: Before I left, I, of course, went to the hospital where Randy, Long John, and Jerry were being monitored. They weren’t awake, as the hospital staff thought it best to keep them in an unconscious state, so as not to somehow further the transformation. Of course, this was all theoretical to them as they’d never seen anything like it before, but I agreed, it somehow seemed best.  
 
    With that, two doctors, two nurses, and myself accompanied Long John, Randy, and Jerry to the Los Angeles airport. The three of them were lying flat and still on gurneys and were hooked up to I.V.s of whatever was keeping them dormant. When we arrived, it seemed hundreds, if not thousands of people, were awaiting us. Getting our tickets, there was a mob of people holding signs, screaming their support, trying to touch me; even on the other side of security, I found phones and cameras pointed in my direction, none to sneakily. I was mostly numb to it. All that mattered were the three people on gurneys. 
 
    We boarded the plane to stares and calls; in London, more people greeted us with signs and shouts of Good luck! and Godspeed! The doctors and nurses accompanied me all the way to Ashby de la Zouch where they helped cart my three friends through the house. As we shuffled our way down the narrow hallway, I glanced into a room and saw a woman’s bare feet propped up on a colorful, woven foot rest; a shaggy dog at her side. I heard typing. I didn’t stop to say anything; I wanted to get back, and I knew it would only slow things down. Besides, one author meeting was about as much as I could handle. 
 
    But as we made our way slowly down the steps to the basement where the wardrobe still sat waiting, I could have sworn I heard her voice. It sounded like, “It will all be okay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    “Where have you been?” Those were the first words I heard when I finally made it through the other side of the wardrobe in the bathroom stall in the Black Market. It was, of course, Mattie. I quickly moved out of the way, as behind me Phil, Willy, and Nilly were pushing through the three gurneys. Before Nilly emerged on this side, I heard her call “Bye Mr. Beaver!” 
 
    “I’ve been a little occupied,” I said grumpily. After meeting Kiki, the triplets, the Lost Boys, Geppetto, Merlin, Mattie, and Princess Badroulbadour at our designated meeting point in Narnia (Mr. Beaver’s house), our group had been separated. Phil, Willy, Nilly, our three dormant friends and I were arriving about a day late.  
 
    “Where’s Princess Badroulbadour, then?” Mattie asked, looking behind us as though she might be hiding. The wardrobe’s stall was large, but not nearly large enough for three gurneys and five people, so we were filtering, somewhat uncoordinatedly, through the door and into the larger bathroom. Out there, there were several officers from Detective waiting. When they saw Randy, they stopped short.  
 
    “Princess Badroulbadour met a certain Prince in Narnia and will be staying there for a bit,” I said through gritted teeth. I was attempting to push Randy’s gurney through the bathroom door, but it was slightly too wide. This, plus my Real World fatigue, plus my growing hopelessness, and I really wasn’t in the mood to be questioned by Mattie.  
 
    “You do it,” I said gruffly, and stepped back from the cart. I realized then that the three previously unnamed Detectives were Rogers, Johnson, and Davies, and immediately when I did, they became slightly more realistic and shiny. Despite it all, it was good to be back in Fiction. Rogers took the handle, and with Mattie’s help (a bit of good old fashioned wand magic—another good thing about Fiction), we left the bathroom and made our way out of the old, school cafeteria.  
 
    The Black Market books were all still set up on their tables, emanating that Real World oddness, but this time, there were no people. It was empty; as though they’d all just vanished in the middle of shopping. Books were even left open on tables. 
 
    “We had everyone clear out when the first group arrived and said you’d be along after them,” Johnson said quietly. It was eerie—the whole scene. Mattie, me, Phil, Willy, and Nilly walking, zombie-like through the empty space. Rogers, Johnson, and Davies pushing the three prone bodies before them; so Real and detailed and out of place.  
 
    “Where will they go?” Mattie finally asked once we’d put on our night vision goggles and were walking down the dark alleyway of the Black Market. “Randy, Long John, and Jerry?” 
 
    “I expect to one of the hospitals until we can figure out what to do. We got some things from Destiny’s house that might help. They’re in Randy’s bag.” I added, pointing to the backpack draped over the railing of his gurney. “I’m planning to bring them to Sci Fi to have Doctor Banner take a look at them; see what he can do. First, though, we need some Fictional Frappes or something to sort ourselves out.” 
 
    “In the car, Sir,” Davies said, nodding in the general direction of the dirt road that led to Nonfiction. We were out of the Black Market now and walking through the regular market village. Here, too, there was no one. They must have cleared the whole town in order to walk us through safely and undisturbed. “Randy had mentioned before how hard it was on you Out There, so we had a few dozen Frappes bottled to help you readjust as soon as possible. The other group, except for Mattie here, already headed back to Fiction,” she added. 
 
    “Thanks for waiting,” I said to Mattie. A moment later, we found ourselves at the beginning and end of the dirt road, where it faded imperceptibly into the desert sand. There were two ambulances, four large Police SUVs, and three police cars waiting for us, lights off. As soon as we came into view, several Fictional EMTs rushed forward and took Randy, Long John, and Jerry, wheeling them away without a word and into the ambulances: Long John and Jerry in one, Randy in the other.  
 
    Finally, achily, I crawled into the back of one of the SUVs, without so much as looking to see who was in the car already, though vaguely through the window I’d seen someone’s head. I plunked myself into the window seat, and from the back of the driver’s seat plucked two bottles of Fictional Frappe. I drank the first down in three gulps, and was on the second one when I glanced, for the first time, at the person in the passenger seat. 
 
    “Jenny.” 
 
      
 
    “Jenny, how are you—I mean what are you even—how are you here?” I wanted to kiss her, to jump on her, to squeeze her, to push myself against her so hard that we’d be one being and never part again, not even in death, and just as I was unbuckling my seatbelt to do just that, the car door across from me opened and in climbed Mattie. She took one look me, then followed my gaze to the passenger seat.  
 
    “Oh my. You’re Jenny, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes… I think I am.”  
 
    Well that was weird. 
 
    “What do you mean—do you not know who you are, Jenny?” I asked, hand still on my seatbelt buckle.  
 
    Then the driver’s door opened and closed. Rogers. 
 
    Jenny sat quietly, her face a picture of distress. She looked as she always had: brown hair, petite, and wearing her typical jeans and t-shirt (this one, I could see, said I put the Lit in Literature). And her eyes were just as green as I’d remembered. But unlike the Jenny I’d known, her eyes were unfocused, round, scared, and a moment later, were welling up with tears.  
 
    “I… I can’t remember much. I know I’m Jenny. I know where I was born and who my parents are and all about my earliest years in school. I know I was a witch. And I know that now we both go to Fiction Academy and that we love each other… but… everything in between five and twenty is so blurry. I can just barely see it. And I remember a place that was Nowhere, somehow…” 
 
    Rogers turned around in his seat and pulled his sunglasses from his eyes.  
 
    “Sir, if I may.” 
 
    I didn’t know what he was asking, or stating, so I just sort of half nodded my head, still staring at Jenny.  
 
    “It seems that Jenny’s author, Albert Stein, wanted to get Jenny back to Fiction at her current age as fast as possible. In Randy’s absence, we’ve spoken to Mr. Holmes—” 
 
    “Adventures or Memoirs?” 
 
    “Adventures.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And he believes that Mr. Stein probably published her backstory, and then wrote up a very short story about her adult years, just in order to get her back into Fiction. As he rewrites and publishes her early series and fleshes out some details, she’ll regain memories and be more and more like her old self. Mr. Holmes imagines he did this for you; Albert knew you loved Jenny and wanted her back. In spite of what he says, Sherlock is ever the romantic.” 
 
    I ignored Rogers’ wistful expression and looked back at Jenny. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Mattie watching the whole thing, her lips parted in a surprised little O.  
 
    “Jenny,” I reached out my hand and took hold of hers and squeezed it three times. I love you, it said. She squeezed mine back four times. I love you too.  
 
    “Don’t worry. You’ll get your memories back, and while you do, I’m here for you all the way. We’ve been through worse before, and this’ll only get better.” 
 
    “Peter,” Mattie warned.  
 
    “No, for real. From here on, it’s just smooth sailing.” 
 
    “Peter.” 
 
    “Nothing else could possibly go wrong now. I mean, look where we are in the story.” 
 
    Finally Mattie leaned over and clapped a hand in front of my mouth.  
 
    “Never. Say that. In Fiction.”  
 
    I guess I’d gone a little overboard in trying to make Jenny feel better.  
 
    ?? 
 
    Oh well, guess it couldn’t get any wor— 
 
      
 
    When I woke up my head was throbbing and the car was dark. I looked down and at Mattie’s feet was a frying pan: that explained it.* I had gone a little over the top with trying to make Jenny feel better—the cardinal rule in Fiction: Never say “it can’t get any worse,” because then it undoubtedly will. But so far, things seemed alright. Mattie was dozing in the seat to my right; Jenny was asleep in the passenger seat with her head against the window. I stared at her for a long time. I really couldn’t believe it.  
 
      
 
    *In Fiction, it’s nice to be able to just jump from one scene to the next. If it’s not working out that way, though, the old frying pan to the head trick can come in handy to move things along. Painful, but effective.  
 
      
 
    “Rogers,” I finally whispered, taking my eyes away from Jenny. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know you were awake, Peter. We’re still about thirty minutes away from Sci Fi. Mattie told me to take you to Dr. Banner’s as soon as possible. Your friends Phil, Willy, and Nilly behind us, though, will head straight back to Fantasy.” 
 
    To be honest, I hadn’t even thought about Phil, Willy, and Nilly since getting in the car. “Where are Randy, Long John, and Jerry going?” I whispered. And then remembered—“Oh! And Randy’s backpack. It was in the ambulance with him.” 
 
    “They’re heading to a hospital close to Dr. Banner’s office so he can regularly check on them and try any sort of antidote that he creates. Alan and Bob have also been moved to the same hospital. And the bag: Mattie got it before we left.” 
 
    Sure enough, next to the frying pan on the floor of the car was Randy’s worn, black backpack. So far, everything seemed to be in order. Maybe “It couldn’t get any worse” is not always the kiss of death in Fiction after all.  
 
      
 
    About forty minutes later we were pulling up to Dr. Banner’s office. The streets of Sci Fi were mostly empty, give or take a few of the nocturnal aliens and streetcleaner droids. I didn’t make it a habit to pass through Sci Fi at night, or during the day, to be honest. I’d once been caught in an acid rain without a suit, and I just didn’t like the genre. Too many irritating know-it-all-robots. At any rate, I’d never seen it at this hour, and it was eerily quiet compared to its normal hustle and bustle.   
 
    Dr. Banner’s office was located on the fifth floor of a twenty-five story building. Like all the other buildings in this part of the genre, the sides of it were black glass and mirror-like. During the day they reflected passersby perfectly, tonight they just reflected the green glow of the two crescent moons above and the occasional droid scooping garbage. 
 
    “You sure he’s here?” I asked Mattie who’d woken up a few minutes before. She rubbed her eyes sleepily and nodded. I noticed she was looking a lot better—less haggard and out of sorts. She must have had a few Fictional Frappes before going to sleep.  
 
    “Uh… Jenny. You don’t need to come in with us, if you don’t want to. You can stay in the car with Rogers.” I felt cautious talking to her; my Jenny only not. 
 
    “And let you meet the Hulk without me? Please.” Okay, that was more like the Jenny I knew.  
 
    “Alright then,” I looped Randy’s backpack around my elbow. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Dr. Banner must have been waiting for us just inside the mirror-like lobby door, because as soon as we approached, the door slid upward and there behind it was, not the Hulk as Jenny had hoped, but a rather plain- and tired-looking man.  
 
    “You must be Peter. And Mattie, and Jenny,” he shook each of our hands in turn. “Come on up to my office.” 
 
    I’d never actually been inside one of the mysterious, reflective black Sci Fi buildings, and I have to say, I was a little underwhelmed. The floors, ceilings, and walls, were all made of some sort of black, shining surface, like one long piece of tile. That was pretty cool. But here and there were little missed details: a bright red EXIT sign at the end of one hall, or, near the buttons for the elevator, a little sticker that said “Vote Vader.”  
 
    Dr. Banner’s office, however, was just what I’d expect: the entrance was an inviting, small waiting room, through the first door was a hallway with two very sterile and normal-looking patient rooms (a table, a chair, a counter, bins for needles, etc.). But then, the hallway ended in a large, heavy-looking door. Sure enough, when Dr. Banner wrenched it open (after using his thumbprint to unlock it), it was about six inches thick. Inside this room was the overly-messy, overly-mad sciencey lab I’d always dreamed of seeing in Sci Fi. There were metal tables with white countertops covered in beakers and test tubes bubbling up with green and pink liquids. There were several microscopes dotted around the room; a telescope pointing toward the top corner of the window (which, from the inside, was just clear), there was a tray full of syringes on the desk nearest me; on the other side of the room, another, longer desk covered in three computer monitors and next to it, some sort of whirring machinery. There was even a large cage with black, metal bars that could have fit a bear.  
 
    “This is awesome,” I said, reaching out to touch one of the beakers. Mattie slapped my hand away.  
 
    “Thank you, Peter. Now, pardon me for being short, but it’s three in the morning and from the sounds of it, I have a busy day upon me. Can I please see what you managed to find at Ms. Albrecht’s house?” 
 
    I handed him Randy’s backpack. From inside of it, he removed the metal toolbox. Where in the Real World it had just looked like a metal box, here, it stood out as otherworldly.  
 
    “Oh goodness,” Dr. Banner said, placing it gingerly on one of the counters. He pulled from his back pocket a pair of latex gloves and put them on. He opened the container easily and looked at the bottles.  
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “What? Can they help Randy and the others?” I asked immediately.  
 
    “Well, Peter. I have no idea.” He closed the box again and smiled at us. “I’ll have to test the substances in the bottles first, just to find out what they are. Then I can start mixing things up. I’ll get started right away,” he added, for I imagine I looked pretty disappointed, “but I’ll get in touch with you soon. For now, this is a good start. So, goodbye.” 
 
    “What? Oh, alright. Uh, goodbye then.” 
 
    With that, Mattie, Jenny, and I showed ourselves out of the room and out of his office.  
 
    “I always heard he was a little socially awkward,” Mattie muttered as we left the building.  
 
    “What me? No I’m not. HAHAHAHA.” 
 
    Mattie glared at me. 
 
    “It’s okay, Peter, you can take my hand,” Jenny said. I’d been awkwardly brushing my arm up against hers just to feel her solidity there. I wasn’t sure how to act. This was Jenny. My girlfriend. The person I’d done all of this for, and who I’d missed every day for months. And yet, it wasn’t. It wasn’t exactly the reunion I’d been imagining.  
 
    But I took her hand anyway, and immediately felt something like “home.”  
 
    “So, Jenny, when did you appear again? 
 
    “Jenny?” 
 
    For Jenny had stopped and was staring down the street, her green eyes squinted in the darkness. Mattie and I both followed her gaze and there, oddly, was Circe. She was walking quickly down the street, her head stooped and her long hair falling in front of her face. Behind her flew the little blue bird.  
 
    “Huh. That’s weird. Anyway, Jenny, I don’t know if you know where you’re staying tonight or anything, but you know there’s always—” 
 
    “That woman,” Jenny said. I saw then that she was trembling. “I feel like I remember something about her. I… I don’t know what it is, though. I was in an in between world. It was like there was nothing; like I didn’t have a body.” 
 
    “The Nowhere Place,” I said, glad she was remembering it (and I hadn’t just been going crazy.) “I talked to you there when I was sleeping.” 
 
    “You did? What did I say?” 
 
    “You said you were in some place outside of the World of Books or even the Real World, and you were there with the other erased characters. Though none of you had bodies—and I didn’t either when I was talking to you. Though, I guess we weren’t really talking, but communicating with consciousness.” I felt I was losing her. “Oh! And you said to be careful. You said that Destiny would worse than kill me.” 
 
    Jenny was shaking her head, her eyes still focused on where Circe and the little blue bird had just disappeared down the street.  
 
    “I don’t know. I feel like there’s something I’m remembering from that Nowhere place. It’s like a dream I can’t remember. Do you ever get that feeling?” 
 
    “All the time, Jenny.” 
 
    We walked in silence a ways, Jenny still looking confused.  
 
    “Perhaps you’re remembering the things from Fiction you’d seen before you were erased from the backstory,” Mattie supplied. We were nearing the edge of this part of Sci Fi and up ahead was the bright, almost technicolor beginnings of Fantasy. Below our feet the road morphed from smooth and black to shining, rainbow river rocks. “I mean, you’d met Circe before, so it’s no doubt she looked familiar. She might even stand out in your memory as a—” 
 
    “Well, here we are!” I announced, not wanting another diatribe from Mattie about Circe. We were actually nowhere in particular; just standing next to a sleeping, purple bush. Mattie and Jenny looked around. “Jenny do you want to head to our, or, my… home, or house I guess? Apartment, really. Do you want to head there to get a few hours of sleep? You can have Randy’s bed for now,” I added quickly.  
 
    “Smooth,” the purple bush noted.  
 
    “Yes. Yes, let’s go there,” Jenny said absently. Her eyes were unfocused and she still seemed lost in thought. So we said our goodnights to Mattie and walked the rest of the way toward the apartment. 
 
    We were just approaching the tall sloped roof building with its little mismatched chimneys and red doors when Jenny stopped walking again, and in a very un-Jenny-like manner, began to cry for the second time.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Peter. It’s just so frustrating. I feel like there is this huge black hole in my memories, and in me. I feel incomplete and confused, and scared. I know there is something I’m supposed to remember. But I can’t, I just can’t…” 
 
    There were so many things to say and I knew that somehow they’d all be wrong, so instead, I stepped into her and wrapped her up in my arms. Her warmth and shape and even that smell of cinnamon were everything in that moment, and we could have stood there for an hour or a million years, and it didn’t matter. All that mattered, memories or not, was that Jenny was back, and everything else would be okay. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” I said. And we walked upstairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
     The next morning, I woke up early to the familiar sounds of the dragon killing and eating a sheep outside of my window. I smiled ruefully and remembered what Long John had said about Bo Peep calling Creature Services; and a moment later, with way more self-will than I’d thought possible, I was pulling myself out from under the covers and out of bed. The room was chilly, and so quiet as I could I crept toward my closet to get dressed, but still, Jenny woke up.  
 
    “What’ryoudoing?” she asked, eyes blinking.  
 
    “Have to go meet Mattie on campus.” I pulled a sweater over my head and then saw, like a missing limb, my wand lying on the floor of my closest. It must have fallen out of a pocket. I picked it up and with a muttered spell and a flick of my wrist, the room was warmer. It took a toll on me energetically, but it sure was good to be back in Fiction.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you when you get back. Good luck.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    But Jenny had already fallen back to sleep.  
 
    So I pulled on a coat and a pair of warm boots and made the short walk toward campus. Immediately I knew that word had gotten out about Randy, Long John, and the other characters made Real, because even for a cold winter day there was hardly anyone out. Pip and Pop’s looked empty, and for a weekday morning, that was downright eerie.  
 
    When I reached the school’s south entrance, I had seen a total of four characters and I was starting to wonder just what people were hearing about this serum. Then up ahead, I saw Professor Rex.  
 
    He was sitting on a bench in the courtyard, his head turned downward like he might have been sleeping. But when I approached, he swung his head around about a foot to my right and said, “Holla, Peter. Shall thee sitteth with me?” 
 
    “Uh. Yeah, okay.” I glanced at the large clock on the main building; I still had ten minutes until I was to meet Mattie. I sat down on the bench next to him, immediately wishing I had on warmer pants.  
 
    “Th're is nay school the present day, of course, f'r the state of the headmast'r. Though I doth liketh t at which hour t is so exsufflicate.” He smiled blandly and leaned back against the bench. “I has't been hearing about thy adventures in the Real W'rld, Peter. Bid me, is’t true?” 
 
    “Yes. Or, what exactly?” 
 
    “Thee did beat thy Destiny. Ev’ryone is declaring that the villain is slain—but those gents art still afeard - all this speak of a s'rum yond turns charact'rs real.” 
 
    “Well… yeah. Destiny hasn’t been slain, but she’s in jail by now, I expect. And there is a serum that was turning characters Real, but I don’t think anyone will have to worry about that much longer.” 
 
    “Ay. And f'r those who is't art already did turn? Will they be well?” 
 
    I pushed away the images of my friends lying still and Real on their hospital beds.  
 
    “I certainly hope so.” 
 
    We sat for a moment in silence. I was watching steam rise off the fountain, and Professor Rex seemed to be humming the Meow Mix jingle under his breath. I was just getting up to leave in order to meet Mattie on time when he smiled slightly and said, “Thee’ve hath passed.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Thy conflict. T’is did resolve. Just in timeth too, f'r the semest'r is nearly ov'r.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Well, good then.” I stood up, thinking that resolving a class Conflict was hardly a priority right now.  
 
    She’ll worse than kill you  
 
    “Well, I better go, Professor. I guess that means our class together is over?” 
 
    “Ay, Peter. Just handeth in thy writ essay anon.” 
 
    “Right. Uh, when?” 
 
    “Anon.” 
 
    … 
 
    “Monday. And Peter—” 
 
    I turned around. Oedipus Rex wasn’t turned toward me, but the two gaping eye sockets seemed to be looking somewhere beyond.  
 
    “I am not afraid of this s'rum, coequal if 't be true t is all our fate. I has't already did face w'rse than death and I shall taketh t bravely. Farewell.” 
 
    “Yeah. See you.” 
 
    I jogged the rest of the way down to Mattie’s, with each footfall, little words rattled around my head and trailed behind.  
 
    All     our        fate 
 
    W’rse          than        death 
 
    Farewell 
 
      
 
    Mattie lived in the same teacher’s housing that I’d visited in years before to see Merlin and Long John. It was down a little dirt path and across a long, grass field: a little squat building, one wide house with ten front doors and ten little chimneys. Smoke was merrily billowing out of each of them, except for the one I knew was Long John’s.  
 
    I’d never actually seen where Mattie lived, but when she opened the door and showed me inside (“Welcome. You’re late.”), I was a little taken aback by what I saw. Like the other apartments I’d seen here, this one, too, was one large living space. In one corner, there was a little brass-framed bed, covered in thick, cozy floral quilts, a down comforter, and one pillow short of being a Pottery Barn ad. On the same wall was a white, delicate dresser, across from it, a little kitchenette area with old fashioned appliances. I’d walked into a space with a cozy, squishy-looking brown couch and two floral and faded armchairs—and this was all well and good, but in one of said floral armchairs sat none other than Pen the Penguin.  
 
    “Peter,” she squawked. I’d forgotten how high her voice was, like a shrill whistle. “Mattie here says you think I’m up to no good again, hm?” 
 
    “Wha—?” I looked behind Pen at Mattie who was shrugging her shoulders and making one of those I don’t know where she got that idea faces. “Look, Pen. We both thought it would be a good idea to talk to you. I didn’t know it would be so soon,” I added to Mattie who was still being entirely unhelpful, pulling out glasses and clanking around in the kitchen area. “But maybe you can tell us a little bit about what you’ve been up to lately.” 
 
    “And drink this,” Mattie added quickly, stepping into the space. She was holding out a glass of something bright blue and frothy.  
 
    “Why should I drink this? Is it poison?” 
 
    “Of course it’s not poison.” 
 
    “Oh well, okay.” And with that, the Penguin—who I’d forgotten was not the brightest Penguin—drank down the blue drink in two gulps. Not ten seconds later, she was telling us, in great detail, all about what she’d been up to lately: her roommates at the community home, what they ate, what they didn’t eat; where they shopped for mittens for one of the large mice living in the home; when they showered in the mornings. She went on and on like this for hours, bringing us up to speed, and nowhere, not once, did she mention anything about a portal. Finally, before the truth potion wore off, I decided just to ask her flat out: 
 
    “Pen, do you know who might have opened up a portal in Fiction to help Dr. Albrecht turn characters over here Real? Any, uh, bad birds you can think of?” I added, remembering Mattie’s hunch about a bird.  
 
    “I don’t much like that Brantalis,” she squawked. “He’s always saying ‘I am thinking this, I am thinking that…’ Annoying, is what I am thinking.” 
 
    “Is that… all?” 
 
    The penguin nodded, her head getting droopy. The potion was beginning to wear off and soon she’d need a nap.  
 
    “Okay, then. That’s it. Mattie, will you help me get Pen back to her group home near Sci Fi?” Mattie nodded, taking Pen’s glass and leaving it in the sink. Together we used a bit of magic to lift Pen, chair and all, out of the cozy little space and out into the cold morning. This time I found the spell even more taxing; it seemed the Real World had taken a toll on both our energies. Even so, we managed to walk her, bobbling along in front of us (a scene eerily similar to two years before) all the way to the little neighborhood street in the shadow of the tall, black buildings of Sci Fi.  
 
      
 
    A few blocks away off a quiet neighborhood street in Fantasy, Jenny was just waking up. She vaguely remembered Peter leaving earlier in the morning to meet Mattie, but she knew something had happened before then; something important.  
 
    Try as she might, she couldn’t remember what it was, so she got in the shower. She was reaching down to the shampoo bottle—a green curvy thing with a picture of a woman with long hair on the front—when she remembered. While she was asleep she’d been in that Nowhere place: not alive, not dead; not awake, and not asleep. And it was there, where time and space and separation ceased, that she remembered what was about to happen; what she’d actually been warning Peter about the whole time. She turned off the water and got out of the shower, threw on her clothes, and left the house immediately.  
 
      
 
    Mattie and I left the little halfway house where Pen lived feeling more than a little uncomfortable. It was a community home for characters recently released from psychiatric wards and working on integrating back into Fiction. All well and good, but rather than just letting us drop Pen off, we had to go inside and fill out some paperwork and answer some questions. You know: Why is Pen unconscious? Why did you search her room? Why did you take her from the premises without telling anyone?  Blah, blah, blah. It was also pretty disconcerting to see so many familiar faces in the home: The Joker and the Hatter, of course, but surprisingly, Mr. Arable, Dill Harris, and even Spot (who’d had a rough time with a Kibbles and Bits habit a year back, if you’ll remember.) 
 
    All of this and then, just as we were leaving, Mattie’s little cell phone started ringing.  
 
    “I didn’t know you had a cell phone,” I said, raising an eyebrow. Mattie was pretty notoriously bad with technology—as in, it usually didn’t work around her, because of her magic.  
 
    She just shrugged. “Guess just for the purposes of this scene?” And then said into the phone, “Hello?” 
 
    A few seconds into the call, I knew it wasn’t good. Her brow furrowed and her mouth was doing that fish thing, trying to form words that wouldn’t come. Finally she said, “And you’re sure about this? You don’t think with more time—?” 
 
    More talking on the other end, and then, “Yes, sure. Thank you for at least trying.” She hung up. 
 
    “Dr. Banner took a look at the substances you brought with you from the Real World. He said that they just seem to be samples from you, Terril, and Ivor: Peter Able’s Hair, Peter Able’s Skin, Ivor’s Nails. There’s nothing useful in there for him to create an antidote, and he’s worried that the longer Randy, Long John, Jerry, Alan, and Bob stay Real, the harder it might be to fix.” 
 
    “Does he say he knows how to fix it?” 
 
    Mattie shook her head. “He’s already tried most every Fictional antidote and combination that’s been written and is thinking we’ll need something from the Real World to help. ‘Something from the Real World that’s the exact opposite of Real,’ he’d said. But he doesn’t know what that would be; he’s not even sure it would involve science.” 
 
    “A bit of real world fantasy?” I offered, hopefully.  
 
    “Stronger than that, I think. And speaking of stronger than that, I could use a drink.”* 
 
    On this we quickly agreed.  
 
      
 
    *Depending on your age reading this, we have three options of how to interpret this: 1) a thickly-syrupped Fictional Frappe to lighten the mood, 2) a Soma to relax the mind, or 3) a Pangalactic Gargle Blaster – not for the faint of heart.  
 
      
 
    Even though it was going on noon, again, the streets were relatively empty. People were scared, it seemed, of being turned Real. Last year, it was being erased. I guess it’s always something in Fiction. We strolled down street after street in Sci Fi, looking for an open bar or even café, but many were dark and closed. Finally, we found one called Chatsubo and were just about to walk in, when there she was again.  
 
    Circe was walking down the same street, not just standing out for her lack of coat, billowing, sheath-like dress, and flowing hair (the woman looked like she constantly had a fan blowing on her), but because she was one of the only people out walking around. And she was walking with purpose. Down the street against the wind and then she turned left into a little alleyway.  
 
    “Hey, Circe!” I called out. Without waiting, I started jogging up the street after her. 
 
    “Peter, what do you think you’re doing?” Mattie was running after me holding onto a stitch in her side.  
 
    “Just trust me on this,” I said. We’d reached the alleyway and stopped. She was gone. I walked down the narrow street, on each side were squat, rather dull, windowless concrete buildings, common on the outskirts of this part of the genre.   
 
    Then, at the end of the alley I saw a door on the right going into one of the grey buildings. It was barely ajar, and it could have been left like that for days or even weeks, but I had the distinct feeling that this was where Circe went. In honor of Randy, I dropped to the ground, rolled three times toward the door, and then shimmied my way toward it. Mattie stepped over me and opened the door. Sure enough, Circe’s voice was coming from inside. For a place that seemed so insulated from the outside, the building was quite spacious and empty. The walls were all concrete, as were the floors; it seemed to have been abandoned in the middle of construction. There were plain concrete stairs immediately to the right when we entered, and her voice, though bouncing around the space, was coming from up the stairs.  
 
    It was dark enough that I needed to use a simple spell to light the small space around us, and it left me winded. I took a few steadying breaths and we made our way up the stairs.  
 
    “What’s the point of having a servant… 
 
    “I really don’t need to hear your backtalk… 
 
    “If I needed your input, Lester, I would…” 
 
    Her words became clearer the closer we got. And then, up the stairs and toward the back of the space in a dimly-lit and dusty corner, was Circe. She was sitting on top of a plastic box and oddly, she was talking to a bird perched on her finger. That blue bird. 
 
    “Circe?” 
 
    Almost imperceptibly, she startled, but then turned her head smoothly and confidently in our direction.  
 
    “Oh hello, Peter.” As though she’d been waiting for us. 
 
    “Hi. What are you doing?” I stepped further into the room, Mattie just a step behind me. She was cautious; she had always hated Circe.  
 
    “Oh, I’m just talking to Lester here. One of my little beasties, you know. He used to be the most obstinate lover, and now he’s proving the most obstinate little bird.” 
 
    As we moved further into the space, I noticed a low humming noise, like the whirring of a fan. Mattie had stopped walking altogether and was staring from Circe to the bird on her hand.  
 
    “Right, well. Whatever. Listen, Circe. I wanted to talk to you about something, and I think you know what it is.” 
 
    She just looked at me, her face a mask. 
 
    “That time when you said I’d need your help sometime soon? Well. I need it now.” 
 
    Oddly, she seemed to relax just a little bit, but again, it was so subtle I passed it off. She smiled at me, which on anyone else would have been lovely; it made her more terrifying.  
 
    “Oh yes, Peter. I thought you’d be coming along soon. Now I know that Jenny has already come back to you—yes, yes, I’ve heard about that. So it won’t be anything to do with that. But let’s see: your other little friends are still in bad shape, from what I hear. Still too Real in a world of Fiction. I’d be very surprised if you didn’t want help for your friends.” 
 
    I heard Mattie shift behind me; she seemed to be stepping away from the conversation and looking at the craftsmanship of the walls, of all things.  
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said distractedly. “Yes. Dr. Banner just told us that in order to help Randy and the others, we’d need something that was the opposite of Real from the Real World. I didn’t get it, but then I realized: Real World Magic. That’s what it’s got to be.” 
 
    Circe’s lip curled. The little bird was still sitting on her finger, but he seemed scared; his head kept darting around here and there, but Circe either didn’t notice or ignored him. She was in her element: she was in control.  
 
    “Oh, you want some Real World Magic, do you, Peter? I knew this, of course, from the moment I’d known you’d need a favor: You’d need the Real World magic, and I’d need you to go Out There and get it for me. Funny how that circle works.  
 
    “Luckily, though, Peter, it would seem I no longer need your help in getting magic from the Real World. So, no, I don’t think I’ll be helping you and your friends. After all, I’m the one who did this to them.” 
 
    The bird on Mattie’s hand was frantic. It was chirping in earnest, flapping its wings. I realized then that he wasn’t just perched there, but bound by a delicate golden chain.  
 
    Too late, Circe turned her head to see what Lester was panicking about—Mattie walked back into the space and with a mere cock of her head, sent Circe flying through the air, back, back, back until she hit the concrete wall near the entrance. She slid down, crumpled.  
 
    “Mattie what—” 
 
    “The portal, Peter! Follow that noise, it’s around the corner!” Mattie was hunched over, hands on her knees and breathing heavily. I ran around the concrete corner and there, just as I’d always imagined, was a swirling hole of Nothing in the middle of the room. It was only about the size of a baseball, and like a baseball, seemed round—only with about five other dimensions too. It was hard to look at; my brain literally couldn’t see it properly. But my body felt tugged in its center toward the thing. On the ground below it were several little jars, much like the one Circe had given me to bring back: Real World Magic.  
 
      
 
    In the Nowhere place, there is no space, no time, and no separation from me to you. There you are everything and nothing, you are always and never, and everyone is one, Real or not. It was there that Jenny saw what would happen to Peter when he confronted Circe, and she’d tried to warn him; to beg him to leave things as they were, because they would only get worse.  
 
    When she was rewritten, her memories of the Nowhere place faded, like waking from a dream. She knew something was there, but it wasn’t until she slept deeply and soundly again, a state just a little bit closer to Nowhere than waking, that she remembered. And so she ran, hair still wet and cold in the wind, down the streets of Fiction. Ignoring the searing pain in her side, she kept running through Sci Fi, past Chatsubo where patrons were being loud and the sound of a chair toppling over chased her heels. She kept running down the street, and down the little alleyway to her left, and she did not stop running until she reached the building at the end, because maybe somehow she could stop what she’d already seen. Maybe this time she’d get there to help. Maybe. As she knew it would be, the door was closed and locked tight. Beyond it, all was quiet.    
 
      
 
    Back in the main space, the only sound was the small, scared chirping of a bird. Mattie was no longer stooping over, but stood still, ready, in the middle of the room. I stood next to her and pulled my wand out from my pocket.  
 
    “Circe?” I called down to the far end of the space. It was dark down there; I couldn’t see a thing.  
 
    I’d just begun to move toward the darkness when I saw her appear: it was as though she was walking through black fog; something darker than darkness. She was smiling and from the corner of her lip sprang a little stream of blood.  
 
    “Tsk, tsk, Mattie. Attacking somebody without warning? I’m surprised at you. And look at how tired you are. My, the Real World has taken a toll on you two.” She continued to walk closer and only stopped a few feet away from us. We stood staring at each other. I was terrified and I didn’t want this fight; I knew we’d lose. 
 
    “You’re the one who’s been on the other side of the portal,” I said simply. She just smiled at me. “And you’re the one who turned Alan and Bob, aren’t you?” Still, she smiled. “Why?!” I screamed. I thought I heard something from outside, an echo of something heavy, but I couldn’t be distracted. 
 
    “Why? Why, because I needed to, Peter. I was always curious about Real World magic, and after you brought some back for me, I knew I wanted more. And I knew I couldn’t rely on someone to go through Narnia to bring it to me.” 
 
    “So that’s when you created the portal?” Mattie asked, shakily. She, too, seemed to be stalling this fight. We weren’t fit for this.  
 
    “No, you idiot. How would I create a portal? I’m not a scientist. Dr. Albrecht had created the portal here years ago, the other end out in the Real World. When she entered the Real World, she found it immediately, bought the vacant lot, and built her garden shed around it.” 
 
    Ah, the shed. 
 
    “That’s what she said, anyway. We’ve been communicating for months. I believe the first one said: ‘Please help from the Real World.’ Something silly like that. Lester found it blowing around in Sci Fi and tried to put it in his little nest in my tower.” She looked down at the trembling bird. “But the idiot didn’t even realize what he had. Something from the Real World. He showed me where he found the note, and from there it didn’t take long to find the portal, of course. Since then, we’ve sent several notes back and forth to each other— who are you? What do you want? She did a bit of light reading on me, she said, and thought I might be just the ruthless sort of character to help her. And as it turned out, she could help me too. 
 
    “After I knew how powerful Real World magic was, I knew I wanted it, and I knew I couldn’t afford to have someone traffic it through Narnia. I began sending Lester along with a bottle of Fictional magic and he’d come back and it would be Real. In exchange for use of the portal, she requested I teach a couple of your friends a lesson; if I didn’t, she’d close the portal. Then no more Real World magic for me. It really wasn’t complicated.” Circe shrugged and smiled again.  
 
    What is it with bad guys and this need to clear their conscience?  
 
    “So you just basically turned a couple of Fictional characters real for no reason, other than you wanted to up your magic?” I don’t know why it surprised me, really. Circe had proven the year before what she would do for the sake of magic. 
 
    “Peter, I don’t want to hurt Fiction any more than you do, but if I had to turn a couple of characters for the sake of ‘upping my magic,’ yes of course I would. Real World magic is powerful, Peter. So powerful, I imagine you were right: I probably could have saved your little friends. But I don’t want to, Peter. You see, I need this portal to stay open, and whether it’s Destiny on the other end or someone else, it will. Now you know about the portal.” At this she shrugged her shoulders and smiled apologetically. “And I’m afraid I just can’t have that.” She moved forward. 
 
      
 
    Jenny threw her weight into the door again and again. She’d known this would happen, but it was still agony just the same. Upstairs Peter could be being attacked, tortured even, and Jenny the Girl Wizard couldn’t remember a simple unlocking spell, because in another world her wizarding books were not published.  
 
    Not yet anyway. 
 
    She was just going to run down the street to see if she could find a wizard or warlock somewhere when it happened: it was as though a fog lifted from her head and at the same time, she felt the weight of something appear in her jacket pocket. Astonished, she looked down: there was her wand. She grabbed it quickly, noticing only for a moment how perfect and right it felt in her hand, and with a quick left to right swipe and a muttered spell, the door’s lock clicked open.  
 
    She hadn’t known this would happen. She didn’t have time to wonder what this meant, but only dashed up the stairs, hoping beyond hope that it meant something else could be changed too.  
 
      
 
    “Get down!” I shouted to Mattie. She jumped flat to the ground as what looked like a ripple in the very fabric of the air sailed over her body. Circe was standing, hair only slightly out of place, and composed.  
 
    “My, my, you two are worn out. And I haven’t even gotten to the Real World magic yet.” She was playing with us. Mattie and I were both beaten and bruised—I’d been sent flying into the back wall of the space, knocking my head. It felt like there were things rattling around in it I didn’t even know were in there. Mattie’s arm was clearly broken and her eye was red and swollen. We were too weak.  
 
    Just then Circe pulled from her robes a little glass jar. I knew immediately it was Real World magic—what it did, I didn’t care. “Run!” I screamed to Mattie. She half-crawled, half-ran toward the door. I didn’t dare look back at Circe; I could hear what sounded like pulsing; I could feel it in my bones. It shook me and got faster, making it hard to run, much less stand. I toppled to the ground, and when I did, agony. Pure, blinding, bone-shattering, skin-removing, organ-slicing pain. When I looked down at my body, I could see that none of those things had happened, but I was ruined from it. I couldn’t move. I heard Circe walking toward me, and something else further away: the echo of feet falling, probably from outside. It didn’t matter. I was done. 
 
    “I can’t have you just dying here, Peter. People will talk. Best to just turn you Real. Keeping people on their toes keeps them out of my way, after all.” When I saw her she was standing over me with a syringe in her hand; an odd, blue liquid swirling around inside of it. 
 
    She’ll worse than kill you, Jenny had said. Her voice rang in my ears as I closed my eyes, defeated and surrendered. But then the voice got louder. And closer. And wasn’t nearly as soothing. 
 
    “I said get off of him!” her voice shouted. I felt something hot soar over my flat body and then Circe gasped sharply.  
 
    “You little brat!” Circe shouted. “This is one of my favorite dresses, and you’ve scorched a hole in it!” 
 
    I lifted my head as much as I could. Sure enough, there was Circe, a smoldering hole near the knee of her dress and across from her just behind my head, was Jenny. I tried to sit up.  
 
    “Leave him alone,” Jenny said again in a low voice. At this, Circe just laughed, that hypnotic, tinkling, evil laugh of hers. Another burst of heat zoomed across me; this one Circe easily deflected by merely slashing her arm through the air.  
 
    “Oh how adorable,” Circe said. At this point I was propped up on my elbows, shaking it hurt so bad. I could see my wand on the floor behind Circe; it was no good to try and get it, and in this state, I was too weak for nonverbal magic. “Your author suddenly publishes, what, book one in your wizarding series? And you come in to save the man you love, with  first year magical training? You have the magical education of a child.” 
 
    “It’s worked before!” 
 
    “In children’s stories!” Circe cackled. “This is the problem with Fiction! You all are so unrealistic. I’m beginning to see why Dr. Albrecht wanted out so badly. This is why Real World magic is so much more powerful.” She reached her hand into her pocket again. “It’s based off of powerful, Real, emotions.” I knew where this was going, and so, too, did Jenny. At the same time, Jenny sent another simple heat spell soaring toward Circe’s face and I jumped to my feet and swiped my arm in arc through the air. There was pain, I’m sure, but my heart was racing so fast my body felt numb; empty space below my vision. Not Jenny, I thought. Not Jenny.  
 
    To everyone’s surprise, including my own, Circe flew backward as though she’d been hit by a train. She must have done something to slow herself before hitting the wall, because I didn’t hear any impact and a moment later she was flying through the air—quite literally flying—toward Jenny and I. Without thinking, I stood in front of Jenny and put my forearms out in front of me. I felt as though something physical ballooned out of my chest, and suddenly Circe stopped hurtling through the air. She bounced off of what seemed to be a forcefield, and it seemed to be coming from me.  
 
    “What is this?” she screamed. “How did you get Real World magic?” Her eyes were wide and manic. She was pulling at the insides of her pockets, likely searching for more little bottles of magic.  
 
    The answer came to me as though it had been sitting in me my whole life, just waiting for this moment to show itself. It was love. I’d been in the Real World long enough to soak up its magic and I didn’t even know I was doing it. It was love. And Circe was battling with fear: the two greatest forces in the Real World.  
 
    Of course I didn’t say this, because let’s be honest, throwing around words like “I’ll kill you with the power of love!” during a battle isn’t exactly intimidating, and if anything, would only slow things down with awkward questions (Did you say love? What do you mean exactly? Isn’t it a contradiction to murder someone with the power of love?) So instead I cleverly said, “Dunno,” and moved closer toward her.  
 
    I found that if I tried to think about what I was doing, the forcefield weakened and gave; but if I focused my attention just below my heart, I was simply guided into action. I decided to leave my brain out of things and, quite literally, follow my heart.  
 
    I pushed my arms downward and Circe crumpled to the floor. Behind me, I could hear Jenny inhale sharply—perhaps she was wondering what I was doing, just as much as I was? But just then I saw, too late, what she’d seen: on the floor where Circe now crouched was one more little glass bottle. Before I could do a thing, it was in her hand and not a second later, she’d crushed it in her grip. Little drops of blood dripped to the floor and down her wrist, and then—  
 
    Everything was fire: my eyes, my skin, my insides, my thoughts. I hated and feared so deeply. I wanted to die. I wanted to die. I— 
 
    And then it was gone, and just as it left, I opened my eyes in time to see Circe crouched over me, a syringe an inch-deep in my neck.  
 
    “Goodbye, Peter,” she whispered.  
 
      
 
    Jenny screamed and flailed her arms wildly. She watched as Circe injected the serum into Peter’s neck—just as she’d seen before. His eyes closed gently, peacefully even, and as soon as they did, Circe dropped her arm and let the invisible barrier holding Jenny back fall away. She knew Jenny couldn’t harm her; and she didn’t even want to. Jenny ran forward and knelt down by Peter, holding his head on her knees.  
 
    “So sorry, about all this, Jenny. And after all you two have been through for it to end this way. I do hope these readers love a tragedy,” she laughed. She was pulling something from a pocket, another thin syringe, when something soared through the air, whistling low like a missile. There was nothing visible, but when Circe turned to look, her head jerked back and immediately, her perfect pale skin, began to melt off.  
 
    “Oh my god!” Jenny screamed, despite herself. She cowered over Peter as though protecting him from the view. But he couldn’t see anything at all.  
 
    “That’s for what you did to Alan,” Mattie’s voice rang out, loud and powerful from the other side of the space. “This is for what you did to Bob,” again, an invisible force sailed through the air and this time, Circe’s left shoulder was slapped backward. Her dress melted and the skin underneath was bubbling and bursting. She screamed, so louder, Mattie said, “Here’s one for my friend Long John,” a hit to her other shoulder, “Here’s one for Jerry,” her neck; “here’s one for Peter, and for Randy!” this one went straight to Circe’s heart.  
 
    At this point, Jenny couldn’t not watch. Circe was literally melting before her: first her dress dissolved, then the skin underneath, then the muscle and bone. It was like she was evaporating, turning into air.  
 
    “Please,” it sounded like she said from what little was left of her mouth.  
 
    Mattie was now standing just in front of her, looking at her with such contempt, Jenny thought that alone could have killed her. “So this is Real World magic, huh? No wonder you wanted it so badly. It feels – good!” She punctuated this with another blast of energy, knocking what was left of Circe to the floor. “But you don’t need a portal to steal it from Out There; not if you’re capable of love. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of the portal in a moment.” 
 
    Circe was mostly bone and dust now, but somehow Jenny got the distinct impression that she was still present—just pure fear and hate and pain. She wanted to scream, to make it stop. Luckily, with one step forward, Mattie ended it. “I never did trust you, Circe. You were always filled with hate. I hope you’re happier when you’re gone.” And with a wave of her arm, suddenly she was; dress and all, Circe was gone.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Of course I knew nothing of any of this at the time; last I remembered, Circe was crouched over me with a needle in my neck, my body was filled with one white, hot moment of pain, and then I was gone.  
 
    But yes, you detective you, I do seem to be the narrator of this story, and even though there are ghosts throughout Fiction, it would be kind of a throwaway to say, “And that’s how I died,” or “And it was all in my head the whole time…” (Don’t you just hate that?) 
 
    This is just what I’ve been told in the time since, and the next thing I knew, I was waking up in a dimly-lit hospital bed, feeling like I’d been chewed up and spit out by the neighborhood dragon.  
 
    “Mmnnngh.” What I meant to say was Where the hell am I? What happened? Is anyone here? Luckily in this state, my internal dialogue was useless, and next to me I saw Jenny’s head snap up. She’d been curled up, knees tucked into her chest, sleeping in a chair.  
 
    “Peter.” She scooched forward and put her hands on the metal railing of the bed, for which I was grateful; I didn’t think I could be touched just then. 
 
    “Nggggmmmpppp?” What happened? Why can’t I move? 
 
    “Oh, Peter. It was so bad. Circe injected you with Real World serum and you turned real. It was awful. You woke up and everything and were just really pessimistic and jaded and terrible. You didn’t even recognize me or Mattie. And yourporeswereallybig and the scruff on your face wasallstubbly anddetailed andand—” 
 
    Before Jenny’s words could become one long, nervous nonsensical blob of letters (as happened when she was overwhelmed), the door swung open and of all people in books, I couldn’t have been happier to see Randy standing there. He was wearing a hospital gown and holding onto the pole of an I.V. on wheels, the tube of which was stuck into the crook of his arm. He shuffled in slowly, taking care to place his feet. 
 
    “Here, Randy, youcantakemyseat,” Jenny said, jumping to her feet. Randy just nodded and slowly, slowly, sat down where she’d been sitting. Then, to my surprise, Jenny took her wand from her pocket and summoned a chair from the hallway. It zoomed in, banging through the door with a clatter, and then parked itself just next to Randy. 
 
    “My author’s written three of my books now. Third year magic,” she added with a wink. I tried to smile, but even the corner of my lips ached.  
 
    “Hwwwlnnggghhmmmbeenhrrr?” How long have I been here?  
 
    “About two weeks,” Jenny said. She seemed a bit calmer now. “The others have already woken up and are still recovering. You’re not Real anymore,” she added quickly, before I could even ask. “You’re just you. You all are.” 
 
    “Mattie,” Randy said hoarsely, “she saved us. She closed the portal, too. That magic Out There—it’s powerful stuff. She’s powerful.” He took a moment to catch his breath. “I know she’d love to see you.” 
 
    “She’s not here. She’s at—oh yeah!” Jenny said, jumping to her feet, scaring me more than was probably healthy at that moment. She walked over to the T.V. mounted to the wall and turned it on. She didn’t have to change the channel to find what she was looking for: there on the screen were the Fictional Michelle Williamson, Brent Barker, and renowned physicist, Blake Stinson. They were far less detailed than their Real World counterparts; as though one was filmed in High Def, and one was not.  
 
    “Well, let’s bring her out!” Brent was saying. He was rosy-cheeked, perfectly-groomed, and after seeing his Real World counterpart, this one seemed a bit over the top. He clapped his hands and stood up, followed by Michelle and the physicist, as onto the set walked Mattie.  
 
    “Peter, can you do that thing?” Jenny asked me.  
 
      
 
    Mattie had never been on television before, much less 
 
      
 
    “Nnnnuhhhuh.” I’m too tired.  
 
    So we just watched as Mattie sat down at the shiny table with the two hosts and one physicist. They all sat down, but outside of the Fictional Rockefeller Plaza, the crowd was still clapping and screaming and holding signs up to the window: THANK YOU! And Mattie for Protagonist! And We love you!!! 
 
    “People are really excited,” Michelle finally said, gesturing toward the window behind the desk. “And for good reason. Mattie, it is truly an honor to have you here. And can we just say: thank you.” 
 
    Mattie smiled, a little uncomfortably. She was wearing her typical, outdated blue floral dress and headband adorned with a red bow. Her face was brightening to match it. 
 
    “Uh, yes. Thank you. Or, you’re welcome. But really, Peter Able and Jenny should be here too. And all the characters who went out into the Real World with me. They should all be thanked too.” Mattie said, slowly regaining her more demanding composure.  
 
    “Yes, a big thank you to all the characters who went out into the Real World to fight to bring back our beloved, erased characters.” Michelle picked up a piece of paper from the desk and read, “So far, reports are indicating that six of the ten characters have already been written back in: Peter Pan, Aladdin, Pinocchio, Cinderella, Jenny the Girl Wizard, and even someone named Gorndalf.” 
 
    “Of course it feels like they’ve been here all along, in some ways, don’t you think, Michelle?” Brent asked with a giant, toothy grin. She grinned back.  
 
    “Sure does, Brent. 
 
    “Now, Mattie. I know our viewers have heard the stories about what exactly happened Out There to, not only bring back the erased characters, but restore the Real characters to Fictional, and close the portal to boot!” 
 
     
 
    “Shhhhclosedthaporrrrrtal?” I asked, astonished. My mouth was feeling a little bit looser, and I could nearly form words. Jenny just nodded and looked back at the screen. Sure enough, along the bottom of the screen there was a banner of text.  
 
    MATTIE SAVES FICTION: ERASED CHARACTERS RESTORED, REAL CHARACTERS FICTIONAL AGAIN, AND PORTAL CLOSED FOREVER.  
 
    Well that pretty much summed it up.  
 
    “Well, what happened is: we all went out there to convince the Real World authors that their characters needed to be re-written—” 
 
    “Yes, and it certainly does seem they jumped on board. Seven characters re-written in two weeks? Astonishing!” 
 
    “That would be those Disney writers,” Michelle said, smiling again.  
 
    “Uh, yes. And so we were just coming back when Destiny, or rather, Dr. Albrecht, injected Randy Potts, Long John Silver, and Jerry with the Real World serum. We brought them back to Fiction with us to help; but Dr. Banner couldn’t do anything.  
 
    “So we went to ask Circe to help us, since we knew she knew how to use Real World magic. I always hated Circe, and I had a bad feeling about it. But I went with Peter anyway. When we got there, it turned out she was the one on this side of the portal.” 
 
    “Which is how she was getting the Real World magic and the Real serum, correct?” The physicist asked, nearly drooling with excitement.  
 
    “Yes—I mean, they already know all this stuff,” Mattie said, nodding off to her left somewhere. 
 
    “Certainly, but our viewers don’t,” Brent said, tugging at his collar a bit uncomfortably.  
 
    “Right. Yes, that portal. So Peter fought Circe with Real World magic—and he lost. She was able to turn him Real. Jenny showed up and tried to protect him, as she had just a little bit of magic at the time.” 
 
    “Reports are saying that Jenny’s author in the Real World received a phone call telling him he needed to hurry up and publish the first book for this moment. Can you tell us—” 
 
    But Mattie ignored Michelle and kept on with the story.  
 
    “And then I killed Circe. I didn’t know I even had Real World magic in me, but I guess I did. I got it out there. It felt like… love.” 
 
    “You killed someone with love?” Brent asked, a little uncomfortably.  
 
     
 
    See, I told you, lots of awkward questions about this.  
 
      
 
    Again, though, Mattie ignored him.  
 
    “I knew with this power, I could close the portal. So I went over to it,” she was talking faster now, clearly steering the conversation somewhere. “It was just in the back of the space, hanging in the air. And just as I was meditating on what the spell would be, really feeling into my heart for it—this came out of it.” Mattie reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. Brent, Michelle, and Blake the Physicist stopped, mouths hanging open. The color was quickly draining from Michelle’s perfectly rouged cheeks. They clearly hadn’t been expecting this. 
 
    “Is that… is that from the Real World?” Michelle asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Mattie said matter-of-factly. “It was sent from the other side of the portal in Real World Ashby de la Zouch.” She unfolded the paper. “Would you like me to read it?” The three could only nod.  
 
    “Ahem.  
 
    “Dear Mattie, 
 
    I hope you don’t mind me reaching out to you this way, but I wanted to get a message to you, and to Peter, and to all the characters who have worked so hard to make Fiction the beautiful, magical, whimsical place it should be again. Thank you. 
 
    I’ve been with you all, all along, and know that even when things have seemed ugly or terrible or unnecessary, I’ve been there. I knew it would be okay. But as much as I’ve been creating this story, so have you. We’ve been dancing together for three years: all of you inspiring me, me turning things into words—as you all found out early on.  
 
    Know that it was all for this: an ending worth fighting for. For if there was never any pain, there would be no joy: and what kind of story would that be? 
 
    I reached out to Albert Stein in Los Angeles, and I hope it’s not too late. If it were only so simple to just write Jenny and all the other characters back into existence on my end; to fix it all with a Band-Aid and a nice red bow, believe me I would. But like I said, you’re really the ones creating this story; I’m just the writer.  
 
    When Peter wakes up, please just tell him ‘thank you.’ For everything.  
 
    Go ahead and close the portal; your heart will tell you how. And the wardrobe on this end will always be open to you. 
 
      
 
    Love, 
 
    N 
 
      
 
    P.S. Someone left a pair of socks in my basement. Next time someone comes through, I’ll leave them out.” 
 
    Mattie folded up the piece of paper and tucked it back into her pocket. She crossed her hands politely on the shining table as the two hosts and physicist continued to stare at her open-mouthed. It wasn’t until someone, perhaps one of the camera- or lights-people cleared their throat that Michelle seemed to remember they were on air.  
 
    “Okay, then. We’ll be back after these messages.” 
 
    Just as Michelle was rising to her feet, the screen cut to commercial.  
 
    Meow, meow, meow, meow, meow, meow, meow, meow… 
 
    “Canyou turnthat off? Ihatethat song,” I managed to say. Unlike Randy, my voice was not so much hoarse; it was more like my tongue was a lot thicker and heavier than usual. It was getting better though; I could even lift my head a bit.  
 
    With the television off, the only sound in the room was a feeble beeping coming from one of the machines hooked up to me in some way or another. No one said a thing for about a minute. Then barely audibly, Randy said “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “I know,” Jenny said, shaking her head. “I mean, that note? The portal? Our author?” 
 
    “And Mattie,” Randy wheezed, still staring at where Mattie had been on the screen. He shook his head slowly. “I never realized how brave she was. And how powerful. And—” 
 
    Jenny and I both turned to look at Randy. He blushed furiously, immediately making him look more like his old, ruddy self.  
 
    “So that’s it, then?” I asked. “The conflict’s resolved, Circe is dead, and the characters are all coming back? That pretty well seems to tie things up, doesn’t it?”  
 
    Jenny nodded, her brow furrowed in thought. Randy was still staring, glassy-eyed at the T.V. 
 
    “Okay, well… Uh, I guess that’s the end then,” I said. 
 
    “This is sort of awkward.” Jenny looked around. “I’ve never known quite how to—” 
 
    “We should have a party!” Randy announced, his voice a bit stronger.  
 
    “What do you—” 
 
    “A PARTY!” 
 
    Well, I guess that settled that.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Three weeks later, finals were all over and school was officially out for the semester. Of course, we’d spent so little time actually at school throughout the story that Randy and I would have to take some makeup classes in the spring and Jenny would have to make up her semester in the summer. But all of that would be months away during that blurry time when we were no longer being written. I’d be twenty-one; no longer a Boy Wizard at all. No longer even a main character.  
 
    I was thinking about this—and my authors, the people out in the Real World, Destiny, Circe, all of it—when Jenny walked into the kitchen. Randy and I were sitting at the table: him, once again, hidden behind his morning paper, and me, once again, pushing around some eggs on a plate.  
 
    “Hey Peter, you okay?” 
 
    “Hm? What d’you mean?” 
 
    “It’s just worry is written all over you.” 
 
    I looked down at my arms and hands; sure enough, it was. Good ol’ Fiction. 
 
    “It’s nothing, really. Just thinking.” I got up to clear my plate and I heard Randy flip the page of his newspaper and start chuckling. (“Oh, Marmaduke.”) 
 
    “So tonight! The party, huh? Anyone else excited? Because I sure am.” I sat down again at the table where Jenny and Randy were both giving me Looks. “Sorry, I had some Enthusiasm in my hot chocolate earlier,” I lied. I don’t know why I didn’t just tell them what was on my mind then; I guess I just didn’t want to ruin their last pages, too.  
 
    So in we launched to talks about the party. We’d have it catered by Wonka’s Factory, of course. We’d have a DJ, a Christmas tree, cookies for decorating, tone-enhancing sweets, and we’d welcome everyone and anyone who could make it—but first and foremost this was a party for all of the characters who went out into the Real World. 
 
    By about seven that night, the scene was set; and it was even better than I’d imagined. Once again for this party, we’d used a simple little charm to enhance the size of our apartment’s interior; it was nearly five times its original size. (Our super, Mr. Super had given us his blessings, just as long as we put it back to normal and touched up any paint dings to get the security deposit back.) We borrowed one of the long house tables from a certain other series, and it stretched out across the back of the space beneath a long line of windows. It was laden with a veritable feast of snacks and delights: everything from custard-cream-filled cakes to huge slabs of raw, blood-dripping meat on a platter. We’d added two small fountains to the room: one spouted clear, blue water, and the other burbled with thick, purplish mud (for the various pixies that might be coming.)   
 
    We’d even removed all our regular furniture and replaced it with big, round, squishy poofs covered in pillows, as well as a couch the length of the house table, and several cushy, mismatched armchairs. Little coffee tables were scattered throughout. The DJ was set up near the snack table, to the left. She was a rather large and cartoonish-looking white and blue pony called Vinyl Scratch or Pon-3 or something. Before the first guests even arrived she was playing some rather shrill, hyperactive kids’ music.  
 
    By 8:00, there were probably fifty characters milling about the space, making it look even larger since there was still quite a lot of room to move around. The group of centaurs from the neighborhood had showed up, fresh from an evening jog and famished. They made their way immediately to the snack table for some wheatgrass shots. Then there were a few large, boulder-like giants and one notable giant celebrity with large ears—a good thing we raised the ceilings. A few green, southern pixies were sitting on the lip of the blue fountain, their delicate, smooth feet dipped into the water. And so many people: there were couples from romance who immediately gravitated toward the cozy round poofs, and laid down on their sides to stare longingly into each other’s eyes; more Sci Fi robots and aliens than I would have cared for, including the little orange, soccer-ball-like droid who’d run over my foot once. The entire character list from Lord of the Rings was there, including my professor, Gandal— 
 
    “Oh ho! Look, you have the golden ticket!” a talking duck near the snack table shouted before I could get into trouble.  
 
    And as the night went on, more and more characters arrived: The Stereotypical Frat Boys (who had brought their own keg and were tapping it in front of the DJ’s set up), several blue northern pixies (who were glaring across the fountain at the southern pixies, splashing them occasionally with their feet), our friendly neighborhood Damsel in Distress, Pip and Pop came along with a whole bag of their freshly-baked pies. There were YA Vamps like Ed—moody and sparkling, and in Ed’s case, trying to catch Jenny’s attention throughout the night; Classic Vamps in hoods, their red eyes gleaming out from the darkness menacingly; Jenny’s terribly described friend, Joanne (who had hair), my for-a-minute-best-friend, Ogre, and then, finally— 
 
    “Long John, Jerry!” I called. I’d been flitting about making sure everyone was okay, that pillows were fluffed and drinks were filled, when they pushed their way into the room. The enlarged apartment was packed now, and characters were chatting just in front of the door.  
 
    “Alright, move then! Go on! Get out of the way!” Long John shouted, kicking out with his fake leg. Quickly, the space around the door cleared. “I mean, who stands around in front of the door?” he muttered as we met.  
 
    “Peter, it’s good to see you,” Jerry said with a smile. Just behind them more people were filtering in—a wood nymph I recognized as Nadia with silver eyes and hair, Randy’s rarely mentioned secretary, Cynthia, and then— 
 
    “Mattie! Merlin! Come on in. Let’s get you some snacks and drinks and then find a place to all sit down. Come on then…” With them behind me, we cut our way through the crowd and to the long snack table. To my surprise and delight, the snacks on the plates seemed to simply be refilling themselves when they were running low; I wondered if it had something to do with borrowing, not just the table, but the plates from that other series’ too. I spared just a moment to hope that Mr. Super’s apartment downstairs wasn’t filled with elves, but then pushed it aside.  
 
    “I’ll find us some chairs,” I called to the group, who were happily making plates for themselves and grabbing drinks. Just as I was leaving, I noticed Randy rush clumsily over to Mattie, red-faced, and take her hand. I could hear him sputtering the words thank you and lovely as I walked away.  
 
    “Jenny!” I called, seeing her. She’d created a little circle of chairs and poofs, dotted here and there with coffee tables, and in a few of them sat Phil, Willy, Nilly, Curly and Tootles, Princess Badroulbadour and her handsome new Prince friend, Kiki, and Geppetto. And in her lap, squiggling about uncontrollably, was none other than Dach-shund.  
 
    “Dash! What the—” 
 
    BARK! 
 
    She leapt from Jenny’s lap and in two bounds was jumping up and running around in circles around my feet. I knelt down and let her lick my face and rubbed her ears, and was a little surprised to find that I was crying. I’d missed this little expletive-blocker; she’d always used to climb into my windows at night and wake me up in the mornings.  
 
    “How did Dash—?” 
 
    “I guess Albert finished writing my girl wizard books Out There. Terrill and Ivor told me earlier—they’re here somewhere—that they’d been out into the Real World for business recently and found out that ever since you all went Out There, the authors just sort of remembered everything; books already written in their minds. Stories unfolding by the day. Apparently there’s never been so many books written so quickly. Anyway, Dash wasn’t mentioned until my final book. So here she is.” 
 
    “Oh, Jenny, that’s so great. You’re back then! You’re really back!” I picked up the little Dachshund (who squirmed and wriggled, because she hated that), and plopped down on the poof next to Jenny. She looked more detailed and more alive than I’d seen her since she’d disappeared. It filled me with both terrible sadness and joy. She must have seen what was up, because astutely, she asked 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said, trying to smile. Luckily, just then I was saved having to go into it, because Long John, Jerry, Randy, and Mattie arrived—the latter two had their arms linked around each other and were so absorbed in conversation that Randy walked right into Kiki’s chair and slopped his drink down her back. It was purple and creamy, and I immediately recognized it as a purple Russian—a strong little drink from Romance.  
 
    “Oh, sorry about that, Kelly,” Randy said, absentmindedly. He pat Kiki’s perfect, blonde hair as he and Mattie giggled and walked over to a neighboring poof and sat down.  
 
    “Dad,” Jenny said, standing up. She walked over to him and buried her head in his shoulder; he wrapped his arms around her.  
 
    “Hello, my girl.” His eyes were closed, but tears still leaked out of their corners and onto Jenny’s shoulder. They’d seen each other once since she’d been re-written, but it wasn’t until Jenny’s last two books that Albert had given her much of a relationship with her parents; and it seemed this time around, he’d gone above and beyond. I’d never seen Jerry look so dynamic and detailed. “It’s good to have you back,” he said. 
 
    “You too, Dad.”  
 
    Jenny casually waved her wand and next to our poof appeared a purple, high-backed armchair. She sat back down next to me, but turned to face her dad and the two of them talked and talked. (“Your mom will be so happy to see you; she’ll be here just as soon as she can leave work…” “Tell me about your time in the Real World…” “Remember when I was nine and that girl McKenzie froze my underpants…?”) I just sat and soaked it all in. I watched Mattie and Randy laughing and catching quick glimpses at each other here and there; Randy telling Mattie all about his kids, Molly and Brent (who, incidentally, were on the train from Boarmoles to visit Randy for winter vacation). I watched Long John lecturing Phil, Willy, and Nilly—something about commandeering a ship. And beyond our little circle, the guests were getting louder and more joyful—probably due to the spread of tone-inspiring chocolates and sweet drinks (Jenny and I had decided to leave Drama out.)  
 
    The characters who had disappeared were all sitting in a semi-circle near the snack table, occasionally hopping up to greet a friend or grab a snack. They were laughing and at ease; it was like they’d never left. And really, it felt like it. It was hard to imagine Fiction without Aladdin, Cinderella, Pinocchio, Peter Pan, Jenny, the three fairies, and Bill the Banana Tree. Gorndalf was still pretty easy to forget, though.  
 
    To our left, closer to the door, two of my professors from the previous year, Bateman and Professor S were in deep conversation. Professor S was in his giant, black beetle form, and Bateman was looking around, eyes darting dramatically from beneath his black, bat-like mask. If I hadn’t known him, I could have mistaken him for the real Batman—but the ears on his knockoff mask were far too long.  
 
    Just as I was watching Bateman stand up, to, apparently demonstrate how exactly to kick someone’s feet out from under them (and nearly taking out the tiny hobbit, Professor Gildo), I spotted Bob and Bonnie. Their green and bright leaves stood out among the crowd as they pivoted their pots side to side until they had joined our little circle.  
 
    “Peter, what a delight,” Bob said in his ever-posh accent. “And it’s so good to see you. And Jenny, you look exquisite and so well developed. Your character, that is,” Bob added quickly at a nudge from Bonnie. The two plants looked at each other (I think) and burst out laughing.  
 
    “Well this is it, itn’t then?” Long John said, leaning in toward the center of the circle. He was sitting in a green armchair, his Louisville Slugger resting next to him, and his other foot planted on the floor. “The end?” 
 
    Everyone in the little circle quieted, but outside of our group the party went on, unaware that perhaps in just moments, everything would be different. It’s what had been bothering me all day. I wanted curl up and cry and close my eyes, and yet soak it all in and not blink even for a moment.  
 
    I could tell everyone felt the same. We were all looking around at each other; smiling in gratitude, but so, so sad. When my first series had ended, I had no idea it was coming; my author had up and killed my little sister and then that was that: series over. But this was pretty clearly winding down. Don’t you think? 
 
    “I suppose…” Princess Badroulbadour had her head cocked to the side, thoughtfully; her long sheet of black hair tumbling down ridiculously. “I suppose it won’t really be ending, though, now will it? After all, we all live on in other books as characters and side characters and so on; and one day when none of us are mentioned in books Out There anymore, we’ll grow less and less shiny, until we fade away. But by then we’ll have lived long and full literary lives, and be ready to move on.” 
 
    We stared at her; I think it was the most I’d ever heard her say.  
 
    “What? My grandmother told me about it before she faded.” 
 
    “So… we’ll still be written?” I asked, hardly daring to believe it. “We won’t have to live the rest of our lives all dull and boring?” I said this last part quietly, as nearby was a rather vague black and white character who hadn’t been written in years; but even as I mentioned her she became just a little more solid. 
 
    “Of course, Peter,” a deep voice answered. I spun around and there he was: Aslan the Lion. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Peter. It’s me, Alan. Can’t you tell the difference by now?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “As I was saying, of course we will still be written; and when we are not, we will live on forever in books.” 
 
    “But what about if all the books are destroyed—” 
 
    “And through books, we shall continue to be in each other’s’ lives. After all, who is to say that someone Out There is not currently writing a brand new book about us all?” At this, Alan looked around the room meaningfully, just as Randy might have done if he wasn’t busy kissing my teacher, Mattie. 
 
    And so, things would be different; and sure, I might not even be the main character anymore*. But Alan was right—we’d live on, characters in each other’s stories until there were no more stories to tell.  
 
    As long as there are still books, we’ll live on. 
 
     
 
    And, of course, Kindles too.    
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