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Chapter one

The Blank Realm  









Alex expected the unwritten story to be different from the Library or the stitched-together patches of world they’d landed in before, but he hadn’t anticipated the void. There was no horizon, no sound, no texture. Just white—too much of it, enough to tax the rods and cones of his retinas until his eyes produced afterimages of their own, overlaying silhouettes of his siblings against a blank eternity.



Vanessa was the first to react. She spun in a slow circle, the hem of her hoodie trailing behind her, and let out a laugh that was one third wonder, two-thirds horror. “Is this what’s left when you erase everything?”



“Not everything,” Ricky said. He did a few high knees in place, then tried a cartwheel. He completed the flip, landed hard, and left no mark whatsoever. “Physics still works. Sort of.”



Alex checked his pocket out of habit and found his hand came away empty. The Book of Origin, if it even existed, would be somewhere in here—somewhere. He squinted, then regretted it, because the light offered nothing in return.



“Let’s not get separated,” he said. The void made his words sharp, as if sound here required extra effort to survive. “If we’re here, then so are the Erasers.”



Vanessa wandered closer, her hands out like she was trying to feel walls that might decide to appear. “What if we can just think stuff into existence?” she mused.



Ricky hopped from foot to foot. “Like, imagine a pizza? Or a monster truck?”



Alex ignored them, scanning the expanse for the telltale glitch, the flaw, the anything. He remembered what Maya had said about origin and root, and wondered if there was a trick to it—a line of code, a key phrase that would bootstrap reality from the ground up.



He risked closing his eyes, and just for a moment, pictured a path. Something solid, something to orient them. “We need a way forward,” he said, more to himself than the others.



When he opened his eyes, a faint gray line extended beneath his feet. It wasn’t much—less a road and more a boundary between one patch of nothing and the next—but it was a start.



“Whoa,” Vanessa said, peering at the line. “Did you do that?”



Alex shrugged, but his pulse quickened. “Maybe. Try something?”



Vanessa grinned, the first real smile since Dad’s funeral. She stared at the space to her left and said, “I want a tree.”



It wasn’t a tree, not really, but a pale extrusion that stretched upward, branching once, twice, then dissolving at the edges like pencil lines someone forgot to ink.



Ricky stepped up. “I want a ramp.” The gray line underfoot bulged, then angled upward, forming a gentle incline.



He looked at Alex with glee. “This is insane. Can we make anything?”



“Don’t get cocky,” Alex said. “There are rules. There are always rules.”



He gestured to them onto the path and set a brisk pace. The white seemed less oppressive now—more like a whiteboard, waiting to be filled. Vanessa hummed as she walked, conjuring shapes at the periphery. Ricky tested the limits of the ramp, then slid down on his heels, carving a furrow that vanished as soon as he moved on.



Alex kept his focus on the gray line, willing it to stay straight, to stay real. The more he concentrated, the sharper it became. He wondered if the void was responding to him, or if he was simply hallucinating structure onto chaos.



They’d gone maybe a hundred steps when the first Eraser appeared. It started as a smudge, a soft bleed of black that soaked into the white from above. Then another joined it, then three more, gathering mass and definition with each second.



Vanessa slowed, her tree-branch gone. “I don’t like that.”



Ricky tried to say something cool, but the words jammed in his throat. “Do we run, or do we fight?”



Alex studied the smudges. “We stay together. We focus.”



The Erasers moved differently in the unwritten. Instead of stalking or charging, they pulsed—one moment static, the next a meter closer, then two. Their limbs were uncertain, wavering between human and abstract, and their faces were just pits, with no features at all.



“Alex,” Vanessa said, voice pitched high. “It’s warping the path.”



Sure enough, the gray underfoot turned to static. It flickered between solid and liquid, and when Ricky stomped down hard, his foot plunged ankle-deep.



“Quicksand,” he said. “They’re making it quicksand.”



Alex forced his voice steady. “Think of the path back. Think it real.”



Vanessa tried, her eyes squeezed shut in concentration. The path brightened, but only for a second before the Erasers swarmed it with more black. The ground under Alex’s feet lurched; for a terrifying instant, he thought they’d drop straight through.



Then Ricky, voice desperate, yelled, “Gold. Make it gold!”



Alex didn’t know why, but he seized on it. “Gold line,” he said, and he meant it with every cell. Vanessa joined in, shouting, “Gold! Gold!” and Ricky did too, the word bouncing between them like an incantation.



The path flared, molten and metallic, blinding enough that the Erasers recoiled. The quicksand firmed, resolving into a tightrope of solid gold threading through the air.



“Move!” Alex barked, and the siblings bolted, the Erasers howling behind.



They ran. The gold path seemed to stretch on its own, keeping just ahead of the churning void. Alex risked a glance over his shoulder: the Erasers had multiplied, a dozen now, some with wings or spidery limbs, others just pools of darkness that lapped at the gold and left it tarnished.



Ricky stumbled, then righted himself. “They’re gaining!”



Vanessa pumped her arms, panic and awe mixing on her face. “Where do we go? There’s no end!”



Alex stared at the expanse ahead, searching for a sign, a target, anything. He remembered Dad’s note in the margin: Origin is memory. Find the root and you find the world.



He pictured a root, deep and tangled, anchoring the gold line to something. “We need an anchor,” he gasped. “Think about Dad.”



Vanessa, breathless, said, “His journal. The blue symbol. The one he drew in the margins.”



Ricky nodded, then started chanting, “Blue symbol, blue symbol,” until the phrase was meaningless noise.



At first, nothing happened. The gold path just glowed; the void just howled. Then, on the horizon—or what passed for it—a speck of blue lit up, faint but growing.



Alex pointed. “There! Focus on it!”



The siblings aimed every scrap of will at the blue speck, ignoring the Erasers now gnashing at their heels. The gold line contracted, then shot forward, latching onto the blue with a crack of ozone and hope.



The Erasers surged, their front ranks lashing out. One caught Alex by the wrist—he felt an instant of burning cold, as if memory itself was being scoured from his bones—but Ricky grabbed his other hand and yanked hard.



“Not today,” Ricky grunted.



The siblings crossed into the blue. The moment they did, the Erasers screeched, recoiling as if the light seared them. For a heartbeat, Alex saw the world as it must have been at the very beginning: white, then gold, then pure blue.



The three of them landed in a heap, limbs tangled. Vanessa rolled upright, eyes locked on the spot where the blue glow hovered in the air.



It was a symbol, floating and pulsing, exactly like Dad’s hand-drawn glyph. Vanessa reached out, touched it, and the symbol split open, revealing a tiny, perfect page—blank, except for the words:



ORIGIN: BEGIN HERE.



They’d done it. First clue found.



Alex looked at his siblings, battered but alive, and allowed himself a moment to savor the win.



“Next step?” Ricky asked, voice hopeful.



Alex smiled, real this time. “Next step,” he said, “is whatever we make it.”



He reached for the page, ready to write.













For a minute after the blue glyph pulsed open, Vanessa thought the void might be content to leave them floating in a vacuum of light and nothing. But the moment Alex touched the page, the world reconfigured, and they slammed back into existence with the elegance of a belly flop.



Vanessa rolled to her side and braced herself for pain, but there wasn’t any. Instead, she felt the damp tickle of grass, the gentle resistance of wildflowers giving way beneath her palms. The air shimmered around her, thick with the perfume of things that weren’t supposed to grow in a place made of blankness.



She sat up, dazed, and found herself in the center of a meadow. Not just any meadow—hers. The one she’d drawn on every surface she could find as a kid, the one from the story Dad used to tell before bed, about the hidden garden that only revealed itself to people who believed in impossible places. She blinked, and the flowers resolved in high-definition: cornflowers, buttercups, poppies so red they looked digitally saturated. The grass was taller than her knees. Somewhere close, water babbled over stones.



Vanessa gasped, half in delight, half in disbelief. “I made this?”



Ricky flopped onto his back, arms spread. “You did. And it’s—” He inhaled, sneezed as a spray of pollen hit his face. “It’s perfect. Except for the hay fever.”



Alex stood, brushing invisible lint from his jeans, and circled them with a frown. “We should be careful. If it’s that easy to make things here, it’s probably even easier to lose them.”



Vanessa tuned out his voice, just for a moment, letting the colors seep into her. The sky was the soft blue of hospital scrubs, and the clouds were drawn in the thick, fluffy lines she used when she was nine and trying to impress her art teacher. She reached out, plucked a daisy, and pressed it to her nose. It smelled faintly of crayons.



Ricky squinted into the distance. “Did you give this place a snack bar, or are we supposed to just eat grass?”



“Don’t be gross,” Vanessa said, but when she looked down, there was a lunch spread in the grass: PB&J sandwiches in halves and triangles, cartons of chocolate milk, cookies in wax paper, all exactly as she remembered them from the best days in the Library’s old cafeteria.



Alex knelt by the stream. The water was clear, running over round stones and tiny fish that darted away at his shadow. “There’s something off about it,” he said. “It’s… too real.”



Vanessa didn’t care. She drank in the scene with the thirst of someone who’d spent a week in a dungeon. With every detail she noticed, more appeared. A breeze stirred the grass, carrying the scent of lavender and clover. Butterflies flickered by, their wings painted in electric pastels. Above, a sun shone just warm enough to make her feel safe, but not so hot that it ever got uncomfortable.



She dug her fingers into the earth. It came up rich and brown and smelled like the garden behind Grandma’s house, the only real place that had ever felt like home after Dad was gone.



“This is amazing,” Ricky said, tearing into a sandwich. “We should just stay here. Let the void figure itself out.”



Alex gave him a look. “You know it won’t last.”



“Can’t you just let her have five minutes?” Ricky shot back.



Vanessa tuned out the bickering. Instead, she closed her eyes and let her mind drift. She wondered what else she could make, if she tried hard enough. A treehouse, maybe, up in the branches of the willow at the edge of the clearing? She pictured it: rope ladder, mismatched boards, the old paint can they used as a mailbox.



When she opened her eyes, it was there. Just as she had imagined.



She whooped, then ran for the ladder, climbing two rungs before her arms started to shake. The exertion was real, too, even if she was still running on fumes from their last sprint through the Eraser gauntlet.



Ricky chased after, barely winded. He bounded past her, taking the ladder three rungs at a time. “Shotgun top bunk!” he yelled, swinging into the treehouse and rattling the entire structure.



Alex hung back, watching with a look that was half pride, half worry. He glanced up at the sun, then at the shadows cast by the treehouse. “Don’t get too comfortable,” he called. “If the Erasers show up, we’ll need an exit.”



Vanessa ignored him. Inside, the treehouse was perfect. It even smelled like the wood glue she and Ricky once spilled across the whole floor. She found a beanbag in the corner, bright blue and squishy, and collapsed into it. Ricky sprawled across the little couch, arms behind his head.



“This is the best part,” Ricky said, his voice suddenly softer. “When you build something, and it actually stays.”



Vanessa nodded. “I don’t want to leave.”



Ricky glanced at her, a smile ghosting over his face. “You won’t have to. We’ll figure out the Book. Alex always does.”



For the first time in a long time, Vanessa believed it.



She let herself drift, lulled by the sway of the treehouse and the music of the meadow below. She imagined more: a constellation of stars that would blink on when night came, a blanket for the beanbag, a window seat with the perfect view of the stream.



The treehouse obeyed. Every time she pictured something, it appeared, just a little better than she remembered.



For a while, there was nothing but quiet, and the three of them together, breathing in sync.









Vanessa was the first to notice the change.



It started as a flicker in the lower meadow, a small, dark shape threading its way through the grass. She leaned out the window, shading her eyes, and saw that the flowers where it passed were turning gray, their stems bowing and collapsing into ash.



“Guys?” she said.



Ricky was already at her side. He saw the spreading stain and pulled his head back in. “Erasers.”



Alex sprinted up the ladder, skipping the last three rungs in a single jump. “Get to the roof,” he said. “If we stay inside, we’re cornered.”



Vanessa clambered up through the hatch, Ricky close behind. The roof was sloped and covered in shingled scraps—her old sketchbook covers, she realized. The view was beautiful, but the effect was ruined by the advancing corruption below.



The Erasers didn’t look like the ones in the Library. They were smaller, more sinuous, their bodies a matrix of liquid black lines that melted into the grass and fanned out in every direction. Vanessa watched as they touched the flowers, wilting them, turning the vibrant color to a washed-out grayscale. The stream turned cloudy where the darkness reached it, and the butterflies caught in the tide shriveled to paper.



Vanessa’s heart hammered. “They’re erasing my meadow.”



Alex set his jaw. “Then un-erase it.”



She hesitated. Could she? The last time she’d tried to make something permanent, the void had fought back. She remembered the way the mirrors in the corridor had tried to unmake her, strip her down to nothing. This felt the same—like the meadow was a reflection, and now something was clawing at the glass from the other side.



Ricky put a hand on her shoulder. “You made this. You can fix it.”



Vanessa squeezed her eyes shut. She focused, hard, on the sound of the water, the smell of the flowers, the heat of the sun. She pictured the colors, bright and urgent, and imagined them pushing back, flooding the gray with blue and gold and scarlet.



For a second, nothing happened.



Then, a patch of grass near the stream brightened, shaking off the ash and standing tall. A cluster of poppies burst into red flame. The water ran clear again, swirling the black lines away in tight, angry spirals.



The Erasers shrieked, the sound a needle in Vanessa’s ear. She flinched, but didn’t let go.



Alex grinned. “It’s working. Keep going.”



Ricky cheered, pumping his fist. “Let’s go, Ness!”



Vanessa poured herself into it. Every memory of the meadow, every story Dad ever told, every scrap of color she could invent, she threw at the darkness. The Erasers fought back, twisting and curling into shapes that tried to snuff out the light, but each time they did, she made more—flowers she’d never seen, birds with impossible feathers, even a fox with a tail like a brushstroke.



It was exhausting. Sweat prickled her skin, and her breath came in ragged bursts, but she kept at it. She refused to let her world be erased.



Finally, the last shadow retreated, boiling away into the air. The meadow snapped back, more vivid than before, every color turned up past real.



Vanessa slumped to her knees, shaking.



Ricky dropped beside her, pulling her into a sideways hug. “You did it. You totally did it.”



Alex sat down, cross-legged, his eyes scanning the meadow for any leftover corruption. There was none. “You’re a natural,” he said. “You just needed a little practice.”



Vanessa laughed, then sobbed, then laughed again. For the first time since she’d been locked in the oubliette, she felt safe.



She looked out over the restored meadow, the sun now dipping toward a horizon she’d never drawn before.



Her world. Her rules.



And for once, nothing could erase that.











After the adrenaline crash, the meadow felt almost too good to be real. The sky flexed in shades of blue and peach, and the air hummed with the kind of quiet Ricky imagined you only got at the end of a really perfect day. He sprawled under the treehouse, a cookie melting in his mouth, and tried to soak it up: the warmth, the grass, the ordinary noises of his siblings breathing nearby. For a few golden minutes, he almost let himself believe they were safe.



But peace always felt borrowed, and Ricky knew the void would send someone to collect.



He watched Alex and Vanessa trade jokes on the rope ladder, heard their laughter drift like birdsong, and for the first time since they’d landed in the unwritten, Ricky didn’t have a punchline ready. There was a rock in his chest, a pressure building behind his ribs, and it got worse every time he thought about the Erasers, about the Library, about the other kids who’d run out of luck before the Zarates ever showed up.



About Vanessa, and how close she’d come to being erased for good.



Ricky lay back, eyes open, and tried to picture anything but the past. The world obliged: clouds drifted in ridiculous shapes—a turtle, a shoe, once even a perfect slice of pepperoni pizza. He smirked and then felt dumb for it.



He tried to conjure a better mood. But memory had claws, and it kept dragging him back.









He’d been the one who convinced them to use the backdoor, back when the Library still had a backdoor. He’d argued—loudly, as always—that they’d be safer splitting up, that the Erasers would never expect it. It was he who had run off ahead and triggered the tripwire. He’d been the one who got them all caught in that collapsing story-world, got a kid from Cairo and another from Sao Paulo erased before anyone could even say their names.



And he’d been the one who watched, powerless, as the Erasers took Vanessa.



Ricky clenched his fists in the grass, wishing the world would just… let him do something right for once. He squeezed his eyes shut, and all the colors of the meadow bled into white.









When he opened them, the world had gone silent. The grass was gone; the sun vanished. He sat up, and the meadow was… empty, except for a single figure standing in the middle of it, hands in pockets, staring him down.



It was him. Or almost him.



The other Ricky was taller, his hair cut jagged, the lines of his face sharper and more tired. His skin was paper-white, his eyes sunken and rimmed with a darkness that flickered like static. The doppelganger wore a Library Reader’s jacket, but the stripes were slashed and uneven, as if someone had tried to erase the colors but given up halfway through.



The two locked eyes, and Ricky’s heart slammed against his ribs.



“Not bad,” the shadow-Ricky said, grinning. His teeth were too white, and too many. “You made it further than I thought.”



Ricky looked around for his siblings, but the world was blank. “What is this?”



Shadow-Ricky shrugged. “It’s your story, dumbass. I just live here.” He reached up and scratched at his jaw, a nervous tic that made Ricky’s stomach twist. “Or maybe you live in mine. Hard to say.”



Ricky forced a laugh, but his mouth was dry. “You here to psychoanalyze me, or just to haunt my nightmares?”



Shadow-Ricky took a step closer, the grass withering under his feet. “You’re not scared of nightmares. You’re scared of screwing up again. You’re scared you’ll keep getting people hurt. Keep getting them erased.”



Ricky flinched.



Shadow-Ricky’s grin got wider. “Want to talk about it? Or do you want to do what you always do and run?”



Ricky balled his hands into fists. “I don’t run.”



“Yeah?” Shadow-Ricky moved fast, closing the distance. “You sure didn’t run when Vanessa got snatched. Oh, wait—you did. You bolted. You always bolt, Ricky.”



Ricky swung at him, fueled by pure anger. His fist connected, but the impact was like punching a sack of wet cement. Shadow-Ricky absorbed the hit and only laughed, the sound echoing through the emptiness.



“Hit a nerve?” he mocked.



Ricky tried again, and again, but every punch landed softer than the last. He felt like he was fighting through water, or through the fog of a really bad dream.



Shadow-Ricky leaned in, his face inches away. “You want to help? Then stop pretending you’re the hero. You’re not. You’re just the reason everyone else keeps getting in trouble.”



The words hurt more than the punches.



Ricky staggered back, and the world rippled. Suddenly, he was ten again, standing in the Library as the alarms blared. His dad was there, yelling at him to get to safety. Ricky had frozen, couldn’t move, and watched as Dad squared off against the first Eraser he ever saw.



“You remember that?” Shadow-Ricky said, voice syrupy and slow. “You remember how you couldn’t do anything? How you just… watched?”



The scene shifted. Now he was older, leading a team through a broken portal, and three kids behind him just… vanished. Because he hadn’t checked the perimeter. Because he’d been in too much of a hurry.



“And that one?” the shadow pressed. “How long did you spend pretending it didn’t eat at you?”



Ricky’s throat burned. “Shut up.”



“Make me,” said the shadow.









Ricky tried to summon the meadow back, tried to imagine a place where this thing couldn’t reach him. But the world stayed blank. Every time he pictured a flower or a tree, it shriveled and died before it could finish forming.



Shadow-Ricky closed in, voice a low snarl. “You can’t build anything. Not really. All you do is break.”



That’s when he heard it: the sound of someone crying. Not loud, not desperate. Quiet, hopeless.



Vanessa.



The noise brought him back. He remembered the look on her face in the oubliette, the way she’d whispered his name, the way she never once blamed him for any of it.



And Alex, standing in front of a dozen scared kids, every one of them looking to him for answers, and never once making Ricky feel small.



Ricky straightened, wiped his eyes. “You done?” he asked, voice steady.



The shadow paused, as if unsure.



Ricky squared his shoulders. “I messed up. A lot. I will probably mess up more. But you know what? I always try. I always come back. Even when I know I’ll lose.”



Shadow-Ricky’s eyes narrowed. “You think that makes you a hero?”



Ricky shook his head. “No. But it makes me a Zarate.”



He reached out, grabbed the shadow’s arm, and pulled him close.



“I’m not perfect. But I’m not just my mistakes, either.”



He held on, even as the shadow tried to twist away, even as the world blurred and threatened to go white again.



“I forgive you,” Ricky said, voice barely above a whisper.



The shadow went slack, then started to dissolve. It didn’t scream or fight. It just… faded, like the end of a bad story. Ricky watched it go, then sat down in the blankness, breathing hard.









The next thing he knew, he was back in the meadow.



Vanessa was there, kneeling beside him, her hair wild and her hands gentle on his shoulder. Alex stood nearby, face tight with worry.



Ricky blinked, then let out a laugh—relieved, a little hysterical.



Vanessa frowned. “Are you okay?”



Ricky nodded. “I will be.” He meant it.



Alex knelt, gave his hand a squeeze. “You were out for a while. Scared us.”



Ricky shrugged. “Guess I needed a timeout.”



The siblings sat together in the grass. After a while, Ricky looked up at the sun—still perfectly warm, still exactly where it needed to be.



He grinned at Vanessa, then at Alex. “So,” he said. “What’s next?”



Alex smiled, the old stubborn spark back in his eyes. “We find the Book of Origin. We write a better ending.”



Ricky dusted off his jeans and stood. He felt lighter, as if the world had reset and given him a second shot.



“Let’s do it,” he said.



They walked together, out of the meadow and into the unknown. This time, Ricky didn’t look back.



He didn’t need to.












