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Prologue


You know how princesses are supposed to wear pretty dresses, be saved by heroes, and live happily ever after?


Well, if that’s what you’re into, you picked the wrong book.


As the daughter of Cinderella, I’m all for pretty dresses, but I prefer to pair them with combat boots. While a few of my hero friends have saved me on occasion, I’ve rescued them just as many times. And as far as living happily ever after goes, at this rate I’ll be lucky just to be alive a few days from now.


My name is Crisanta Knight. I’m a protagonist and I hail from a world called Book—a magical realm that separates its citizens into main characters and common ensemble characters. One of the things our realm is known for is the Author—a mysterious prophet who writes the stories, known as “protagonist books,” that detail protagonists’ fates.


Each protagonist book starts with a prologue prophecy, a vague rhyme that predicts the general gist of a main character’s story. Unfortunately, mine was a doozy. I was prophesied to decide the fate of the wicked antagonists plotting to overthrow our realm and eliminate all its main characters. At the end of this story, I would either be responsible for stopping them or helping them see their evil plan through.


Since learning of my prophecy, the antagonists had tried to strike me down at every possible turn. Protagonists in Book attend special private schools where they train for their fairytale destinies. As a princess and a protagonist, I’d always been trained to do good and be good, so the antagonists assumed that if I made it to the end of my storyline, I would enact the interpretation of my prophecy that implied I would stop them. As a result, they wanted to stop me first, and the only way to keep a prophecy from coming true is by killing its subject.


Regrettably for them, I was pretty hard to kill. And I had a team of fierce friends that made sure of that.


SJ (the daughter of Snow White), Blue (the younger sister of Little Red Riding Hood), Jason (the younger brother of the famous Jack who climbed the beanstalk), and Daniel (a hero with no previous ties to fairytales past) were always there for me when things got seedy.


I also had a Fairy Godmother–issue wand which could morph into any weapon I willed it into. I possessed the combat ability to utilize this tool dynamically, especially in the form of a spear. And above all else, I had magic.


My mother’s Fairy Godmother had given me a spark of her magic when I was a little girl so I could operate the wand. This spark had developed into a singular, magnificent ability: life. As in, I had the ability to bring things to life and control them.


It was pretty awesome as far as powers went. Since realizing I possessed this ability a few months ago, I had spent a lot of time training to control and master it under the tutelage of the very Author who I once resented for supposedly controlling our fates.


Last semester my friends and I had discovered that the Author was actually a former Fairy Godmother named Liza Lenore who lived under the thumb of our realm’s higher-ups. She didn’t control our fates; she merely had visions of the future that reflected our choices. The higher-ups used her visions to keep order in our realm, convince the citizens of Book that their fates weren’t their own, and separate people into protagonists and commons. Accordingly, Liza was imprisoned and isolated from the rest of the realm and was under an enchantment that made her live forever so she could be used in this way indefinitely.


Although Liza was a tool of propaganda for the higher-ups, she had become a valuable ally and teacher to me. The reason? She and I shared a similar problem known as Pure Magic Disease.


Magic normally works like a jacket. It’s supposed to be easy to put on and use when needed, and simple to remove and ignore when not needed. However, every once in a while, magic irrevocably bonds to its host, resulting in Pure Magic Disease—an affliction that bestows great power with one ability, allows its host to see the future, and eventually corrupts them.


Liza was the only person I knew who had overcome the corrupting effects of Pure Magic, which made her the only person capable of teaching me the control to do the same. This involved tremendous focus and blocking out emotions—particularly negative ones—when I summoned my abilities. For while emotion made magic stronger, it also made it more unstable.


I had ardently tried to keep my emotions in check as my magic usage increased and developed, but that had become a lot more difficult lately thanks to Alex.


Alex is my older brother, and until a few days ago he was the beloved prince of our kingdom, Midveil. That all changed when he aligned himself with the antagonists and helped the common characters who had been rebelling in Book launch an attack on our home.


His betrayal had devastated me. He was no longer the hero, friend, and brother I once held dear. He was a monster working with Arian (the antagonist who’d been leading the charge against me since my prophecy appeared) and Mauvrey (the daughter of Sleeping Beauty, a former classmate at Lady Agnue’s School for Princesses & Other Female Protagonists, and my long-time nemesis).


I wished I never had to see Alex again, but our stories were entangled. Alex and company, like me and mine, were now after Excalibur—King Arthur’s legendary blade, which had been lost since his supposed death.


According to legend, Excalibur resided on Camelot’s infamous Isle of Avalon under the care of the Lady of the Lake, waiting for someone worthy to claim it. The next person who would be able to do this was foretold by Merlin, Camelot’s legendary wizard, in the Great Lights Prophecy. Enter my brother and me.


The Great Lights Prophecy indicated that a “Knight” of royal blood who was heir to the lion’s throne was meant to claim Excalibur. Alex fit that description, as did I. We were royal, Knight was our last name, and Midveil’s symbol was a lion. However, there was a deciding factor that could narrow down which of us had the chops to fulfill the prophecy: the Boar’s Mouth, a mystical statue in Camelot. According to the prophecy, the Knight meant to claim Excalibur needed to get blessed by the Boar’s Mouth in order to have any hope of completing the quest. The thing was, the statue only responded to people who had pledged a vow of loyalty known as The Pentecostal Oath to the king of Camelot.


Which brings us to the present.


Finding Excalibur was the key to accessing the memories of a lost Fairy Godmother named Paige Tomkins, who knew the location of Book’s missing genies.


Our search for Paige Tomkins had brought my friends and I to Neverland. There, we discovered that the rightful king of Camelot, King Arthur, was not dead like everyone long believed. After being mortally wounded by his half brother Mordred, he had accidentally ended up in Neverland where biological time stood still, thus keeping him alive and also keeping him from aging.


We’d allied with Arthur and his Neverland friends—Peter Pan and the Lost Boys and Girls—and I had sworn The Pentecostal Oath to the king so I could receive the blessing from the Boar’s Mouth in Camelot. Alex, meanwhile, had sworn The Oath to the person who had taken Camelot’s throne in Arthur’s place—only to learn he couldn’t receive the blessing because the Boar’s Mouth sensed Arthur, the true king of Camelot, still lived.


Now my brother, Mauvrey, Arian, and a buttload of their antagonist henchman intended to track down Arthur and force him to complete the pledge of The Pentecostal Oath with my brother. If the antagonists succeeded with this endeavor, Alex and I would both be eligible to get blessed by the Boar’s Mouth.


This made my status to Arian and the antagonists more complicated.


While Alex and I had become opposites in a lot of ways, we were equals in terms of our chances at being the Knight of the prophecy. And since there was no guarantee that pledging The Oath would make the Boar’s Mouth bless us, Arian and company weren’t presently interested in killing me. They wanted to save me until Alex fulfilled all the requirements of the prophecy (the pledge and the blessing). In the meantime, I was their spare Knight in case he didn’t cut it. Which meant Arthur was not the only one who needed to evade their capture. One wrong move and he and I would both become pawns in the antagonists’ vicious game.


It was a dangerous, precarious situation to say the least. However, while I was wary about the immediate future, I was honestly not as intimidated as I once might’ve been. The antagonists were a fearsome group—cruel, cunning, and ruthless. That worked to their advantage. Nevertheless, they had a bad habit of underestimating me and that was their greatest disadvantage. We’d spent a lot of time together, my enemies and I, and if there was one truth that I carried away from our experiences, it was this:


The only thing better than being feared is being underestimated; because then nobody will see you coming.


I was coming for Excalibur.


If my enemies were smart, they would get out of my way.
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It wasn’t even dawn and our camp was under siege. Daniel woke me as the fairies and Lost Boys and Girls jumped into action. I snagged my black backpack before we made a break for the outside.


We’d been in the kids’ belowground sleeping quarters. The only way to the main camp was through elevators in hollowed out tree trunks. We leapt across the bunker’s trampoline floor, hopped into an elevator, and shot up. The seconds seemed like syrup-laden eons. I drew my wand in its sparkly hairpin form from my bra strap and transformed it back to its sleek, silvery state with the command word Lapellius.


At ground level, Daniel and I took half a step out of the elevator before I grabbed him by the jacket and yanked him sideways.


Shield.


My wand transformed just as a flaming cannonball took out the table where we’d eaten dinner. Big, angry sparks and lose embers sprayed from the explosion.


Surrounded by the cover of trees, the Lost Boys and Girls’ hideout was a perfect woodsy camp with lots of open space to run and play. There was a fire pit surrounded by cushions, various obstacle courses, and treehouses overhead that were interconnected with zigzagging rope bridges and framed with strings of lime green lanterns. Now all that perfection was lost in chaos.


The forest was a flurry of fighting and fire. Antagonists were everywhere, laying siege to everything. I had the misfortune of knowing the foes leading the charge. Arian, Alex, and Mauvrey, along with no fewer than thirty henchmen, were engaged in various forms of attack across the forest area. Several henchmen mixed in throughout the space operated portable flaming cannonball launchers.


I was impressed that our enemies had narrowed in on Arthur’s location and found the hideout so quickly, though I wasn’t surprised. Our enemies sucked, but they were tenacious and shrewd. I didn’t know where Arthur was in this pandemonium, but I worried it wouldn’t be long before they located him—and me too. While they’d come here looking for the king, I was very aware they would happily catch and secure me as their spare Knight, so I had to avoid being seen if I could.


Many of our Neverland allies, including Dorothy Gale, had beaten us to the action and were already in full defense mode. The tall twenty-three-year-old protagonist from The Wizard of Oz was working with Tinkerbell and a fleet of fairies to fend off attackers. The fairies swarmed the enemy and blinded them with flashes of colorful light before Dorothy swooped in with a combination of brutal punches and kicks.


Some time ago, Dorothy and the rightful ruler of Oz (Princess Ozma) had been on a mission to Camelot. During their quest, the pair had gotten separated and a horrible monster called the Questor Beast had poisoned Dorothy with one of its venomous fangs. She should have died, but accidentally found her way to Neverland. Now, like Arthur, she would die if she left.


Dorothy and the fairies were doing a good job of kicking butt. The Lost Boys and Girls were also fighting hard and strong. The camp had more than enough weapons to fill an armory and, given that they spent their free time battling Captain Hook and his pirates, the kids had plenty of combat experience. However, these were ruthless, mostly adult antagonists we were dealing with. So as the fight scene unfolded with increased fire, arrows, and aggression, I wondered how long we could keep back the threat.


“Do you know where the others are?” I asked Daniel.


Suddenly muffled shouts came from overhead. Two of Arian’s henchmen dropped out of the trees and landed face down on the ground beside me. Swiftly after, a third figure swung from a branch eight feet above us and landed in a perfect crouched position. Startling blue eyes looked up at me through a frazzle of dark blonde hair.


“Well, there’s Blue,” Daniel said as our friend rushed over to us, stepping on top of the incapacitated soldiers she’d knocked from the trees.


A flash of silvery light nearby encased three tree trunks in ice, three soldiers along with them.


“And there’s SJ,” I commented as our friend raced into the clearing. She was firing portable potions (crystalized, marble-sized potions of her own invention) using her slingshot. She aimed another potion at a couple of attackers encroaching on some smaller Lost Boys. Green slime coated our enemies. Distracted, SJ didn’t notice the soldier behind her with his sword raised.


“SJ!”


She turned in time to see Peter Pan nail her would-be attacker in the head with a flying kick. Peter scooped SJ into the air, flying her over to us.


Let me tell you, if you’ve never seen Peter Pan take out an attacker while wearing pajamas, you haven’t lived. It was awesome.


I loved that kid. The twelve-year-old boy was strong, fast, and quippy. His sassy personality actually matched up pretty well with what I’d always imagined based on the stories I’d read about him. I would just add that he was a lot cleverer than the stories indicated and could be a lot more serious if the situation called for it. He also had a heck of a knack for sword fighting, which he’d acquired from regular training with Arthur.


Peter deposited SJ beside me and I instantly felt better. She and Blue were my best friends and roommates at Lady Agnue’s School for Princesses & Other Female Protagonists. Even with a million things to focus on, ensuring their safety was always one of my top priorities.


“What the frack, you guys!” Peter said, gesturing at the enemy soldiers. “We’ve never had an attack on our home base. Do you know these clowns?”


Another flaming cannonball obliterated a tree to our left. Peter managed to fly out of the way and Daniel and Blue braced themselves in time, but SJ and I were tossed to the ground from the force of the explosion. My backpack, much like her leather one, did little to break the fall.


Ow.


“Unfortunately, we do,” Blue replied, offering me a hand up. “They’re antagonists from Book and they’re here for Arthur, and probably Crisa too.”


A dozen men suddenly charged us. Peter drew his sword, leapt into the air, and flipped over the first three. He landed between the fourth and fifth antagonists in the onslaught. He kicked one, parried the other, and then flipped backward to ram the pommel of his sword into the chin of a sixth.


SJ fired a lightning potion that released a bolt as fierce as her gray eyes. Blue launched into a knife fight with a man wielding a dagger. Meanwhile, Daniel fought alongside Peter with his sword; as the airborne boy hit ’em high, Daniel hit ’em low with his own brand of swift aggression.


I had to say, I was always impressed watching Daniel fight. We’d faced a lot of enemies together, but few had ever rivaled his skill. In fact, I could only think of two swordfighters that might be his equal. And both were fifty feet away—and on the opposite team.


Arian and my brother Alex were making their way through the campsite. The fairies and kids tried to waylay them, but Alex and Arian were too good, smacking fairies aside before they could be blinded and deflecting kid attacks with ease. When the last of our nearby enemies dropped, and before Alex and Arian could spot us, I motioned for my friends to hide behind a jungle gym that had been turned on its side and was partially in flames. As we ducked down, however, in my peripheral vision I saw more attackers closing in. I transformed my shield into a spear. The silvery disc that I was holding instantly compressed and then elongated.


Incoming.


I rammed the blunt end into one soldier’s chest, stabbed the blade end into the leg of a second, and then slammed the staff down on the shoulders of a third.


Blue rushed past me and punched one of two additional soldiers in the face. She then stabbed the first guy in the arm with her trusty hunting knife and hocked his leg out from under him while Peter shot like a comet into the chest of the second soldier and plowed him into a tree.


A few embers from nearby eruptions had caught onto Blue’s faithful cloak, which was as blue as her eyes and namesake. She took a moment to pat it down. Peter’s navy pajama bottoms and dark gray long-sleeves were also singed from the cannon fire and a couple of leaves were stuck in his tousled blond hair.


“Is this because of that Pentecostal Oath thing we were talking about last night?” Peter asked, all of us now taking temporary cover behind the jungle gym.


I nodded. “The Boar’s Mouth must not have recognized the current leader of Camelot as the rightful king. Now our enemies have come for Arthur. I thought we’d have more time before they found him, but they’re too good.”


“And why would they want you?” Peter asked me.


“Because—”


“Hold that thought,” Peter said, looking to the left. Twenty feet away a pair of soldiers had backed a few Lost Girls into a corner.


SJ grabbed a portable potion from the sack attached to her belt and fired with perfect accuracy. The orb squarely hit one antagonist and the lightning strike it produced blasted away the bad guy next to him. For good measure, Blue launched several throwing knives from her belt in their direction. Her belt was charmed to replace the knives as she threw them—a super handy enchantment that basically made her a walking artillery.


In that instant I looked up to see an archer in the trees taking aim at Peter.


Boomerang.


My spear transformed and I hurled the weapon. It smacked the archer in the head with blunt force and knocked him off his perch. The boomerang ricocheted back to my hand as Daniel ducked to evade a javelin that had been flung at him from a distance.


“They want me because I’m their spare Knight,” I said to Peter, talking fast as we crouched for cover behind the jungle gym. “Remember how we told you about the ‘Knight’ of the Great Lights Prophecy? The antagonists want that to be Alex, but they’re not sure the prophecy is about him, so they intend to capture me as a back-up until the Boar’s Mouth gives Alex its blessing.”


“Then we need to get you and Arthur out of here,” Peter said, dodging an arrow.


“Not while the camp is in danger,” I protested.


“I appreciate that, but I know the bigger stuff that’s at stake,” Peter argued. “If the bad guys claim Excalibur, this story is going to have a terrible ending. And anyway, the longer you’re here, the longer the other kids and fairies are in trouble. The danger will leave once you’re gone.”


“Fine, we’ll leave,” Blue said. “But first we need to find Arthur and Jason. I haven’t seen him since the fighting broke out.”


She was right. Where was Jason?


Oh, crud.


I transformed my weapon into an archer’s bow, picked up a fallen arrow, then stood and fired at a charging soldier. It hit him in the ankle, and he toppled over.


“Knight!”


Double crud.


There were only two people who addressed me that way. One was Daniel. The other was Arian. With an intuitive tingle up my spine, I whirled around.


From across the camp, Arian had spotted me. I was filled with fire at the sight of him—his familiar black hair and cruel eyes. The young villain in his twenties had two sides when he dealt with me—a cocky, condescending side where he treated me like a dumb princess, and a cold, merciless side where he treated me like a mortal enemy. I knew from the way he looked at me in that moment that today I was getting the latter.


Thankfully, a squadron of fairies attacked him a split-second later. We needed to disappear while he was distracted.


“Let’s divvy up and look for Jason and Arthur,” I ordered brusquely. “Once we’ve found them, we can meet at the edge of those cliffs where the Lost Boys and Girls taught us to fly yesterday. That’s how we’re going to get out of here.”


“Crisa, you and Jason can’t fly,” Blue said, flinging another knife at an attacker. “Your minds couldn’t host enough joyful thoughts or whatever to remain airborne.”


“Then I’ll secure another means of transportation,” I stated. “Like this.”


I transformed my bow back to a wand, dropped to one knee, and placed my free hand on a stone the size of a carriage wheel.


Come to life. Beat up the soldiers. Show no mercy.


Golden light burst from my hand and encased the rock. A moment later, the rock lifted off the ground and flew toward the nearest group of soldiers. It began to pummel them like a chef tenderizing a tenderloin.


I spun back to my friends. “Peter and Daniel, go find Arthur. Blue and I will find Jason. SJ, help the Lost Boys and Girls until we’ve got everyone. Stay away from Arian and Alex.” I glanced around. There was no sign of my brother. “Wherever he is.”


The others nodded in agreement and we broke apart. Arian was still too distracted to pursue me, and I counted that as a blessing. Blue and I made for the perimeter of trees and plunged into the forest in search of our friend. Worried thoughts assailed my mind as we searched for him.


Thanks to my Pure Magic Disease, I’d had a vision of the future that Jason was going to die sacrificing himself for Blue. My vision had shown it occurring next to a river during the day, so I knew that this fate was not going to play out here. But the only way to break a prophecy was if the subject died prematurely, so Jason’s safety tonight was not ensured. There were so many enemies brooding in these woods, anything was possible. The image of my close friend getting stabbed with a spear as he stepped in front of Blue was hard to push away.


“Crisa.”


Blue’s voice drew me back to the present, and I came to a stop beside her. She pointed ahead at a clearing, where I spotted my old classmate and foe Mauvrey. She fought against three Lost Boys. A couple of them were in their teens, and each of them had a weapon—a sword, a sturdy hammer, and a large club. They were no match for her.


Mauvrey was wielding a pair of weapons that looked like bronze fingerless gloves. I knew from personal experience that they packed a punch. With her use of those unorthodox accessories, the fight wouldn’t last ten seconds. Blue and I didn’t have time to intervene, but we sprinted toward the clearing anyway, watching the fight unfold before us.


Mauvrey shot out her right hand. A pair of thin, shimmering wires emerged from her glove. They wrapped around the wrist of one Lost Boy like dual whips. She closed her fingers over her palm twice then yanked her arm back. The wires reeled in like a super-speed fishing line and Mauvrey nailed the boy in the face with a brutal punch from her other hand.


The whips released the boy and snapped back to starting position. He swung his fist, but Mauvrey ducked and bobbed around his side. She elbowed him in the spine and kicked out his knee. The kid went down and she whirled around to meet the other two boys charging at her.


The princess extended both hands and each of her metallic gloves fired a set of whips. They ensnared the boys’ waists and Mauvrey pulled her arms apart, flinging the boys in opposite directions. They smashed into trees. Mauvrey unclenched her fists and crossed her pointer and middle fingers. In response, a charge of cackling energy surged down each set of whips and electrocuted the boys.


They shouted before the charge knocked them out. Again, Mauvrey closed her fingers around her palms twice and the wires reeled in with a rapid snap. Blue and I dashed into the clearing just as the first boy who’d attacked Mauvrey tried to get up, and she spun around and punched him in the head.


“Ladies,” Mauvrey said with a wicked smile, turning to face us as the boy collapsed to the ground. She wore a purple leather jacket that matched her spiky-heeled ankle boots. With certainty in her eyes and confidence in her gait, she took a few steps toward us.


“Blue, go find Jason,” I said.


“You sure?” Blue asked, glancing with concern at Mauvrey then back at me.


“Yes.”


Blue nodded and took off. My fingers tightened around my wand.


“I was hoping we would find you here,” Mauvrey said. “You have a talent for showing up when conflict breaks out. How fortunate that we will be able to secure you and Arthur in one siege.”


“Like you even have a shot,” I replied. “You and your people have been coming at me for months—unsuccessfully.”


Mauvrey glanced up at the orange hue of the sky and the smoke drifting from the main battle. “Then maybe we just need to turn up the heat. Who knows, perhaps if we kill enough people and unleash enough destruction, you will come willingly.”


I gulped and took in the fiery haze for myself. The antagonists may have been here for Arthur, but they’d gladly tear this place apart for me now that they knew I was within grasp.


Mauvrey made a tsk tsk sound and shook her head like she was disappointed.


“You know, Crisa, I pity your life choices. You could have avoided all the impending danger and death if you had stayed put in that coffin I sealed you in back in Midveil. By the way, I have been wondering, how did you beat the Poppy Potion I placed you under? That sleeping spell should have knocked you out for a full day.”


“Poppy Potions don’t work on me, Mauvrey,” I replied bitterly, remembering her attacking me in my own home.


“Probably a side effect of your magic,” Mauvrey mused, then shrugged as we started to circle each other. “Life, right? You must be getting powerful enough for the ability to expand in other ways.”


I frowned. I genuinely hadn’t thought about it. I knew I was getting more powerful, but I hadn’t linked that to my weird Poppy immunity. It made sense though. My ability was generating life, and Poppies put people to sleep by means of draining life energy. My body must’ve been accessing my magic without my command when I came into contact with the toxic flowers. I guess I hadn’t fully considered this possibility until now because I’d never tried to use my powers of life on myself. I didn’t know that I could.


“Must be tempting to hold such power,” Mauvrey continued. I eyed her bronze gloves, and the other weapons attached to her belt—a dagger within a sheath and a miniature crossbow with two arrows.


“Are you going to try and use that power on me?” she asked.


“I don’t need magic to beat you, Mauvrey.”


Mauvrey’s cruel grin returned. “I was hoping you would say that.”


She shot out her right hand.


Shield.


The whips from her glove bounced off my weapon as I raced at her. She closed her fingers twice, making the wires snap back. When I was four feet away, she extended her other hand. The whips came out. I ducked and rolled—Wand—landing to my feet on her other side.


Shield.


Again, I blocked a pair of wires headed for my chest, but I was unable to avoid the second set aimed at my legs. The whips snatched my ankle and Mauvrey yanked forcefully, pulling me off my feet.


My shoulders slammed into the dirt. I looked up and flung my shield at Mauvrey discus-style. It knocked her in the chest. She staggered back and her whips released their hold on me. I leapt up and grabbed the shield.


Spear.


I lunged, but Mauvrey sidestepped, spun, and evaded my strike. As she turned, she clapped her hands together. When she came out of the turn, her gloves were surging with electricity and she grabbed my spear with both hands. The staff acted like a lightning rod and the energy blasted me back. I let go of the weapon and was knocked against a tree. Mauvrey fired her mini dual-arrowed crossbow. It released two arrows attached together by a small wire. The wire caught my left wrist and pinned me down as the arrows plunged deep into the tree trunk.


I was still recovering from the electric shock and couldn’t react quick enough. Mauvrey fired a second shot, which captured my other wrist before I could move. Then the princess was in front of me with a dagger in hand.


I glared at her. “Go ahead. I dare you.”


Mauvrey smirked. “Not afraid of dying, Crisa?”


“Not afraid of you, Mauvrey. Besides, today is not the day for me to die. I know you need me as a fallback for the Great Lights Prophecy.”


Mauvrey crossed her arms, grudgingly impressed that I was aware of their play. “You are just lucky the Boar’s Mouth did not respond when Alex tested it. If The Oath he pledged to the current king of Camelot, King Rampart, had been accepted, you would be finished right now. Once your brother pledges The Oath to Arthur and gets the statue’s blessing all bets will be off and I will kill you in the most painful way possible.”


“You have no chance, Mauvrey. You’ll never capture Arthur,” I replied, struggling against my restraints. “You may have the numbers, but Arthur once ruled an empire. You really think you can beat him?”


“We can together,” a familiar voice answered. “And we’re not leaving until we do.”


I turned my head to see my brother walk into the clearing to join Mauvrey. The pair of them stood not three feet from where I was pinned. Alex was four years older than me, built like a hero, and taller than Mauvrey by a good five inches. I didn’t like how well they paired together—the blond hair, the blue eyes, the confidence.


It was weird. When I looked at Mauvrey, I felt spite and craved vengeance. When I looked at Arian, I felt hatred and intimidation. But when I looked at Alex, it was a mix of all four sentiments with the very distinct addition of sadness.


He’d betrayed my family, our kingdom, and everything that being a protagonist stood for. I wasn’t sure if I could ever completely erase the love I once held for him, but at this point it was so frozen over that its frost would have inspired the snow queen to put on a jacket.


Alex studied me. His face was hard, his expression steely, but his eyes held a tinge of remorse. Mauvrey may not have seen it, but I did. He and I were too close; I could read him like a book. He may have fully committed to the antagonist role, but old habits died hard.


“You didn’t hurt her, did you?” he asked Mauvrey, confirming my suspicions that a small part of him still wanted to protect me. This sentiment made me even more irate; after selling out our family to the antagonists and commons rebellion, and half destroying our castle, he had no right to pretend I still meant anything to him.


“Of course not,” Mauvrey responded. “But she knows about the Boar’s Mouth and the Great Lights Prophecy.”


“I would expect as much,” he responded. He pivoted back toward me. “Since we still don’t know which of us is going to qualify as the Knight of the prophecy, you’re going to have to come with us as a prisoner. I’m sorry about this.”


I narrowed my eyes. “Well, I’m not sorry about this.”


My pinned hands burst with light as I summoned my magic, retaining my focus and reining in my emotions like Liza had instructed. Such control was difficult around Alex and Mauvrey. My feelings toward them were vindictive and strong, and using my powers under such emotional influence tempted the dark, corruptible nature of my Pure Magic Disease. But I could control my rage much better now. Defeating Alex and Mauvrey may have been personal, but it was also business. And that was what I focused on.


As my hands ignited with their golden flare, I concentrated on the trees closest to Mauvrey and Alex. I wanted them to come to life and swat my enemies away like irritating insects. But almost immediately after the magical aura sparked around my fingers, a horrifying pain shot up my arms.


I winced. It was like someone had jabbed butter knives in my biceps and forks in my fists. My magic glow faded. When it did, so did the pain.


Mauvrey smirked. “You are familiar with Stiltdegarths, are you not?” she asked. “Marvelous creatures. The Fairy Godmothers use their magic-reversing properties to remove powers from people. However, the blood of a Stiltdegarth works as a great agent for cancelling out magic. It is one of only three substances known to have that effect. Avalonian glass is quite rare. And Jacobee stone is hard to cut, so it is best for bigger projects like constructing prisons. Given your abilities, Arian cleverly had all our weapons forged in Stiltdegarth blood, including the wiring of my dual crossbow.”


I strained against the arrows and wire pinning me down.


“It does not matter how powerful you are,” Mauvrey continued, moving closer to me. “You will never be able to summon enough strength to use your magic when restrained by something forged in Stiltdegarth blood. The pain will be too great and your instinct will stop you every time.”


Out of the corner of my eye I saw movement in the bushes surrounding the clearing and a flash of a powder blue cape.


“I’ve said it before and I’ll said it again, Mauvrey,” I responded confidently. “I don’t need magic to beat you.”


“You are trapped, Crisa,” Mauvrey said, rolling her eyes. “What, you have another wand up your sleeve?”


“No, I have something better. Friends.”


Mauvrey and Alex whipped their heads around to see Blue, Jason, and SJ emerge from the forest. The instant they did, I used my restraints to leverage my weight and launch both feet into the air, roughly kicking Mauvrey in the chest. She stumbled backward.


SJ fired a silver portable potion. The orb exploded at Mauvrey’s feet, encasing her in a block of ice.


Alex managed to jump out of the way, but Blue and Jason did not skip a beat. Blue threw a knife, which Alex ducked. My brother drew his sword in time to block a blow by Jason’s axe. SJ fired a lightning potion. Alex dove under Jason’s swing and avoided the bolt. She fired again and he rolled out of the way, somehow managing to block, parry, and kick Jason. Our heroic, long-time friend from Lord Channing’s School for Princes & Other Young Heroes continued to spar with my brother as SJ launched potions at him.


“Need some help?” Blue asked, appearing by my side.


“Yes, please. My magic doesn’t work on these things.” I nodded at the restraints holding me down.


“Lucky for me, my kind of magic is much more powerful.”


“What kind of magic is that?”


Blue raised her trusty hunting knife. “The magic of brute force.”


My friend wedged the sharp blade of her knife between my wrist and the wire. She braced one boot against the tree and yanked. The knife sliced through the restraint.


Blue freed my other wrist as another lightning bolt erupted. Alex didn’t move out of the way in time for this one and he dropped to the ground. Jason rushed in. He twisted Alex’s arm behind his back and slammed one knee into my brother’s spine to hold him down.


I stood in front of Alex. My brother met my gaze with an expression filled with nothing short of will and fire. I was familiar with that look. Good and evil aside, defiance was one thing we’d always had in common.


Blue retrieved my spear and handed it to me. I returned it to wand form.


“Crisa, what do you want us to do with him?” Jason asked.


I felt coldness in my heart—the iciness that came when faced with someone you used to love, but who’d hurt you too much to ever be forgiven.


Alex was working with the antagonists. Alex had betrayed my parents. Alex had attacked our home. Alex was dating Mauvrey. Alex was my enemy.


“Let him go,” I said, the words escaping my lips before I thought better of them.


In spite of what he was and what he’d done, one thing surpassed everything else: Alex was my brother.


Jason thrust Alex against the dirt and stepped back, joining Blue and me.


“Seriously? You’re just going to set him free?” Blue asked.


“Not quite.” I gestured at the fourth member of our group. “SJ …”


My friend drew back her slingshot. Before Alex could get to his feet, a silver portable potion exploded in front of him and encased him in his own block of ice.


“Well, that’s appropriate,” Blue said as she gazed at the two chunks of frost. “An ice king for our school’s former ice queen.”


It was funny. But I didn’t laugh. I didn’t feel like laughing.


“Come on,” SJ said. “We must go. There are still many soldiers, and let us not forget Arian.”


Like I could ever forget Arian.


With one last glance at my brother—preserved like a handsome fossil for the time being—I turned and followed my friends through the woods. As we ran, Blue tilted her head in my direction.


“We probably should’ve killed them. It would’ve been smarter,” she said.


The words caught me so off guard that I tripped over a tree root. I picked up my pace to make up for the falter and studied my friend. Her eyes were full of pensive darkness.


“That’s my brother, Blue.”


“That’s our enemy, Crisa,” she said. “And villains like them don’t stay down. As long as they’re out there they’ll keep trying to kill us.” She gestured at herself, SJ, and Jason. “When you’re no longer useful, your brother will probably try to kill you too.”


My stomach knotted as my friend’s words sunk in.


A small part of me wondered if she was right. Arian, Mauvrey, Alex, and the countless other villains we’d encountered were relentless. It didn’t matter how often we beat them or escaped their clutches; they kept regrouping and attacking with greater force. It was what bad guys did. So was Blue’s assertion correct? Was it unwise to leave our enemies alive if they were just going to keep coming after us? Had I been wrong to let my relationship with Alex get in the way of my rational judgment?


I shook my head at such dark thoughts. I didn’t know if Blue was right. But I also didn’t know if I had what it took to kill someone, let alone my own brother.
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As my three friends and I anxiously waited for the rest of our group, I pulled up the display on my Hole Tracker—the magic watch given to me by a White Rabbit named Harry. It was designed to display and lead the way to oncoming wormholes. Wormholes were dimensional tears that created portals from one enchanted realm to the next. The Hole Tracker projected a glowing, holographic map of Neverland. I spotted the desired wormhole, marked by a small, silver swirl of light. This was the way out of Neverland we’d been planning on taking today. It would open in two and a half hours.


Here’s to an early start to the day.


Daniel emerged from the trees with Arthur and Peter right behind him. It was surprising to me how much the latter two looked alike. Arthur was in his mid thirties, extremely ripped, and had a much sharper jawline. But he had the same blond hair, thick brows, and blue eyes as Peter, and similar facial expressions too.


“Where are the fairies?” SJ asked when they reached us. “We need their fairy dust to fly.”


“They’re still defending the kids and the camp,” Peter said. “You’ll need another way to get out of here.”


“I’ve got one,” I said. I knelt, placed my hand on the ground, and concentrated. In response, the edge of the cliff we were standing on broke free and floated upward. Most of my friends wobbled a tad, but everyone recovered their balance swiftly.


“Are we making a run straight at the wormhole?” Jason asked.


“I don’t think this means of transportation will get us very far,” I responded. “We just need to get away from here. We’ll worry about reaching the wormhole once we’re clear of the camp.”


“Hopefully once those guys realize you’re gone, they’ll stop attacking,” Peter said, flying away from the levitating rock.


“Wait, kid, you’re not coming with us?” Arthur asked.


“The Lost Boys and Girls and fairies are my friends. I have to defend them.”


Guilt and worry overpowered me. Those kids and fairies, as well as Dorothy and Peter, were my friends too. “We’ll stay then. Help you finish what we started,” I said. My magic glowed brighter as I began to lower us down.


“No. You can’t save everyone, Crisa,” Peter said. “That’s not your responsibility. You have a bigger mission. You need to pick your battles.”


“He’s right,” Blue said. “We need to beat Alex and Arian to Excalibur. The wormhole to Camelot opens in a couple of hours and we can’t miss it.”


Every part of my instinct told me to stay and fight. It was completely opposite my nature to leave anyone behind. At the same time, our plan to leave was the best way to get the antagonists to abandon their assault on the camp.


“Fine,” I said begrudgingly.


I started to move our chunk of terrain again, but Arthur suddenly jumped off. He landed on the cliff and rolled to his feet. He may have been a full-grown adult, but the former king of Camelot had all the athleticism of a young hero in his prime.


“What are you doing?” Jason asked.


“What the kid said.” Arthur pulled a sword from a sheath on his back and gestured to Peter, his dusty blond hair catching the light of the sun appearing on the horizon. “Picking my battles. This place has been my home for seven years. I am not abandoning Peter or any of those children either. I’ll be fine. You five go.”


“How can you tell us to leave when you’re going to stay? The antagonists are looking for you,” I argued. “If they capture you, they’re going to force you to complete the pledge of The Pentecostal Oath with Alex, which will put him one step closer to being able to claim Excalibur. You staying here completely defeats the purpose of us—”


“Crisa,” Arthur interrupted. “No more arguing. I can stop these antagonists—with or without Excalibur. You have no idea what I’m capable of. And right now, you need to get a lead on them. If they see me, they won’t leave, and that will buy you a head start to Camelot.”


“But—”


“Crisa, do as I say. Go.”


I didn’t usually follow orders. One, I didn’t like them. And two … well, actually it was just the one reason. But Arthur projected more authority than anyone I’d ever known. Between that and the trust and respect I had for him, I nodded.


Arthur pointed his sword toward the swell of forest below. “Get to Camelot’s citadel. In the castle, you’ll find the Boar’s Mouth statue. The rest is up to you.”


I was about to direct our piece of cliff to take us away, but then I split my magic focus like I’d been practicing and directed additional power into a few nearby trees. My forehead crinkled from the strain. Telepathic magic took a lot of my strength, but I was able to do it.


Four trees glowed and sprung to life. Using their roots like feet, they took off into the forest to defend the camp.


Arthur gave me a look.


“What? I’m not allowed to pick more than one battle?” I said.


The king smiled and shook his head in a way that reminded me of how my mother reacted when I was being stubborn. “You can’t help it, can you?”


“Nope.” I turned to SJ. “Quick. Give them a Mark Two.”


My friend swung the backpack off her shoulders and dug out one of our spare Mark Two magic compact mirrors. These nifty communication devices ran on the same kind of magic that Beauty & The Beast’s famous magic mirror did. They allowed you to contact anyone by speaking their name into the small looking glass within each compact.


We’d found a stall pre-selling them when we were in the Emerald City so each of my friends had bought one, and we’d purchased a couple of extras just in case. We had already gifted a Mark Two to Dorothy. This was a good use of the other.


“Just say one of our names and it will connect you to us,” SJ said, tossing Peter the Mark Two. “If it buzzes, answer.” Peter nodded.


I took a final look at our two new friends. “I’ll bring Excalibur back to you,” I said to Arthur. “I promise.”


With that, I knelt down to touch the stone and released a fresh charge of magic with my commands. Like a falling star we sped from the cliff ’s edge. The promise I’d made to Arthur glowed inside of me with as much ardency as my magic aura around the slice of terrain we rode away like a magic carpet.


I didn’t know for certain that I was the Knight of the prophecy, but I believed it in the same way as when you’re little and you believe everything in life will be okay. It was a feeling rooted in optimism and heart.


I had to keep this promise to Arthur. Although I felt like his role in this immediate story was done and it might be some time before we all saw each other again, I knew his character’s impact on our journey would resonate in the hard days to come. We were about to enter the world he left behind. We were headed for Camelot.


I realized our magical ride was speeding up. I was losing control as my emotions flared. My friends and I crouched to keep from being thrown off. When we neared the tops of trees at the bottom of the canyon, I focused as best I could and ordered the slice of terrain to slow down. We needed to land; the strain of controlling this big chunk of earth was pulling at me and I didn’t think I could keep going. Using telepathic magic on those trees had drained me a bit, and I still felt somewhat woozy from getting shocked by Mauvrey’s electric gloves.


I spotted an opening in the trees. It barely seemed wide enough for us to land, but it did the job. Following a bit of turbulence, we hit the ground roughly. I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.


My hands stopped glowing and I wavered, feeling a little faint. It’d been a couple of days since I’d used my magic. Although my Pure Magic was powerful, I could only expel so much at once. If I pushed myself too hard, one of two things would happen: I’d run out of power and wouldn’t be able to use it for twenty-four hours (Magic Exhaustion) or I’d use more than I could handle and would die (Magic Burn Out).


Ah, Pure Magic. Your caveats know no bounds.


We dismounted our rocky ride and took a moment to compose ourselves in the silent enclosure of dawn-drenched trees. My friends were also adjusting to solid ground, so they didn’t notice how wobbly I was. Well, except for Daniel.


“You tapped out?” Daniel asked.


I glanced at him, startled. Then my eyes darted to my hands. They were trembling. I held up my right hand and focused. Golden light sparked off my fingertips.


“No,” I answered. “Just tired.”


I extinguished the glow. The magic needed time to rest. I huffed. It was sad how something that made me so incredibly powerful also made me so ridiculously vulnerable. Pure Magic came with so many rules, and Liza kept adding to the list:


• Don’t power magic with emotion; the results might be stronger, but you could lose control.


• Don’t use too much magic too often; you could exhaust yourself beyond repair.


• Don’t reverse your abilities and take life away from things; it’s a bad road to go down.


That last rule was the newest one. Originally Liza had stated that I couldn’t reverse my abilities and take life. Out of curiosity I’d tried on an enchanted piece of wood and been successful. When I told Liza, she divulged that the reason she hadn’t wanted me to do this wasn’t because I couldn’t do it, but because it increased my risk for turning dark.


When carriers of Pure Magic Disease used their powers to inflict mortal harm, the dark and corrosive nature of Pure Magic took a greater hold on them. The more power utilized this way, the stronger that hold became. It was crossing a line—a Malice Line, as it was called. And whenever you crossed it, the control you had over your Pure Magic was weakened, giving your Pure Magic a chance to control you instead.


Although I hadn’t meant to inflict harm when I’d deactivated that piece of wood, I had crossed the Malice Line. I had the power to give life, after all. And by definition, reversing that power meant that I would be taking life away. Which, to quote Liza, was “one of the darkest actions a person can take, and a form of power that no one should have.”


Taking life from that piece of wood alone wasn’t going to make me wicked. But if I continued to cross the Malice Line, my already-low odds of avoiding the awful fate of Pure Magic Disease would decrease even more.


In a way, I was glad to know this. I hadn’t put much thought into the philosophical and moral perspective when I’d taken life from that piece of wood, but I needed to be aware of the implications of using my powers just like I needed to be aware of everything I could do. I mean, I hadn’t known that I could take life until a few days ago. That was important information. What if I could extend my abilities to other situations too, but in good ways like …


My eyes fell upon Jason.


That’s when a brilliant, amazing idea sparked inside me.


Mauvrey’s words about my life energy allowing me to overcome Poppies swirled in my head. Where exactly did my powers end? Could I use my magic on myself? Could I use it on other people? Like Jason?


My idea solidified like a sword forged in magma and left to cool. The notion was the perfect combination of beautiful and absurdly farfetched. I’d had a vision that my friend was going to die, but if I could become more powerful—powerful enough to extend my abilities to not only give life to inanimate things, but also restore life to people—then maybe I could save him!


“Knight,” Daniel asked, completely unaware of my revelation. “What’s our status? When is the next wormhole?”


“I, uh, I checked at the cliff,” I said. “The next wormhole opens at 8:30 a.m., about two and a half hours from now.”


“Let’s get moving then,” Jason said, jumping off the rock and onto solid ground.


I stared at him, still focused on my idea. I wanted to tell him but thought better of it. For one, we weren’t alone and the rest of our friends didn’t know about his imminent death. And two, until I could be certain that I could restore life, I shouldn’t say anything that might get his hopes up. It would be wrong and it would be cruel.


“SJ, can you get out the Neverland map?” Jason asked.


SJ reached into her potions sack. The small thing didn’t just hold her portable ammo. There was an enchantment on the bag that worked like a small wormhole, allowing her to retrieve anything if she knew its exact location and could fit it through the bag’s opening. For example, hidden in our room back at school she had prepared an innumerable number of portable potions, which she was drawing from as we went along. Also hidden in our room were the maps of the Wonderlands we’d constructed before leaving Book.


Our realm may have been a Wonderland (one of fourteen magical realms in existence), but it didn’t exactly sell maps of the other thirteen realms at the mall. So, since my Hole Tracker only displayed vague, general maps, my friends and I had done crazy intense research prior to leaving Book to create our own maps of the Wonderlands that we knew about.


SJ reached inside her potions sack and pulled out a rolled-up parchment. She handed it to Jason, who studied the map closely.


“Based on the size of Neverland,” he said, “it should take us an hour and a half to get to the wormhole. But with the amount of trouble we get into, an extra hour of cushioning won’t last long.”


He was right. I checked the time on my Hole Tracker. It was just past six o’clock and every minute counted. My eyes lingered for a second on the other two accessories I wore beside my Hole Tracker: SJ’s potion-laced SRB (Soap on a Rope-like-Bracelet, which we all wore to keep ourselves magically clean) and a special gold wristband that Alex and I used to share. I didn’t know why I still wore it. Maybe because it reminded me of the goodness he used to have.


I shook my head as I followed Jason’s lead back into the woods.
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“I know,” I said. “How did we make it here without anything bad happening?”


We’d reached the spot where the wormhole was going to open with fifty minutes to spare. The proximity sensor on my Hole Tracker confirmed it. Amazingly, we’d arrived without running into any villains, monsters, or woodland obstacles on the way. That was certainly a first.


“It does not matter how it happened,” SJ responded, putting the Neverland map back into her magic potions sack and settling down beneath a tree. “I am simply grateful. We could use a break from evil.”


“Truer words have never been spoken,” Blue said as she plopped down beside SJ. Blue lay back on the grass, folded her hands behind her head, and closed her eyes.


I heard something in the distance and my ears trained on the sound.


“Well, since we have some time I’m going to see if there’s a river nearby. I think I hear running water.”


“Crisa, if you are thirsty, I could pull a canteen out of my potions sack. I have several filled in our room back at Lady Agnue’s that are easily accessible.”


“Thanks, but it’s not really about the water,” I admitted. “We’ve got a little time to kill before moving forward toward inevitable conflict, and you know how exploring relaxes me.”


SJ furrowed her brow in concern. “You do realize that while you sauntering off alone might relax you, it stresses everybody else out.”


I blinked, surprised, and pivoted toward Daniel.


“She’s not wrong,” he said. “People are always trying to kill or capture you.”


“All right, that’s fair,” I said, shrugging. “Anyone want to come with me?”


“I will,” Daniel offered.


“Me too,” Jason added. He turned back to the girls. “Blue, there’s still danger out there so don’t—”


A potent snore emitted from my friend. Jason shot SJ a look.


“Do not worry,” she said. “I will keep an eye out. Just mind the time.”


I handed SJ my backpack for her to hold onto before the boys and I made our way toward the sound of rushing water. Bright morning sunlight spilled through the branches. I inhaled the crisp air and broke into a yawn.


“Maybe you should have followed Blue’s lead,” Daniel commented. “We have a long journey ahead. If you’re tired, you might benefit from some sleep.”


“With my dreams, sleep can be just as exhausting as being awake,” I responded. “I’ll be fine.”


Daniel gave me a knowing look and dropped the subject. Like the rest of my friends, he knew better than to pry too deep where my dreams were concerned.


Seeing the future was both a gift and a curse of Pure Magic Disease. Sure, the power could come in handy. It gave me a heads up of what was to come. But it also showed me terrible things in my sleep that I would’ve preferred to stay innocent of. Like Jason’s death.


Daniel pushed a large branch out of the way and we found the source of the water.


Oh, wow.


It wasn’t a river. It was a cove. The crystal blue ocean was spilling into the small enclosure from the right. A wall of pale lavender rock rimmed the cove on the left. I’d seen this cove in a dream. Mermaids—five about our age, two a bit older—were presently perched on rocks poking out of the water. Two mermaids brushed their red locks with oddly shaped seashells. Three brunettes giggled near a flock of seagulls that stood beside them with the alertness of bodyguards. A mermaid with long black hair and a dark teal tail was floating lazily in the water and paddling backward strokes. And a blonde mermaid lay on one of the rocks, sunbathing. Her top was purple just like her tail.


I tilted my head.


No way.


“Lonna?” I called.


Lonna Langard, the mermaid princess of Book’s undersea kingdom of Mer, sat up and looked at me with her familiar, bright purple eyes that nearly popped out of her skull when she recognized me.


“Carly!” she said.


All the mermaids whipped their heads in our direction. Lonna dove off her rock and swam toward us. The rest of her tailed friends followed.


“She can never remember your name, can she?” Daniel said as they approached.


I shrugged. “I guess I’m not very memorable.”


“Must be your subtlety.”


I looked up at him and we exchanged a smirk. Lonna burst out of the water alongside the other mermaids. She propped her elbows on the rocks at our feet and gazed up at us.


“I can’t believe it’s you, Carly,” she said. “What’s it been, a few months?”


“I guess that depends on what Wonderland time zone you’ve been spending your time in,” I replied. “And it’s Crisa. You remember Jason and Daniel?” I gestured at my friends.


“Ooh,” one of the redheads cooed. “They’re cute.”


“Very cute,” agreed the black-haired mermaid. “Lonna, since when do you know so many cute guys in Neverland?”


“We’re from Book, actually,” Jason said.


“I’ll bet they’re heroes,” a brunette with a golden tail and off-the-shoulder top said. She batted her long eyelashes at my friends. “Either of you boys want to go for a swim?”


“Lay off, Stella,” Lonna said. “Jason’s with someone.”


“I am?” Jason replied.


“Duh,” Lonna said, tilting her chin. “What about Blue?”


“We’re just friends.”


“If I had a sea dollar for every time a boy said that …” Stella sighed. She pivoted toward Daniel. “How about you, handsome? You attached?”


“He’s spoken for,” I responded.


“Ooh, jealous much?”


“What? No, not by me,” I said, taking a surprised step back. “He has a girlfriend. Her name is Kai.”


“Whatever,” Stella responded, flipping her thick wet hair. “Do either of you want to see the reverse waterfall on the other side of the cliff? It’s just a short swim through an underwater cave. And it’s way more interesting than this conversation.”


“Well …”


“Oh come on, Crisa,” Lonna interceded. “It’s actually really cool. You’ll love it.”


Stella glared at Lonna. “I was talking to the boys.”


“Story of your life.” Lonna rolled her eyes then turned back to us. “Well, what do you say?”


Jason glanced at me. I checked my Hole Tracker and nodded. “Sure, we’ve got time.”


Daniel, Jason, and I lowered ourselves off the rocky ledge and splashed into the glistening water. It was colder than I’d expected.


That’ll wake you up.


I plunged beneath the surface to fully embrace the cold, opening my eyes to look around at the surreal blue seascape. Surprisingly, the salt water did not sting my eyes. Maybe it was magic water?


Jason, Daniel, and several of the mermaids were already making their way to the other side of the cove. I popped back up to get a swig of air before joining them. As I resurfaced, I heard Lonna curtly talking to Stella.


“Stella, that girl is my friend. You try and drown her and I swear I’ll kill you myself.”


“Ugh, you’re no fun,” Stella huffed. When she noticed me eavesdropping, she gave me a wicked grin and a wink before diving beneath the surface. Her golden tail slapped water in my direction.


“Don’t mind her,” Lonna said, paddling over. “She’s a bit of a fish-gut slut.”


“Pardon?”


“She goes through boys and leaves nothing behind but disheveled remains.”


My eyes widened. “You don’t mean she’s going to eat them, do you?”


“What? Ew, no!” Lonna said. “Geez, Crisa. You shouldn’t take things so literally.”


“Sorry, I don’t know a lot about mermaids,” I replied. “I almost killed you with a bracelet once, remember?”


“I do.” Lonna smiled. “The day we met. A lot has happened since then. Come on, I’ll tell you all about it. But first, follow me. Stella may be a piece of work, but she isn’t wrong. The reverse waterfall is awesome.”


[image: images]


After swimming through an underwater tunnel lined with the most wonderful assortment of undersea plants, Lonna and I emerged in a secret pocket of Neverland beauty. What I saw was, in fact, awesome.


The reverse waterfall was exactly what it sounded like—a waterfall with waters that defied gravity by flowing upward instead of downward. It was incredible. And the bubbles in the stream sparkled as if made of magic dust.


While Jason and Daniel listened to Stella and the other mermaids explain the legend of the waterfall’s origins, I sat off to the side with Lonna. I wanted to find out what she had been up to and how she had ended up in Neverland. Lonna insisted on my recap first though. She was super surprised to see us here. As I told her our reasons for ending up on the island, I felt somewhat surprised too. If I hadn’t lived through the experiences, I would’ve had trouble believing them.


Our search of the Wonderlands had begun because of Paige Tomkins, the lost Fairy Godmother. She’d run away ten years ago because she was the sole guardian of the whereabouts of Book’s trapped genies. We found her in Oz where, in order to best protect her secret, she’d gotten herself turned into a brainless scarecrow—a type of pathetic monster that had most of its brainpower and memories removed. The brainless scarecrows were victims of Glinda the Wicked Witch of the North, formerly Glinda the Good Witch. She and her sisters were carriers of Pure Magic and had all eventually succumbed to the evil, corruptible nature of the disease.


Paige had willingly let Glinda turn her into a brainless scarecrow to protect the location of Book’s genies. That information was now trapped within her removed memories, which were contained in a nearly impenetrable stone in Glinda’s lair. The stone was immune to pretty much everything—magic and brute force included. The only thing that could cut through it was Excalibur, the most powerful blade in existence. Hence the reason my friends and I had gone after the sword in the first place. We hadn’t learned about the Great Lights Prophecy until later on.


Our team had a lot working against us on this quest, especially given that the antagonists wanted Excalibur and Paige’s memories as badly as we did. However, our greatest obstacle was time. We had to successfully claim the sword and get to Glinda’s memory stone within the next three days, because three days from now at 7:30 p.m. the Vicennalia Aurora would occur.


The Vicennalia Aurora was this great magic fluctuation event that took place across all Wonderlands simultaneously, despite the time differences. For us in Book, it happened every twenty-five years. Other lands like Oz, Neverland, and Camelot experienced it every five and a half years. When the Aurora occurred, beautiful lights streaked the sky and magic became very unstable.


“Great Lights” was the nickname people from Camelot gave to the Vicennalia Aurora. And the Great Lights Prophecy about Excalibur indicated that the sword would be retrieved on the day of the event. If we didn’t get the sword in time for this one, we’d have to wait another five and a half years.


Past that, the Aurora was also our only chance to get into Glinda’s lair and avoid being trapped forever. The witch’s domain in Oz’s North Mountains was protected under an In and Out Spell, which was a type of magical force field. Such spells came in different forms—for example, the antagonist kingdom of Alderon had a very strong half version that allowed people to be thrown in, but kept them from getting out. Glinda’s version worked the same way, except on the day of the Vicennalia Aurora.


As mentioned, when the Vicennalia Aurora occurred magic was famously unstable. During our time in Oz we learned that this time around, ordinary magic specifically was going to become weaker. Meaning that In and Out Spells were going to become penetrable.


My friends and I were immune to certain types of In and Out Spells, but not this one. Thus, we had to go after the memory stone during the Aurora because it might be our only shot of escaping the In and Out Spell once we got what we came for.


“So now we’re just waiting for the next wormhole to open so we can get out of here,” I said to Lonna, finishing my story. “We’ll try to claim Excalibur and then free Paige’s mind from the memory stone. We can’t let the antagonists have either, or the word doom will seem docile compared to what will happen next.”


“Snap,” Lonna replied. “That’s a lot. And it sounds like you’ve had a rough few days leading up to this. You’ve dealt with a lot of monsters and bad guys already.”


“Bad guys and monsters I can handle,” I replied. “What worries me is the timing. I don’t know how we’re supposed to claim Excalibur and get back to Oz in three days. It seems impossible.”


“Quests always seem impossible, Crisa. That’s what makes them fun. Put your faith in the universe. If you’re meant to succeed, you will.”


I sighed. “The universe likes trying to kill me and my friends. I’m not putting my faith in it, I’m putting my faith in them.” I tilted my chin in the direction of Jason and Daniel. “If we see this thing through, it will be because of those two, SJ, and Blue. I may be the one that the antagonists and magic hunters always want a piece of, but my friends make me strong enough to take them on. But enough about me. What have you been up to? And how did you end up in Neverland?”


“In a way, it was because of you,” Lonna answered. “After you and your friends asked for my help finding that wormhole under the sea, I was inspired to kick my mischief-making up a notch. One day I got tired of everything—the routine, the expectations, the mermen—and I took a leap, or rather a swim, of faith. I came across a swirling red wormhole in the middle of the ocean and went through the portal it created. And from there, well, a lot of chiz happened.”


Lonna told me how the portal had taken her to the frosty waters of the Wonderland called the North Pole. It was an icy, snow-covered realm, and Lonna would have frozen if a kindly polar bear wearing a striped scarf hadn’t shown her the way to another wormhole.


The polar bear (named Leonard) had explained to her how the different colors of wormholes worked. Red or orange wormholes were Pop-Up Portals, which took you to the next realm in the sequence of fourteen Wonderlands. Red wormholes meant a counterclockwise jump in that sequence; orange, clockwise. Silver wormholes, meanwhile, were Portalscape Portals that led directly to the great intersection of all these magical realms—the Portalscape, a Wonderland in its own right.


Leonard bestowed Lonna with her very own Hole Tracker—evidently the North Pole had a huge elf population, many of whom were skilled at building magical knickknacks—and Lonna continued her travels from there. Armed with her Hole Tracker and the new information, she became a nomad of the Wonderlands, traveling from one realm to the next at her leisure.


“I’ve visited ten so far,” Lonna explained as she and I compared Hole Trackers. “After the North Pole, I went to Atlantis, the Super Dome, Xanadu, the Portalscape, Limbo—which was weird—Oz, Cloud Nine, Camelot, and now Neverland.”


“Dang,” I replied. “And I thought I’d seen a lot. Are you going to keep going to the other Wonderlands?”


“Yeah, but I’m not sure when. I’ve been in Neverland a while. Other than Atlantis and Book, it’s the only other realm I’ve come across with a mermaid population. I might not like Stella, but I owe her, so I’m sticking around. She and her sisters saved me from one of Captain Hook’s fishing nets when I got here.” Lonna huffed in disgust. “That guy sucks.”


I nodded, remembering how I’d walked the plank on Captain Hook’s ship. “Yeah, he does. You’ll be happy to know that Blue punched him in the face and we burned down his ship.”


“That was you?”


“Who else?”


Lonna smiled. “I only wish your destruction lasted longer. My mermaid crew and I were out at sea earlier and the ship is already halfway rebuilt.”


“That was fast.” I frowned for a moment, then changed the subject. “What’s been your favorite Wonderland so far?”


“Probably either the Super Dome or Cloud Nine,” Lonna replied. “The worst was Oz. A bunch of flying monkeys tried to snatch me out of the water like I was their lunch.”


I shuddered at the thought of Glinda’s flying monkeys. They’d attacked us during our time in Oz too.


I checked the time and called out to my friends that we had to go. The mermaids pouted when the boys said they had to leave. The lot of us began our return swim through the underwater tunnel. I loved being able to keep my eyes open during the swim. It was absolutely breathtaking.


And yes, that play on words was intentional.


My hand grazed the squishy, bright red algae at the bottom of the tunnel. Unusual fish with glimmering scales swam by lazily. My heart skipped a beat when what I thought were pink and lime-green flowers suddenly morphed into lime green baby octopuses with pink underbellies.


As we neared the exit of the tunnel, I looked up and saw Daniel. He seemed equally fascinated by the surroundings. When he saw me, he smiled. I smiled too. We came out of the tunnel and rays of light glimmered between our bodies as we rose. The two of us broke the surface at the same time and floated facing each other. Then Stella splashed me with a faceful of water and the moment was over.


Jason, Daniel, and I made for the rocky ledge and climbed out. The instant we exited the water, our SRBs sent a flurry of silver sparks around our bodies that dried us off in less than three seconds. Dang, I loved those things. SJ had invented SRBs to solve an under-discussed problem in all great adventure stories: how do the main characters stay clean and looking good along the way? This innovation—like her portable potions—was a perfect reflection of her brilliance and practicality.


Once again, I checked my Hole Tracker. We had five minutes until the wormhole opened.


“Thanks for showing us the waterfall, Lonna,” I said. “I hope we cross paths again.”


“Maybe we will,” she replied. “I’ll probably be moving on soon, going wherever the tide and mischief takes me.” She nodded to Daniel and Jason. “Always a pleasure, boys.”


“Good to see you, Lonna,” Daniel said. He smiled at the other mermaids. “Ladies.”


They giggled giddily and whispered to each other as they waved goodbye. I rolled my eyes. The three of us began our return march through the forest.


“Lonna’s nice, but those other girls were weird,” Jason commented.


“All girls are weird,” I replied. “It just varies to what degree, and how proud we are to embrace it.” I tilted my chin at Daniel. “You seemed to enjoy yourself.”


“The waterfall was cool.”


“And Kai wouldn’t have felt threatened that a gaggle of sparkly, aquatic girls were the ones that showed it to you?”


“She’s not the jealous type. Why would she be? You’ve met her. She’s awesome.”


It was a fair point. Daniel’s girlfriend in Century City was beautiful, smart, kind, and an extremely skilled swordfighter. I guess if you were that awesome, you wouldn’t worry about anybody else catching your boyfriend’s attention. Nobody could threaten you. Well, except for me. Not in the traditional sense, but in terms of prophecy.


Daniel’s prophecy said that I was going to be a key ally to him and Kai; however, it also indicated that I had the potential to destroy her. We didn’t know any of the specifics in regards to how this was going to happen, but the possibility was an ongoing burden Daniel and I had to deal with.


For a time this had been a point of awkwardness between us. Luckily, we’d eventually made peace with it. Daniel didn’t blame me for his prophecy, and he took full responsibility for trying to influence the outcome so Kai could be saved and the two of them could end up together. I had also volunteered to help protect her. I was just as adamant about controlling our fates as he was. And I saw no reason why—as I tried to shape a future where my magic helped stop the antagonists—I couldn’t take steps to ensure Kai’s safety as well.
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