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Praise for STORY THIEVES

[image: Image] “A droll and clever opener likely to leave readers breathless both with laughter and anticipation.”

—Kirkus Reviews, starred review

“Owen learns a lot about how to be a true friend and what courage really is in this fast-paced, action-packed tale.”

—School Library Journal

“A creative and adventurous romp, which will especially please the fans of Riley’s earlier series.”

—School Library Connection

Praise for THE STOLEN CHAPTERS

“A fictional character’s megalomaniacal scheme to insert himself into every novel ever written precipitates a merry chase through meta-realms in this brain-cracking sequel.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“The twists and turns in this volume are sure to keep readers coming back for more.”

—Booklist

Praise for SECRET ORIGINS

“A literary hall of mirrors, with plenty of thrills and laughs to keep ‘nonfictionals’ in the game.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Sure to entertain.”

—Booklist


This one’s for Liesa. It’s not hyperbole to say she’s the greatest editor—NAY, human being!—of our time.



CHAPTER 1

Owen sat patiently while the doctor rummaged through some files in a folder. Eventually the doctor pulled out a picture of a dog—a spotted dalmatian—and showed it to him. “Now close your eyes and try to picture this dog in your head,” he instructed Owen.

Owen nodded. But once his eyes closed, he frowned, realizing he couldn’t bring an image of the dog into his mind. It was like there was a complete blank. He could remember words describing the dog, like “dalmatian,” “spotted,” “tail,” and “paws,” but for whatever reason, he couldn’t build an image using those words. He opened his eyes again, a bit confused, and stared harder at the photo. This shouldn’t be that difficult. He could see it clearly, right there in front of him. This wasn’t complicated.

Owen shut his eyes again, knowing he could do this . . . and came up blank.

“I can’t picture it,” he said, wondering why he didn’t feel more frustrated.

“The technical term for what’s happening to you is aphantasia,” the doctor said. “You’ve lost the ability to visualize anything in your head. Basically, your imagination doesn’t exist anymore. But don’t let it worry you. I can’t imagine it’ll affect your life too much.”

“That’s odd,” Owen’s mother said, raising one eyebrow. “He’s always had an active imagination. But ever since he disappeared for a few days and then turned up in London, he’s been acting different.”

“It’s not just him,” the doctor said. “I’ve seen it in people all over town, from kids to adults to the elderly. It happened to me, even.” He showed Owen’s mother the picture. “Most likely you, too.”

As his mom went through the same test, Owen stared off into space, feeling strangely calm. Losing his imagination seemed like it should worry him. But it didn’t really feel that bad, like the doctor said. So he couldn’t picture a dog in his head. It wasn’t like that came up too often. And really, what was he using his imagination for anyway? Wasting time in school? Making up things that didn’t exist? Nothing important, in other words.

“I can’t picture it either, you’re right,” his mother said, opening her eyes. “So is there a cure?”

“Cure?” the doctor said, blinking in confusion. “Of course not. This is just how things are now. I can’t imagine us ever coming up with a fix.”

“Well, as long as it’s healthy and normal,” his mother said, smiling at the doctor. “If Owen’s okay, we should be going. My shift starts soon at the library.”

The doctor wrinkled his nose. “Does anyone even come in anymore?”

“No, but we’re bringing in more nonfiction,” his mother said. “That’s all anyone’s been checking out lately anyway.”

On the way to the library, Owen went over the assignments he would have turned in that day in school. Everything seemed correct to him, but he went over them a second time, just to be sure. Math was a subject to be taken very seriously, according to adults, and he trusted their judgment.

They arrived at the library a few minutes after Owen started his math assignment over, so he sadly placed his papers in the textbook, marking his spot. “Why don’t you get your London punishment out of the way first?” his mother said. “That way you can enjoy your schoolwork as a reward.”

That seemed logical. After Owen had spent a few days away from home, first in Jupiter City and then trapped with Kara Dox in a time prison, his mother had gone a bit insane, contacting every police station and hospital within four states. But as soon as Owen called her from London, she immediately calmed down and arranged for him to fly back.

He hadn’t expected that, honestly, but now knowing that she had no imagination helped explain things: She literally couldn’t imagine him ever returning while he was missing, so had completely lost it. But now that he was back, she couldn’t picture him leaving again, so his punishment was more about the principle.

She did ask where he’d been, though, and he obviously told the truth: He’d been helping Bethany, who was half-fictional, find her missing father in a superhero comic, only to be thrown into a Pick the Plot book by a fictional man named Nobody, who had then separated the fictional and nonfictional worlds and sent Owen and Bethany back to the nonfictional world through the last open portal between their worlds, the one that led to Neverland. And since that portal connected to London, that’s where they emerged.

She seemed a bit confused by some of the explanation, but couldn’t imagine any other way he could have gotten to London, so accepted his story. Logic dictated that he should be punished for his actions, so in spite of not being able to picture him ever repeating his crimes, she and Bethany’s mother had agreed on a punishment: Bethany and Owen would help Owen’s mother in her library every night for a year.

That didn’t seem that bad to Owen, since that’s what he did most nights anyway. And now he had an excuse to hang out with Bethany every evening, doing homework or quizzing each other on facts they could memorize. All in all, it was a pretty pleasant punishment.

What wasn’t pleasant, though, was having to deal with the books at the library. As his mother had said, almost no one came in anymore, so Owen and Bethany ended up spending most of their time clearing fiction books off the shelves to make room for more nonfiction.

Not that Owen could blame them: Though he’d once spent most of his time reading, now whenever Owen tried to read his old favorite books, he couldn’t picture the stories in his head. Without an imagination, he was just reading words, not seeing any characters or situations.

But like the doctor had said, was that really a bad thing? Now he had so much more time for the nonfictional world, and for performing tasks that he was given to the best of his abilities. What better way to get ahead in life than that? Owen couldn’t imagine anything.

And making room for nonfictional books in the library was easy enough. Spike, his fictional cat, sat in the empty spaces in the bookshelves, periodically jumping up to a higher one just to get a better look. Every so often Spike would meow, and Owen would pet him, which always made him miss his fictional friends for some reason, and he’d wonder what they were doing and where they were now. Were they fighting back against Nobody still? Or had they given up, since things weren’t really that bad with the worlds separated?

Weirdly, he only seemed to think about them while petting Spike. That made sense, though, since Spike was fictional himself, and logically he’d remind Owen of other fictionals.

“Hey,” said a voice from behind him as Owen scratched Spike’s head. He turned around to find Bethany standing there with a worried look on her face as all thoughts of his fictional friends seemed to drain from his mind. “Are you okay? I felt so bad that you missed school today!”

“I’m fine,” Owen said, shrugging. “Apparently something’s going around. I’ll be there tomorrow and can catch up on anything I missed.”

Bethany’s face lit up as she dropped a bag of textbooks into his lap. “Oh, don’t worry! I brought you everything we went over today. I can help you catch up right now.” She beamed at him.

He returned her smile. “You’re way too nice to me, you know that?”

“There’s no such thing,” she said, patting him on the shoulder. “You’re my best friend. I’m just looking out for you. Besides, after everything the fictional me put you through, I owe you for years.”

Owen nodded, not wanting to argue the point again. Ever since they’d returned, Bethany had decided that her fictional self had been the part of her that had caused all of her problems, from jumping her father into a book in the first place, to getting them kidnapped by Fowen—Owen’s fictional self—to losing Owen to Nobody in Jupiter City. Owen didn’t really see how that made sense, but arguing with her about it didn’t seem to help, so he’d just let it go.

“That wasn’t your fault, you know,” he said. “I could have said no each time.”

“I shouldn’t have put you in that position. If I just hadn’t given in to my fictional half over and over, none of it would have happened. It makes me so angry . . . !” She paused and took a deep breath, then slowly let it out. “Sorry, I need to stop blaming her. Every time I do, I try to remember Gwen, EarthGirl. She never thought one bad thing about me, no matter how many mistakes I made. Thinking of her helps remind me not to judge myself so harshly.”

“She was pretty great,” Owen agreed. “You know who I miss the most?”

Bethany shrugged. “I can’t even imagine.”

Owen started to say a name, then stopped. “It doesn’t really matter. We should get back to work. Mom wants us to finish the kids’ section tonight before we study.” He nodded at the books piled behind him. “Do you want to start at the back of the alphabet, and I’ll take the front?”

“Hold up just a moment there, you two,” said a deep, booming voice. A man easily seven feet tall strode over to them carrying a box full of books. The man’s muscles bulged out of his tailored black suit, and he walked strangely, stopping every few feet to strike a pose. He also wore sunglasses inside, which seemed a bit odd to Owen, given that the lights in the library weren’t that bright.

The man’s sudden appearance sent Spike scrambling to hide elsewhere in the library, which wasn’t unusual. The man watched him go with a strange look on his face. “Cute cat,” he said, turning back to Owen.

“Can I help you?” Owen asked him.

“There was no one at the counter, so I came back here,” the man said, dropping the box at Owen’s feet. He glanced around and made a disgusted face. “Wow, you’ve really let this place go, haven’t you? Yikes.”

Bethany gave Owen a confused look that told him she had no idea who the man was either. “Did you want to . . . donate these books?” she asked.

“That’s what I like about you, Bethany,” the man said, grinning at her. “You always cut to the chase. Yes, that’s exactly what I want to do. It’s all Kiel Gnomenfoot books, straight from Jonathan Porterhouse.” The man took a book out of the box and handed it to Owen. “The author said he was tired of having them around. Something about them being really badly written, and the main character is obnoxious and really terrible at magic and deserved to lose?”

Owen and Bethany shared another odd look. “You can definitely donate the books,” Owen said to the man, “but we’ll probably just end up adding them to our book sale. Not many people are checking these books out anymore.”

“Oh, I have a feeling these copies will jump off the shelves . . . eventually,” the man said, then winked in an exaggerated way. “Just give them time. Now, I really should be going. Have another old friend to see, a long way from here. I’ll tell her you both said hi. In the meantime, give that copy a close look, Owen. You’ll definitely find it interesting reading!” He waved and strode back toward the front of the library as Owen and Bethany just stared at each other.

“How did he know our names?” Bethany asked.

“And who could be an old friend of his that we would know?”

Bethany glanced at the book Owen was holding. “Are you going to look at that one, like he said to?”

Owen looked down at the cover, then brought it in close to his face, not sure what else to do. It was Kiel Gnomenfoot and the Infinite Reality, the fourth book, where Kiel and Charm tracked down one of the keys to the Source of Magic through parallel universes. He shrugged. “It looks like any other book.”

Bethany took it out of his hands to drop it in the box. “His voice sounded a little familiar, but I’ve never seen his face. Maybe he’s someone we met in a book or something?”

Owen shook his head. “That’s impossible. No one can travel between this world and the fictional one anymore.”

She sighed happily. “I know, I’m the least worried I’ve been in my life. Without my fictional self, I don’t break rules or jump into books. My mom knows everything about me, and . . .” She trailed off, looking away. “I know I don’t have Dad still, and that makes me sad. But you said he was okay when you last saw him, and I can’t imagine anything happened to him after that, not since Nobody got his way. What would be the point of fighting anymore?” She brightened up a bit. “So really, everything worked out okay in the end, and now we’re safe from my fictional self and her craziness. And there’s no way that’s going to change!”

Owen opened his mouth to agree, only to pause as the air between them began to spark, little electric fireworks exploding out of nowhere. Owen backed away in surprise, just as a person appeared out of thin air and crashed into Bethany. They both hit the floor hard, but the newcomer was the first one to stand, and Owen’s eyes widened as he found himself staring at someone he never expected to see again.

“Owen!” Kara Dox shouted, hugging him tightly. Instantly, a thousand questions filled his mind and a torrent of emotions flooded over him. “I made it, finally! You wouldn’t believe what I’ve gone through to get here!” She pulled away and took hold of his hand. “You need to come with me right away. I’ve seen your future, Owen. If we don’t reconnect your world with the fictional one, you’re going to die !”



CHAPTER 2

Evening fell silently upon Jupiter City,” Bethany whispered, crouching in the rafters of the warehouse as three big men wearing frog masks carried large boxes toward a loading dock. “But when evening falls, twilight rises.”

“What are you doing?” Kid Twilight hissed from her right.

“Being awesome?” she said, making sure her Twilight Girl mask was secure on her face. It’d be pretty embarrassing if it fell off while she was kicking criminal butt in a few minutes. “Why, what are you doing?”

“Not narrating our every move,” he said.

“Enough, both of you,” Doc Twilight said to Bethany’s left. “Twilight Girl, this is your graduation. You’ve only been training for a few months now, but you’ve reached the point where I think you’re ready for the real thing. How are you feeling?”

“Evil will come to fear my name,” Bethany growled as intimidatingly as she could.

Kid Twilight rolled his eyes, but her father frowned. “I know you’re up for this, but I just want to say one last time, if you’re not absolutely positive you want to be a superhero, that’s completely okay. Your mother wouldn’t exactly be thrilled if she saw what I’m letting you do.” His face seemed to fall when he mentioned her mom, just like it always did.

“She wouldn’t understand,” Bethany said, trying not to sound annoyed about having the same argument again. “She’s nonfictional and doesn’t get what it’s like for us, just like the old, horrible, boring Bethany didn’t.”

Kid Twilight nodded in agreement, but Doc looked concerned. “Who you were was wonderful. Just like who you are now. But don’t forget that the goal here is to bring you back together when we reunite the worlds. I only agreed to train you to eventually take down Nobody, once we find a way to track him down.”

“Sure, sure,” she said absently. “And if that takes a while, then we’ll just have to punch some justice to keep ourselves busy!”

Secretly, she’d been dreading the moment they’d find Nobody. Yes, he deserved justice, so when they tracked him down, she’d fight as hard as anyone to beat him. But right now, the worlds being separated was amazing. She didn’t have to listen to all the guilt trips from her nonfictional self, worrying about every single little thing. For once she was free to take risks and enjoy herself. And because of that, and having her father around, this had been the greatest few months of her life.

“Don’t forget, getting you back home safely to your mother is the most important goal here, Twilight Girl,” her father said. “And that means you’re going to be . . . what?”

She grinned at him and pulled three Twilight throwing stars from her belt. “Stealthy. I’ve got this, don’t worry! I’ll be totally safe. Now let’s go beat up some bad guys!”

With that, she pulled out her Twilight launcher with her other hand, shot it at another rafter, and swung away.

“Sidekicks are the worst,” Kid Twilight said, and followed quickly behind.

Doc Twilight dropped his head into his hands, then shot his launcher out as well.

The men wearing frog masks on the warehouse floor all had strange ray guns strapped to their backs, but their hands were full of boxes. Bethany let go of the launcher and dropped lightly to the floor, her cape settling around her. “It’s moving day, punks,” she growled at the criminals. “And guess who didn’t order enough pizza for everyone!”

“What?” one of the men said, turning around with the box still in his hands. “ ‘It’s moving day’? What does that even mean . . . whoa, it’s Kid Twilight!” He dropped the box and reached for his ray gun, then let out a shout as a Twilight throwing star struck his hand.

“It’s Twilight Girl,” Bethany said, launching another throwing star at a second criminal before sweeping the leg of a third leg, knocking him to the ground. “Kid Twilight’s the one who’s missing all the fun!”

Behind her she heard Kid Twilight growl in frustration. “I was waiting until we fully assessed the situation, Twilight Girl. Being stealthy? You’ve heard of it?”

“Sometimes action is required,” Bethany said, and pulled her telescoping staff from her back, shaking it to expand it to full size. She shoved one end of the staff into the stomach of the first criminal she took down, then leaned on it, giving him her most intimidating look. “Now, let’s just be clear on the name, okay?” she growled. “I don’t want you giving Kid Twilight the credit when you’re telling the other guys in jail how I beat you up.”

The man groaned in pain. “No, I got it!” he said quickly, the staff digging in. “Twilight Girl, your name is Twilight Girl! I get it. I won’t make that mistake again!”

“Or the mistake of breaking the law?” Doc Twilight asked, landing in the middle of the room. He gave Bethany a disapproving look. “That would be the most important lesson to teach criminals, wouldn’t it, Twilight Girl?”

She grinned, then planted the other end of her staff on the ground and pushed off of it to kick the second criminal in the face, just as he tried to attack her. “We can agree to disagree.”

Kid Twilight shook his head but picked up one of the other men on the ground by his shirt. “Where did you get these weapons? I’ve never seen anything like these in Jupiter City.”

The man just laughed. “You’re not getting anything out of me, Kid. You haven’t seen what these things can do. And there are more where they come from. There’s a pipeline into the city—”

A beam of light shot out from the doorway to the warehouse, striking the criminal in the leg. The man screamed in surprise, and Kid Twilight quickly pulled him behind some of the boxes, out of range of whatever had fired.

But other than the shock of it, the criminal didn’t seem hurt at all. What had he been hit with? And who had fired at him?

“Twilight Girl, get under cover!” Doc Twilight shouted, leaping away as another ray shot directly at him. He pushed her behind another set of boxes and moved to follow, only for a third ray to hit him in the chest, knocking him to the ground.

Instantly, Bethany’s entire body went cold, and all the fun of her first superhero patrol disappeared.

“Doc!” Kid Twilight yelled, moving to the hero’s side, but a beam struck him next, and he collapsed as well.

“NO!” Bethany shouted, throwing her Twilight stars in the direction the beams had come from as she leaped toward her father. She heard the throwing stars hit, and someone groan. Whoever it was stumbled into the dim warehouse lights, and she gasped.

A man wearing a full-body toad costume (now with three Twilight stars embedded in each of his rubber costume biceps) bounced into view, staring at her through the mouth of the toad. “You’re new,” the costumed villain said. “Nice to see the Twilight family adding some tadpoles.”

“What did you do to them?” Bethany shouted, pulling more Twilight throwing stars from her belt as she quickly looked between her father and the froggish figure. Her dad (and less importantly, Kid Twilight) looked unharmed, but that didn’t mean anything in a world full of comic book weapons.

The villain smiled. “Let’s just say that I . . . expanded their horizons.” He lifted the gun and aimed it at Bethany. “Now, Twilight Tadpole, it’s time for you to join your fellow heroes. With Doc Twilight out of the way, there’ll be no one to stop the Toad Prince from taking over Jupiter City, once and for all!”

In spite of the situation, Bethany couldn’t help but pause at this. “The Toad Prince?” she said. “Shouldn’t it be the Frog—”

“No, it shouldn’t!” the Toad Prince shouted. “Why does everyone ask that? Stop questioning me, lady!” He angrily pulled the trigger, and a beam of light shot out at her.

Without pausing to think, Bethany transformed herself into a tiny rubber ball and fell to the floor as the ray passed over her. She hit the ground hard, bouncing off at an angle.

“What?” the Toad Prince shouted, aiming the gun around the room. “Where did you go?”

She bounced again, closing in on him. Then, as she soared in an arc toward the villain, she morphed back into her normal superhero self in midair, slamming feet-first into the Toad Prince and knocking the ray gun from his hands. She drove her staff against his stomach hard enough to hold him in place, then yanked his mask off, revealing a man covered in warts. “What did you do to them?!”

The Toad Prince croaked in pain, then slowly smiled. “You’ll find out soon enough! I’ve finally beaten Doc Twilight! After all this time, he and his sidekick—”

Bethany growled and hit him in the head with her staff, then turned back to check on her father. Doc was slowly pushing to his feet, though he didn’t look very steady. Kid Twilight seemed to be more dazed and was barely sitting up.

Inwardly, she cursed herself for being too slow. Why had she waited so long to attack in the first place? She didn’t have to listen to her cowardly nonfictional side anymore, after all. Not taking action was what had caused all of her problems before!

“What was that?” Doc Twilight asked, running his hands over his chest, as if looking for a wound. “I don’t feel hurt, but something’s definitely . . . different?”

Bethany ran to his side and carefully helped him stand, lending him her shoulder to help support him. “We need to get you to a hospital, or to the Lawful Legion,” she said. “They’ll be able to figure out what those ray guns do.”

Beside her, she heard Kid Twilight gasp, and turned to find him staring at the criminal the Toad Prince had hit first with his ray. The man was still lying on the ground, only now his entire body was convulsing violently. Suddenly a flash of light exploded out of him, blinding them. It took a moment for Bethany’s vision to clear, but when it did, she found that the criminal’s clothing and frog mask had morphed into what looked like a man-sized peach costume.

“The Peach Pit will choke your justice, Doc Twilight!” the man shouted, rolling around as if he was trying to get to his feet, but having no luck. “As soon as I get up, there will be a reckoning!” He rolled over onto his face and groaned. “Um, can I get a little help over here?”

“The Peach Pit?” Kid Twilight said. “Have you heard of him, Doc?”

Bethany’s father shook his head, looking worried. “Sounds like one of the Fruit of the Loons—”

“They would be so lucky!” the Peach Pit shouted, only to start shaking again. Another flash of light, and now he wore an ambulance driver’s uniform instead of a supervillain costume. Without missing a beat, the man leaped to his feet, assessing the scene before him. “We’ve got men down in the Miracle Mile warehouses,” he said into a radio on his shoulder, then rushed toward one of the other criminals. “Looks like three males, two unconscious, all three wounded via superhero.” He bent over to check on the nearest henchman, who stared up at him in confusion. “Might be some blunt force trauma to the head. Standard Twilight actions, it seems.”

“What is happening to him?” Bethany whispered to her father.

“I don’t know, but we need to get to the Lawful Legion right away,” he whispered. “Whatever this is, we’ll need their help to figure it out.” He clicked his Twilight communicator. “Legion transport, I have four to teleport to headquarters.” He paused, then looked worried. “Legion transport? Is anyone there?”

The paramedic put his fingers on the downed henchman’s wrist, looking at his watch like he was taking a pulse, then began to shake again. Another burst of light, and now he wore a brown furry costume and moved incredibly slowly.

“The . . . Sloth . . . will . . . ,” he said, pausing with every word, only for the light to flash again. Bethany turned away as the brightness burst from the man faster now, and she heard him begin to scream. Squinting against the blinding light, she could just make out his silhouette as it grew larger or smaller, thinner or fatter, costumed or in normal clothes. Finally, the light explosions grew too frequent to watch, and Bethany covered her eyes with her arm as she heard him let out an awful scream.

All at once everything went silent and the light disappeared. Bethany dropped her arm, only to find the man was gone. She scanned the entire warehouse, but there was no sign of him. It was as if he never existed.

“Behold the power of possibility!” the Toad Prince shouted from the ground. “The man from another world was right. It truly is the most powerful weapon of them all!”



CHAPTER 3

Kara?” Owen said, his mind racing with questions, thoughts, and emotions as she held his hand. How could she be here? What had happened to her since Nobody had sent her back to her world? What had happened to her future selves, and the Time Security Agency? Why had she come?

And most importantly, how had she made it to the nonfictional world? It shouldn’t be possible, but here she was, standing right in front of him.

“Who else would it be?” Kara said, and pointed at the bracelet on her wrist. “I got ahold of a more advanced time bracelet, one that can track people down by their chronal signatures, and I used it to find you. Only to get over to your world, I had to go back in time first, to the beginnings of my universe, when our worlds were the same. Remember when we discovered that, back when we were escaping the time prison?”

Owen blinked in surprise. They’d discovered what, now? He did have a vague half memory of going backward in time after the time prison, and something about magicians . . . wait, there’d been magicians in this world, the nonfictional world! Those magicians had used magic to create a new universe, a place where magic could safely exist, after being attacked by the nonbelievers.

But wait. He also had a foggy memory of traveling forward in time and meeting his future self in a world taken over by the Countess. How could that be? He and Kara obviously didn’t go to both the past and the future. Was this something to do with the readers, back in the Pick the Plot book? Did he have memories from all the choices? That seemed impossible. But Kara was immune to paradoxes, so—

“Are you okay?” Kara said, dropping his hand to take a step back. “You seem completely lost in thought.”

As she let go of him, his questions all shut down and he shrugged. “Sorry, I got distracted for some reason. I sort of remember what you were talking about, but it doesn’t really matter. What are you doing here?”

She gave him an odd look. “What do you mean? I came to find you and make sure you were okay! You were going after Nobody, and I couldn’t just abandon you, not after he stuck me back in my reality halfway through everything. I figured that if he returned me to my world, he might do the same for you.” Her forehead wrinkled. “But once I got to your universe and traveled forward to your time, something . . . interfered with my time bracelet, almost like a tractor beam, pulling me toward it in time.” She shook her head. “It brought me to a point five years from now and almost trapped me there. I had to overload the time bracelet just to escape—”

“Owen, who’s your friend?” Bethany asked, smiling politely and extending her hand.

“I’m so sorry, that was rude of me,” Kara said, shaking Bethany’s hand. “I’m Kara Dox. Owen and I are good friends.”

Bethany raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really? He didn’t mention you. How do you two know each other?”

Kara glanced at Owen, looking a bit hurt, but quickly turned back to Bethany. “I’m sure you two have been too busy to talk much. But he told me all about you, Bethany. I recognized you immediately from his description.” She leaned in closer to whisper. “And don’t worry, I know that you’re half-fictional, so you don’t have to hide it.”

Bethany raised a hand to stop her, shaking her head. “Not anymore, actually. When Nobody separated our worlds, he split me in two.” She shrugged, still smiling. “Now there’s a fictional me and a regular, rule-abiding, nonfictional me. It actually makes a lot more sense this way.”

This seemed to confuse Kara even more. “Makes . . . sense? But you’re not yourself anymore! We have to fix that. And we can! You should both come with me, and—”

“Wait, hold on,” Bethany said, her smile fading. “We’re done with all that sort of thing. Owen and I are both safer this way, now that life is back to normal, without any fictional craziness. The last time we went into the fictional world, I almost got lost forever as a beam of light, and Owen got trapped behind the scenes of a comic book. What if we’d never come back?” She shook her head. “We can’t just leave and run off on some adventure or another. There are consequences if something happens to us.”

“We’re really okay, Kara,” Owen said. “Thank you for coming all this way, but you didn’t need to. We’re—”

Kara stared at him for a moment, then grabbed his arm. Instantly, the flood of questions hit his mind, and he couldn’t figure out which to ask first. “What did you mean, I’m going to die if we don’t reconnect the worlds, Kara? You mean like from natural causes when I’m really old, the normal way?”

Kara released his arm, and the questions stopped. “Actually, it doesn’t matter,” he told her. “But thank you for—”

“It’s your heart,” she said, touching his arm again. “Something happens to it, I’m not sure what. But I’ve seen you, Owen, five years from now. When I got pulled into your future by whatever was guiding me, my time bracelet still tracked you down—the seventeen-year-old version of you. And that you was lying in a hospital bed barely alive, Owen! I didn’t have much time before a doctor came and called security on me, but the older version of you told me he needs to talk to you, so you can make things right. He said your heart wasn’t working anymore, your robotic heart. And that’s impossible, because it can’t break down, right?”

Owen blinked, trying to keep up with her whole story. His heart? The one that he’d gotten from Charm, that Dr. Verity had inserted in him, way back when he’d first jumped into a Kiel Gnomenfoot book with Bethany? He put a hand on his chest and felt the regular thumping. “I . . . I don’t know,” he said. Logic said that a robotic heart would probably outlast a human one. But logic didn’t really take into account a half-robotic girl building that heart in a fantasy world either.

“There’s more,” Kara said, holding his arm tightly now. “That future was nothing like what you’ve told me about your world. You have to see it, or you’ll never believe it. Come back with me and talk to your future self. He knows how to change things, to reconnect the worlds. He told me!” She moved her hand down to his and squeezed it supportively. “And when we do that, you should be okay too, most importantly.”

Owen looked away, his mind racing with questions and ideas in a way that he hadn’t dealt with in months. Could Kara be right, that five years from now he’d be dying? But how could his robotic heart stop working? And how would reconnecting the worlds fix it? That didn’t make any sense. His heart might have been made in the fictional world, but it still worked here, in the nonfictional one.

He turned back toward Kara, pulling his hand from hers. Instantly, things fell into a logical order in his mind. Fact: His heart was working perfectly now, and he couldn’t imagine that changing. Therefore Kara had to be mistaken. Fact: Seeing the future would just lead to insanity and less ordinary advancement in life.

Plus, what could he possibly do to reconnect the worlds? He couldn’t beat Nobody, that was clear, not after losing twice now. After all, he was just a nonfictional kid, which wasn’t any use against someone who could rewrite themselves to be whatever they wanted.

“I think I should just stay here, Kara,” Owen said quietly, not looking at her. “Yes, Nobody separated our worlds and split Bethany in half. And I remember thinking that’d be bad at the time, but actually, things just seem easier now. Less of a headache all around, you know?” He gave her an apologetic look. “I’m fine too. So is my heart. Nothing’s going to happen to it.”

Kara just stared at him. “I didn’t believe your future self about this at first. He warned me you’d lost your imagination, and only contact with something fictional would bring it back. But this is so crazy to actually watch it happen!” She took his hand again, which started another round of questions popping up in his head. His imagination could come back . . . just by touching something fictional? And she’d known this? More importantly, his future self knew it too? What was going on here?

“It all makes sense, Owen,” Kara continued. “You lost your imagination when the worlds split. Remember what we learned, back in the past? The fictional world’s magic came from nonfictional people, remember? That’s what the magicians used to create the fictional universe. But they left you nonfictional people a connection to that magic, your imagination. And now that the worlds are split, you’ve lost that connection!”

“But my heart came from the fictional world,” Owen said. “If touching something fictional brings back my imagination, why doesn’t that count?”

“If I had to guess, it has to do with what’s happening to it in your future,” Kara told him. “All the more reason to come with me and find out!”

Bethany stepped between them, looking uncomfortable as she separated them. “Kara, maybe you should go. Owen’s mom might hear you, and then we’d get in trouble. After Nobody sent us back here, we landed in London, and that didn’t go over well with our moms. We’ve been grounded ever since, and if they found out we’d been talking to a fictional person?” She laughed nervously. “We’d be in huge trouble.”

Kara gave her a long look. “Really? Huge trouble? Like what? What do you think they might do to you? Let’s think of some punishments for a second.”

Bethany paused, then shrugged. “I’m sure they’d come up with something.”

“What about throwing you into a lake of lava?” Kara asked, looking quickly between them. “Feeding you to land sharks? How about dressing you up like bananas and making you fight crime?”

Owen snorted. “Those things aren’t real. But she’s right, Kara. We’re going to get in trouble. You probably should just go back to the fictional world. I’ll be fine.” He patted her arm, just to reassure her of that.

As he touched her, a tiny little voice inside of him screamed, You won’t be fine, she just told you that! Go with her to the future to see what she’s talking about! But as soon as he pulled his hand away, the voice quieted, so he ignored it. Whatever did happen to him in the future, it was logical that doctors and technology of that time could fix it. And who cared if being near her restarted his imagination a bit? What use was it anyway?

Kara turned to him and grabbed him by the shoulders, setting off the yelling in his mind again. “Don’t you see what you’re missing, Owen?” she said. “You just said ‘Those things aren’t real,’ but you’ve spent your entire life loving made-up stories and people.” She rolled her eyes. “Not that they were made-up, but you know what I mean. Listen to yourself! You can’t just think not having an imagination is okay. Your whole world lost their creativity, their curiosity, everything that lets people dream up new inventions, new technology, medicine, everything.”

Bethany started to look panicked as Kara’s voice grew louder, her hands still locked on Owen’s shoulders. “Not to mention that our imagination is what keeps us from killing one another, since we can picture what it’s like to be someone else!” she said. “You wouldn’t think that’s such a big deal, but I’ve seen what happens to your world in just five years without it, Owen. Come with me if you think not having an imagination is okay!”

She’s right, the voice in his head told him. You don’t dream anymore, either during the day or at night. You can’t read books or even things you yourself wrote. Remember that story you wrote about Bethany’s father as the King of All Stories? You couldn’t have done that now! And you barely even care what happened to your fictional friends, now that they’re gone. This isn’t you!

“Things have changed, yes,” he said, taking a step back from her and pushing her hands off of him. Instantly, the inner voice quieted again. “But that doesn’t mean they’re worse. They’re just . . . different.”

“They’re better,” Bethany said, looking pretty anxious now. “Seriously, Owen, your mom will hear her, and we’ll get in so much trouble. They won’t let us study together—”

“Studying?!” Kara said, her voice rising even louder. “That’s what you’re worried about? Owen’s going to die if we don’t fix things!”

“Owen? Bethany?” his mom called out from the front desk of the library. “Is there someone else back there with you?”

“Yes, Ms. Conners!” Bethany yelled back, then winced, giving Kara an apologetic look. “Sorry, I couldn’t think of anything else to tell her. Lying’s gotten a lot harder since we got back.”

“I didn’t see anyone go back there,” his mother shouted, and Owen could hear her making her way back to them. “Who is it?”

Something smacked down on Owen’s hand, and suddenly the voice in his head grew so loud he couldn’t ignore it. “You’re coming with me,” Kara said to him as she closed her time bracelet around his wrist. “Bethany can study here all she wants, but I’m going to save your life and get you back to normal, Owen, no matter what!”

“What are you doing?” he shouted at her, trying to pull the bracelet off. But it sparked as he touched it, and he quickly pulled his hand away. “Where are we going? Kara, what is—”

“We’ll get to all of that later,” Kara said, grabbing his other hand. “Right now, Nobody messed up your entire world, and I’m going to prove it to you!”

“Kara,” he said, “Nobody didn’t do anything to me. He just sent me back, and now—”

And now you don’t ask questions. Now you don’t wonder about things, daydream about them being different. Now you have no curiosity, no creativity, no imagination. And what are you without those things? Ordinary, yes. But are you yourself?

“Owen?” his mother said, stepping into the children’s section. “Who is this? What’s that thing on your wrist?”

Kara smacked the bracelet, and the library and Owen’s mom and Bethany and everything around them changed before his eyes, replaced by . . . something very different.

A huge crowd of people, all cheering. And a bonfire at least twice as tall as Owen.

A bonfire of books.

And all around it, soldiers in all-black uniforms with black reflective helmets watched the crowd, holding scary-looking futuristic ray gun rifles.

“See?” Kara shouted, pointing at the bonfire. “Now tell me that Nobody didn’t change anything. This is your future, Owen! Look at what’s coming if we don’t fix this!”



CHAPTER 4

Bethany stared in horror at her father and his sidekick. Neither of them had started shifting into different versions of themselves yet, like the Toad Prince’s henchman had. But it’d only be a matter of time. She had to do something, quick.

“We’re getting you both to the Lawful Legion headquarters!” she shouted, then threw her arms around them as she used her superpower to morph into a Twilight plane. As her two superhero partners dropped into bucket seats in her cockpit, she clicked seatbelts over them, set her engines blazing, and took off straight through the roof of the warehouse, sending debris exploding out to the empty street below. As soon as she was clear of the building, she kicked her engines into overdrive, tearing across Jupiter City so quickly that they reached the Legion headquarters in a matter of seconds.

Unfortunately, her sensors picked up a flash of light from the cockpit, and she knew that even seconds might not be fast enough.

The Legion’s headquarters blipped on her radar, and she tipped her nose down toward it. Instead of coming in for a gentle landing, though, she plowed through the recently rebuilt glass wall of the Legion’s headquarters and skidded to a stop in the same hall where she, Charm, and Gwen had fought the Lawful Legion when the superheroes had been under the Dark’s mental hold.

Weirdly, the hall was empty. Where were the heroes chatting with one another, ready for the next mission? Where was Athena, dispensing wisdom to the younger heroes? Or Captain Sunshine, his smile as bright as the star that gave him his powers?

Morphing back to normal, she released Doc and Kid Twilight from her arms and stood back to see what she was dealing with. Doc Twilight now wore a Captain Sunshine costume, while Kid Twilight still had the Twilight symbol but now looked younger . . . and angrier somehow.

“Don’t worry,” she said, glancing around at the empty hall nervously. “I’m going to find the Legion, and we’re going to fix you two!”

“The Legion?” Doc Twilight said, floating up from the ground to grin widely at her. “Why, I’m the chairman of the Lawful Legion! What can I do for you, young lady?”

“Who are you two jerks?” Kid Twilight said, glaring at them. “Where’s my dad, Doc Twilight?”

Bethany froze at this, and just stared. His . . . dad? Was he serious?

It didn’t matter. Whatever Kid Twilight had turned into, it’d only last a few moments before he continued evolving until he disappeared completely. She didn’t have time to waste.

“Be right back!” she shouted, then took off running. Bursting through the double doors behind the strangely empty receptionist desk, she passed into the Lawful Legion’s inner sanctum, expecting to find at least some of the team. But even here, where a superhero was always on watch, the headquarters was empty.

Instead, walls were broken, the floor was scorched in several places, and Athena’s staff hung embedded in the ceiling in the middle of the communications room.

“Hello? I need help!” she shouted, but no one responded. The Lawful Legion must have been attacked too, but by who? If it was the Toad Prince or someone with the same sort of weapons, then had the heroes already disappeared? If that was the case, was Twilight Girl going to end up the last hero in all of Jupiter City?

A thrill of excitement passed through her at that idea, but she shook it off. Not now. She could save the city all by herself after she’d fixed her father. And, well, Kid Twilight, too, if she had time.

She ran from room to room, doing a quick scan of each. There had to be something in the Legion headquarters that could help. Some kind of alien technology or mystical artifact, maybe? Or even—

Something caught her eye as she passed the door to the medical bay, and her mouth dropped open. Inside the mostly destroyed medical unit, there were foot-tall letters burned into the wall.

LAST ONE LEFT, the letters said. COULDN’T SAVE THEM. GOING AFTER THE SOURCE OF THE RAY GUNS.

So it had been the Toad Prince, or someone like him. And Captain Sunshine must have left this message using his sun vision, which both gave her hope and disappointed her. With the Captain still around, she had no doubt they’d fix everything. But she wouldn’t be able to save Jupiter City all by herself, either. Lame.

Now she’d need to track down Captain Sunshine and see what he’d found. She started to leave the med bay but skidded to a stop as she noticed something way in the back of the room.

One of the stasis chambers had survived the destruction.

Her eyes widened, and she took off at a run back to the hall where she’d left her father and Kid Twilight. The stasis chambers had been designed to freeze the occupant in time, meaning they wouldn’t age or even experience time passing at all, no matter what happened outside the chamber. The Lawful Legion had used a whole collection of them to travel into the future once, but thankfully, they’d negated that whole time line during the battle, or they’d still be occupying the stasis chambers now. Or so Bethany thought. Time travel was annoying.

Yes, there was only one stasis chamber that hadn’t been destroyed now, but it was probably big enough to fit two people. Even if it wasn’t comfortable, Bethany would stuff them both in there. Then she’d turn it on and freeze Doc and Kid Twilight in time, so they wouldn’t get any worse while she found a cure for . . . well, whatever was wrong with them! She grinned widely, proud of herself for saving her father, and looking forward to holding this over Kid Twilight’s head forever.

Bethany hit the central hall of the headquarters, then slid to a stop, her blood going cold as a very familiar wall of darkness enveloped her. She leaped backward out of it, her eyes wide, and quickly rubbed her arms, trying to restore their warmth. No. No! Not again! He couldn’t have come back. She’d destroyed his powers—this wasn’t possible!

And then a figure emerged from the darkness, a figure draped in shadows with red, pulsing eyes, and all thoughts of saving her father went out the window.

The Dark stared down at her with hatred, holding an unconscious Kid Twilight in his hands, though the boy now wore a lab coat and held a telescope, apparently just an astronomer now like his parents had been.

“You thought you could defeat me?” the Dark asked, throwing Kid Twilight to the ground at her feet. “The more light you shine, the more shadows appear, you foolish girl!”

“This can’t be happening,” Bethany whispered, shaking her head. “You’re not the Dark anymore. I saved you!”

Her father laughed evilly, then launched a wave of shadows to strike out at her. She leaped away a moment before they slammed into the floor she’d been standing on, crushing it to pieces. Whoa. That was a new power. Maybe this wasn’t the same Dark she’d faced before?

On the ground, Kid Twilight’s unconscious body flashed brightly as he changed, and the Dark reeled back as if in pain. Bethany used that to her advantage, grabbing Kid Twilight (now wearing Twilight scuba gear and holding a harpoon) and pulling him back into the inner sanctum.

Groaning at his weight, she used her powers to give herself superstrength, and picked him up. That helped. Now it felt like he weighed nothing at all! She tossed him over her shoulder and ran him back to the medical area, where she unceremoniously pushed him into the stasis chamber.

One down, one to go.

“I will destroy all the light in this city!” the Dark shouted, crashing into the med lab like a wave of blackness. More shadows came screaming at her, and she dodged, leaving them to tear up the wall behind her, destroying Captain Sunshine’s message. That gave her an idea, and she quickly used her power to give herself sunbeam eyes, just like Captain Sunshine.

“I’m sorry about this!” she yelled as she turned her new eye powers on her father. He shrieked in pain as the sun rays hit, and seemed to withdraw for a moment, only to grab at her again with an incredibly long arm.

She started to leap out of his way, but then realized she was standing right in front of the stasis chamber. If she dodged, he’d destroy the one chance she had to save them both.

Instead of escaping, Bethany gave herself the rest of Captain Sunshine’s powers and grabbed the Dark’s arm with her own sunlight-infused hands. Her father screamed, but she could feel the cold of his shadows seeping up through her fingers. She gritted her teeth at the deathly cold, but yanked on his arm, spinning him around toward the stasis chamber.

The Dark crashed into Kid Twilight inside it, still screaming something about defeating all of Jupiter City, but she slammed the chamber closed before he could move, then quickly punched the on button. Instantly, both her father and his sidekick froze in place, and Bethany collapsed to the floor, frantically rubbing her hands together just to keep them from going numb.

When she could almost feel her fingers again, she used her powers to turn herself back into regular Twilight Girl, before pausing to consider if she should at least keep the superstrength. That could have some advantages, after all. Maybe she could—

Wait a second. Superstrength? Sunbeam eyes? Captain Sunshine’s powers? How had she done any of that?

It hadn’t even occurred to her in the middle of the fight—she’d just . . . acted. But her superpowers had never been able to change her body that way before. In the past, she’d just been able to transform into inanimate objects. What was going on? Were her powers getting stronger? She flexed and considered herself in the glass wall of the med lab. Maybe she had just gotten better at using them? Either way, it was clear she was becoming more awesome. She grinned widely, then caught sight of her father in the stasis chamber and instantly lost all her excitement. Now wasn’t the time, not for figuring out superpowers or celebrating a temporary win.

She walked over to the glass stasis chamber for a moment, staring at her father. “I’m going to fix this,” she whispered, reaching out and touching the glass. “I don’t care what it takes. I didn’t find you just to lose you again. I know I’m not always perfect, and training me wasn’t the easiest thing, but I can do this. I can be the hero you want me to be, both for you and Jupiter City.”

Her father just stared out of the stasis pod with his red, hateful eyes, and she dropped her head, not able to look at him. This wasn’t fair. She’d gotten so little time with him, and already he’d been taken away from her? If she’d only done more to find him over the past few years, hadn’t let her nonfictional self hold them back with all those guilt-stricken, rule-following hang-ups, Bethany probably could have brought him back home years ago, and none of this would have happened.

“I’m not going to let anything hold me back now, Dad,” she said. “Whoever did this is going to pay for taking you from me. You’ll see. Twilight will fall on Jupiter City’s criminals. And you’ll be there to see it, I promise.”
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