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“They’re fairies! They’re tricking us!”
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To my grandfather, Harry, who liked to make up stories.

—H. B.

To all my friends and family back in Florida. These images of my old home are for you.

—T. D.






S toried old New England is

where this vast tale was born.

Three kids, an antique house, a book,

a dad from daughter torn,

an unexpected escapade

into a tricksy land—

with dangers unpredictable

so very close at hand.

The kids were tested fearless.

The book was lost then found.

The dad was reunited then

passed on without a sound.

Evil was soundly thwarted

like in fairy tales of old,

but there’s no happy ending.

No! Because the tale was told…

… to Tony DiTerlizzi and

his partner, Holly Black.

They took the story coast to coast,

around the globe, and back.

Then that pair took the secrets

and put them into a book,

a guide to the fantastical

for all who cared to look.

Now each and every single day

the story grows and roves.

It wanders beneath maples, birches,

pines, and old mangroves.

So when you walk among the trees,

look close and do not blink,

because the world you’re entering

is

BIGGER

THAN YOU THINK.
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“What are you thinking about?”






Chapter One [image: ] IN WHICH There Are Many Different Sorts of Developments


After his mother died, Nicholas Vargas stopped bothering. His Aunt Armena had told him to be good and not to bother his father, but he decided that her advice could extend to everyone and everything else. It seemed that Nick’s brother had the same idea—Jules barely even hung around the house anymore. So the whole family kept on not bothering each other right up until Nick and Jules’s dad suddenly decided to get married again.

Leading his new stepsister up the carpeted stairs, Nick had to keep his jaw clenched to stop himself from saying something he’d regret. He hated that he had to give up his room and move in with Jules, who snored all night and woke up at the crack of dawn to go surfing. If his father hadn’t married his stepmother after only six months of dating, Nick wouldn’t be stuck with a bedroom-stealing stepsister. Laurie was almost exactly his age and the biggest, weirdest loser he’d ever met. She bothered everyone.

[image: Image]

Nick was being fair about it, too, because he’d been called a loser and a nerd and a weirdo himself. He was eleven, chubby, and bad at sports, while Julian shredded waves and made it to state in track. The only thing Nick thought he was really good at was school, and that was mostly about being quiet and following directions. So, okay, he knew he wasn’t cool. At least he knew better than to advertise everything weird about himself. Laurie seemed to be proud to be the weirdest person alive.
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“What are you thinking about?” Laurie asked him, hugging a box to her chest. Her skirt brushed the floor, making the little bells along the hem jingle.

Nick cringed and set down another box of her crap on the canopy bed. All the boxes seemed to be labeled UNICORNS, FAIRIES, or BOOKS ABOUT UNICORNS AND FAIRIES. A few of them had even bled glitter onto the hall rug.

“Things I hate,” said Nick.

“Like what?” Laurie tucked a tangle of blond hair behind her ear. Bracelets clattered at her wrists.

He was tempted to tell her. “Clowns,” he said instead. “They creep me out.”

“I hate my name,” she told him, like he’d just given her the green light to overshare. “I wish I was called Lauranathana.”

“Everyone would make fun of you,” Nick said.

“I don’t care what people think,” Laurie said simply, like she meant it.

He wanted to snap at her, to tell her that everyone cared what people thought about them, but his dad had told him to be “civil” on moving day. He sighed. “Okay, so what stuff do you like?”

He looked out of her window at the empty concrete shells of houses going up all around theirs. When it had been his window, he’d liked to watch as workers poured and smoothed foundations and cut planks and nailed them in place. He liked to smell the sawdust and see that his dad’s development was finally, really happening. Even though there was still some swampy forest left, soon it would all be cut back and turned into golf courses, swimming pools, and lots of other cool things. Stuff he liked.

He’d imagined playing out there with other kids, but the construction was behind schedule. Nothing was done. His dad kept complaining about the weather—it was the hottest summer he could remember. And that, along with the brushfires and water rationing, had everyone on edge. The sun had turned the grass on the front lawn crunchy and brown, and Nicholas’s dad hadn’t filled the pool in the backyard, even though he usually filled the pools as soon as they were built. Now, with the rainy season about to start, Nick’s whole summer was turning out to be as disappointing as his stepsister.
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“A field guide.”




“I like all this stuff, I guess.” Laurie stacked books onto her white beadboard shelves. They were mostly fantasy and fairy tales, but she’d set aside a big tome that had gold letters and what looked like a hawk on the cover.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“A field guide. So you can tell which kind of faeries are which. I bet there are a lot around here, since there’s so much nature.”

“You don’t really believe in that stuff, do you?” He took the book from her and flipped through it. It was filled with paintings and sketches of things that made the hair along his arms stand up. They didn’t look like faeries. He flipped to the back. “This isn’t some kind of ancient magical text. It’s fake. It was published in 2005 in New York.”

“It’s a reprint,” Laurie told him.

“Look,” he said, turning the book toward her. “It says ‘fiction’ inside. Explain that.”

“They had to put that there,” Laurie said, taking it out of his hands. “So they don’t get in trouble or sued. And if you don’t believe me, you can ask the authors yourself, since they’re signing—”

“Hey, kids,” Nick’s father called from downstairs in that new, cheerful voice he used around Laurie and Charlene. “Lunch!”

After Nick and Julian’s mom died and before their dad decided he needed to impress Charlene and her weird daughter, lunch had been cold slices of leftover pizza from the night before or, on at least one occasion, a piece of apple pie with cheese melted on it. Now, apparently, it was alphabet soup and bologna sandwiches. With the crusts cut off. Nick wanted to tell them it wasn’t going to last, but that would just hurt his father.

Downstairs in the kitchen, Julian was already sitting at the granite island. Earbud cords hung from his head, and his thumbs jabbed at the game console cradled in his hands. His hair was stiff with salt. He didn’t even look up when Nick sat down next to him.

Laurie still had the stupid book tucked under one arm. “After lunch, I’m going to go look for faeries,” she told her mother.

Charlene smiled mildly. “Maybe Nick can go with you. Show you around the neighborhood.”

Nick scowled at his soup. Charlene was okay, but he wished she wasn’t around all the time. And he wished she would stop trying to make him be friends with her daughter. Although Charlene hadn’t seemed to figure it out yet, he was willing to ignore them if they’d just ignore him back.

Laurie took a bowl and crumbled a handful of Goldfish crackers into it, making a mess. If Nick had done that, he would have been told to clean it up, but his father was treating Laurie like she was a guest. A guest who was never leaving.

“Faeries,” Nick’s dad said with a grin, tucking a paper napkin into his collar. “I thought they were only in England. Down here, the palmetto bugs’ll get them if the lizards don’t.”

Nick snickered.

“They’re not all small, you know,” said Laurie. She clearly didn’t think his dad’s joke was funny, which, in Nick’s opinion, only made it funnier.
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