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Dedicated to my fictional characters:

I’m so, so sorry.



CHAPTER 1

Owen wanted to scream at the horror before him. But the sound wouldn’t come and the nightmare only continued, forcing Owen to ask himself, deep down, one question:

“Can anyone tell me what three-fourths times two-thirds is?”

Mr. Barberry stood at the board at the front of Owen’s classroom, his arms folded, waiting for a hand to raise.

No, not that question. The real question was this: Was there anything in the world that could possibly be more boring than fractions? Owen frowned as Mr. Barberry gave up on volunteers and just picked someone. “Mari? Three-fourths times two-thirds?”

Being locked in a room with no windows or doors, without anything to do, while wearing a blindfold and being forced to name various types of trees? That’d be pretty boring, but not fractions boring.

“One-half,” Mari answered, and Mr. Barberry nodded.

Maybe if someone gave you enough soda to keep you awake for hours, then read furniture building instructions to you? In another language?

Except what if you accidentally started to learn that foreign language without realizing it? That’d almost be considered worth it to some people. So that was instantly out.

“Owen?” Mr. Barberry said. “How about you? One-third times two-thirds.”

“Two-ninths?” Owen said, faking enthusiasm.

“That’s right,” Mr. Barberry said, and turned back to the board while Owen let his mind wander again.

Maybe being stuck home sick and too feverish to think or do anything except watch TV, and the only channel that came in was an infomercial for other infomercials. That would be pretty boring.

“One-third times one-third?” Mr. Barberry asked. “Gabriel?”

“One-ninth?” Gabriel answered, his eyes glazed over.

Nope, fractions still won. And by a lot.

If only the bell would ring early from some freak electrical surge. Sure, it had never happened before, but Owen was nothing if not optimistic. And that was something he was pretty proud of, since it wasn’t easy to be optimistic in the face of all these math problems.

“How about four-fifths times one-eighth?” Mr. Barberry asked. “Bethany, want to take this one?”

There was no answer, so Mr. Barberry turned around. “Bethany?”

Owen threw a look over his shoulder and saw Bethany hunched down behind her math book, her head not even visible. She wasn’t actually sleeping, was she? That’d be brave. Dumb, but brave.

Either way, at least something was happening, and that meant class got just a fraction less boring. Owen covered his smile with his hand. Fraction. Ha!

“Bethany!” Mr. Barberry shouted.

Bethany jerked back in her chair, and her math book tumbled forward, revealing something else behind it: Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.

Uh-oh.

Mr. Barberry just glared at Bethany for a second as she looked around, a mix of confusion and fear on her face. Owen winced, waiting for Mr. Barberry to start yelling, but fortunately the bell rang right at that moment, releasing them for lunch.

“Okay, go,” Mr. Barberry said. “Everyone but you, Bethany.”

The girl nodded, her long bronze-colored hair falling forward over her face. Owen threw a sympathetic look back at her, then noticed something weird.

Was that chocolate on her chin?

But then the other students blocked his view, and he shrugged, not willing to chance getting yelled at too. Besides, lunch meant at least he had a half hour of no fractions.

After waiting in a lunch line that he’d have to remember to add to his list of the most boring things ever, Owen carried his tray of pizza and milk around the cafeteria, looking for a seat. He considered one table with some boys from his class, but they ignored him as he walked over, so he kept going, pretending he’d always meant to sit by himself.

That’s why he brought a book, anyway. Sitting by himself wasn’t exactly new.

Owen had read Kiel Gnomenfoot and the End of Everything twice now, but the seventh book in the series was coming out next week, so it couldn’t hurt to catch up. It’d been hard enough getting a copy out of the library anyway, despite the fact that his mother worked there. This was the book that ended with Dr. Verity surprise attacking the Magister, Kiel’s teacher, after all. Owen personally knew at least five people who had cried at the idea that the Magister might die. And ten people who called the series a Harry Potter rip-off, which it sort of was, but everyone still loved it.

As Owen started to read the last chapter, where Dr. Verity broke into the Magister’s upside-down tower, he saw Bethany stomp into the cafeteria out of the corner of his eye. She plopped down at a table on the other side of the room, then pulled out her book and looked around suspiciously. Then she dropped her head, ate something, and sat back up, glancing around again.

What was she doing? Eating behind the book? Did she even have food? Was she—

Whoops. What she was now, was staring at him.

Owen immediately looked everywhere but at Bethany, but it was too late. She slammed her book closed, threw him a dirty look, then exited the cafeteria with an annoyed huff.

Owen sighed and dropped his own book onto the table. She was probably feeling embarrassed after getting yelled at and didn’t want anyone staring at her, which meant he’d just made things worse. Awesome.

His guilt pushed Owen up out of his seat and after Bethany to apologize or make a joke. Only, by the time he got to the hallway, there was no Bethany. In fact, the entire hallway was completely empty, except for the copy of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory Bethany had just been reading, which now lay on the floor just beneath a locker.

Huh? Not only had she just left her book on the floor, but worse, Owen could tell even from a distance that it came from his mom’s library. That wasn’t even her book!

And were those chocolate stains on it?

That was not cool. What was Bethany thinking? Who checked out a book and got chocolate all over it, even if it, you know, fit the story? Other people wanted to read these books too, and didn’t want to have food stains on their copy.

Shaking his head, Owen grabbed the book and dropped it into his bag, then walked back into the cafeteria to get back to important things, like Dr. Verity’s attack on the Magister. Unfortunately, the bell decided to ring then—cruel, but expected. Owen sighed, threw away his garbage, and tromped back to another few hours of mind-numbing semi-learning.

Eventually, mercifully, the day ended, and Owen exploded out the front door like he was launched from a cannon. It felt so good to be out that he walked that much quicker to his mother’s library, where she worked almost every night. As usual, Owen would go by and help out where he could, mostly because she made him, but partly because it was just fun being around all the books.

He said hi to his mom, who was running around with too much to do, then took his usual spot at the front desk, where he checked people’s books out for a few hours. This job could be either interesting (seeing what people were reading), embarrassing (seeing what people were reading), or boring (seeing what people were reading). Usually it managed to cover at least two of the three every few minutes, and tonight was no different.

When things finally cooled down, Owen sighed and pulled out his homework, knowing that his mother, no matter how busy she was, would notice he wasn’t busy and make him do it anyway. Only, when he went to pull out his math book, there was Bethany’s copy of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory in his bag.

Um, whoops. He’d sort of forgotten all about that. He’d picked it up meaning to give it back to Bethany and glare at her judgmentally for the chocolate stains. But now that he thought about it, had she even been in science after lunch? He couldn’t remember her being there, or in any other class that afternoon. Maybe she’d gone home sick after eating too much chocolate and using a library book as a napkin.

Owen shrugged and checked the book back in to the library. She knew where to find it if she wanted it again.

His mother caught him putting the book on a pile that was supposed to go back out onto shelves, and gave him a look. He sighed and stood up, knowing where this was going. “Those all go in the children’s section,” she said. “I’m locking up, but I have a few things to take care of in the office after that, so finish your homework when you’re done.”

Ugh. Of course. Owen picked up a pile of books about half as tall as he was, then walked them slowly back to the children’s section.

As usual, it was a mess, like a hurricane had plowed into a nuclear bomb right around the Rick Riordan books. Owen sighed and dug in, pulling a few interesting books aside as he noticed them. That was the only good part about cleanup—he’d sometimes find things that looked like a good read.

Ten minutes later the children’s section was at least cleaner, with random piles stacked on top of over-full shelves. Owen looked sadly at the stack of books he’d carried here to put back, then sighed again and picked up Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, knowing there’d be no room for it.

But then, as he found the D section for Roald Dahl, something weird happened. His hand . . . jumped.

He looked down at his hand and the book in it, thinking he’d just imagined the jolt.

The book in his hand jumped again.

“Gah!” he said, dropping the book. It smacked the floor hard and just sat there for a moment.

Then it jumped a third time.

What was happening? Owen backed away as the cover and a bunch of pages flipped open all by themselves. Was the book haunted? Was the entire library haunted? Was it okay to find that awesome even while being scared?

And then, the last thing in the world that Owen ever expected happened.

Five chocolate-covered fingers pushed right out of the center of the book, grabbed the edge, and began to pull themselves out.



CHAPTER 2

As Bethany slowly pulled herself out of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory by her chocolate-covered hands, she sighed. Why had she stayed so long? She was beyond late now. It’d just been incredibly relaxing to sit hidden behind the chocolate river, watching the Oompa-Loompas work and not being yelled at by Mr. Barberry or her mom.

Her head popped out of the book, and suddenly she worried a lot less about being late and a lot more about Owen, a brown-haired, ordinary-looking boy from her class, staring at her like his eyes were going to explode.

“Bethany?” Owen croaked, his voice almost too quiet to hear.

“Owen!” she said, cringing, and quickly pulled herself the rest of the way out of the book and kicked it closed.

“You . . . were in the book?” he said, glancing between her and the still-chocolatey book.

“Don’t be stupid,” Bethany told him, forcing a fake laugh. “You just didn’t see me. I was back here the whole time reading.”

Owen shook his head. “I had the book in my hand,” he said, pointing at it on the floor. “It started jumping around, and you came right out of it. I saw you!”

“That’s crazy,” Bethany said, picking the book up and showing it to him. “How could I have been inside a book? They’re made of paper!” She dropped the book to her side and snorted. “You’ve been reading too many books yourself.”

Owen started to say something, and then his gaze dropped to her side, and he began to make odd squeaking noises. Bethany glanced in the same direction and groaned as she saw her thumb sticking right into the book.

Okay, that really didn’t help her case. Ugh.

Owen’s squeaking noises got louder, and he began to back away from her in a hurry.

Bethany cringed at how loud he was getting and started to shush him, when she remembered something. Owen had seen her in the cafeteria, when she’d been pulling chocolate out of the book to eat at lunch, because some days were so bad that you just wanted candy. He was the one who’d sent her over the edge.

After her mother being upset that morning; after the long, horrible day of Mr. Barberry going on and on about fractions, then yelling at her; after being forced to sit in class when she could have been searching in Prydain or Oz or Wonderland instead, Owen almost catching her at lunch had been the last straw. That had just been it: She was done with school, her teachers, her mother, everything. She walked out of the cafeteria, resolving to spend the rest of the day in the fictional world, so over things that she couldn’t even wait to get somewhere safe before jumping right into the book. She might get detention, yes, but she’d gotten it before and her mother never found out, since she got home from work so late. As long as Bethany was home before her mom, she’d be fine.

Except she wasn’t home, and now Owen had seen her jumping out of a book. This had gone way too far.

“Owen,” Bethany said, grabbing him by the shirt and pushing him back into the children’s section. “You’re going to listen to what I say, quietly, or I’m going to throw you into the Chocolate Factory. Do you understand me?”

Owen nodded quickly, and she let go of him. Instantly, he made a jump toward the library’s exit.

Bethany gritted her teeth, grabbed his hand, and pulled him down into the pages of a book from a nearby pile on the floor without even looking at the title. First Bethany, then Owen passed right into the pages so fast that he probably didn’t even see how it happened.

And that’s how they found themselves in the middle of a burning London as huge green rays exploded into buildings all around them.

“GAH!” Owen shouted, then quickly shut up as a death ray sizzled through the air above his head.

Bethany shoved him into the burned shell of a building, then followed right behind. “Those are Martians,” she shouted over the roar of the invasion, pointing at the huge round spaceships crawling around the city on robotic tentacle legs, firing green rays at anything and everything. “We’re in The War of the Worlds. Now calm down and be quiet, or they’ll shoot you full of Martian lasers.” Something exploded right outside and Owen jumped, but Bethany just grabbed him by his shirt again. “If you stay quiet and don’t get seen, then we’ll be fine. They’re all going to get sick and die from getting colds or germs or something.”

“Martians?” Owen said, his voice almost too quiet to hear over the craziness outside. He glanced out, then jumped back in as another ray exploded a car right outside. “For real? Martians?”

Bethany paused, not exactly sure how to answer that. “It’s real here, in the book. It’s not like Martians really destroyed London. That probably would have made the news.”

Owen gave her a confused look, then stuck his head outside again. “But . . . where’s the army? Who’s fighting them?”

Bethany scrunched up her nose. “It’s been a while since I read it, but I think the army gets beaten pretty bad. They can’t really fight the Martians with just guns. But that’s not why we’re here!” She pulled Owen back inside again and stared him straight in the eye. “You can’t tell anyone about this, Owen. In fact, you can’t even tell me about it, because we’re never going to speak again after this. Mostly because you’ll be so good at keeping this a secret. Do you understand me?”

He just stared at her for a second, then shook his head and pushed her out of the way. “Shouldn’t we help them?” he shouted, pointing outside. “We can tell them how the Martians get sick, so they can protect themselves. Sneeze on the aliens or something!”

The boy really wasn’t getting the point. “No,” she told him. “The book’s already written. We can’t change it. You don’t seem to be grasping what’s happening.”

“But how is it written if it’s going on right now?” Owen shouted. “Look at it!”

She sighed, grabbed his hand, and jumped them both up and out of the book, this time not bothering to exit slowly, since she didn’t have time to be careful. They shot right out of The War of the Worlds, slamming into the nearby bookcase a bit harder than Bethany had meant. Before Owen could even say one word, Bethany grabbed another book and jerked him straight into its pages. He shouted in surprise, but then went quiet as they landed on a checkerboard field, mostly because he couldn’t stop looking all around.

“See?” she said. “We’re inside the books. This is the fictional world, Owen. You can’t change things here, because they’re already written. If we’d jumped into the last page of The War of the Worlds, the Martians would have all been defeated. I just didn’t really look before leaping.” Which, admittedly, was horrible, and something she never, ever did. But this was a special circumstance.

Owen didn’t seem to hear her. Instead, he reached out a hand and let a small rocking horse with wings land on his fingers.

“Where are we now?” he whispered, and the horse neighed at him.

“Wonderland,” she told him. “Well, Through the Looking Glass. I think that’s still Wonderland, but I was never really sure how that worked.”

“Wonderland? As in Alice?” he asked her as a bread-and-butter-fly landed in his hair.

“She’s probably on her way to the nameless woods around this page,” Bethany told him. “I make sure to avoid the main characters, since that’s the easiest way to not mess up the story. Plus, then I don’t have to get involved with all the plot stuff, and I can just enjoy myself.”

He turned back to her, various impossible insects hovering all around him. “Please tell me this isn’t a dream. I know it has to be, I must be asleep at the front desk, but please let it not be a dream—”

She reached out and pinched him as hard as she could, letting out some of her annoyance. He gasped and yanked his arm away, then gave her a dirty look. “You could have just said no!”

She shrugged. “So remember what we were talking about? How we’re never going to speak of this again?”

“How can you do this?” he asked her. “How . . . how can you just jump into books? They’re words on paper.”

She sighed. “They are, but right now, so are you. If you can be quiet, I’ll show you what I do. But no shouting or anything this time, okay?”

He nodded, and she grabbed his arm, and again, jumped them both right out of the book into the library, just a bit more gently this time. She let go of his arm, held up her hand for him to see, then slowly pushed it into Through the Looking Glass.

As her fingers touched the page, they melted and re-formed, becoming various words like “knuckles” and “fingernail” and “thumb,” all describing whatever part they’d been. Those words then spread over the page like brownie batter, absorbing right into the book. Finally, she just shoved her arm in up to the shoulder.

“I’m wriggling my fingers at you right now in Wonderland,” she told him.

Owen laughed oddly, then made a weird face and fell backward to the floor, unconscious.

Bethany sighed, shaking her head. “Alien invasions and rocking-horse-flies are fine, but this, you faint at?”



CHAPTER 3

Owen woke up to his mother calling him and immediately pushed himself upright, looking around quickly for ray guns or white rabbits or something.

Unfortunately, there was nothing but a cleaned-up children’s section.

No. No no no! Had he dreamed all of that? Did that mean that he really was still stuck in real life? AGH!

“Owen?” his mother shouted again. “What’s taking you so long?”

“Sorry, I was just reading!” he shouted back to her, then grabbed his Kiel Gnomenfoot book and ran to the front of the library, getting more and more depressed with every step. No! It had to be real! If it was real, then that meant there was more to life than boring classes and boring chores after school and boring everything else. Bethany jumping into books was the opposite of boring, and therefore it had to be real, if life was going to be fair at all!

Owen spent that night staring at the ceiling, waiting to sleep and not even feeling a sliver tired. Would Bethany be in school tomorrow? Would she deny it all? Had he just made it all up? And if not, how did she do it? What did she do in books . . . just explore, or did she mostly go for eating fictional candy? Who had she met? Did she have autographs?

Sometime during the night he must have fallen asleep, because his alarm pulled him out of dreams of Bethany introducing him to Aslan the lion as the people of Narnia cheered. Owen slapped the alarm off, then leaped out of bed, wide awake despite getting almost no sleep.

His mother asked him if everything was okay as he almost choked on his breakfast, and then he raced out the door, easily twenty minutes early for the bus. When it finally came, Owen sat alone in the very first seat, his legs shaking from nervousness and excitement the entire way.

He pushed his way off the bus as fast as he could and speed-walked to class, so he wouldn’t get in trouble for running. Once there, he took his seat and waited, the first one to show up.

Other kids filed in, none looking that happy to be there, and more than a few gave him an odd look as he sat at his desk, grinning in anticipation. He couldn’t help it, though. Bethany would be there soon, and then he’d get his answers. It had to be real. It just made so much more sense than math and school and chores!

Mr. Barberry stepped in, and the bell rang a second later with no sign of Bethany. Owen almost slapped his desk in frustration. Where was—

And then Bethany slid in the door, right behind Mr. Barberry. She edged along the side of the room and quickly took her seat, sitting down just as Mr. Barberry turned around to start class, completely missing the fact that she was late.

Owen glanced over his shoulder at her as subtly as he could, but Bethany had her eyes locked on the front of the room, where Mr. Barberry had started talking about geography.

Owen groaned. So, what, he’d have to wait till lunch now to talk to her? Life was both boring and very, very cruel.

What followed were the worst three hours that Owen had ever experienced, like Christmas Eve, the night before vacation, and waiting for the new Kiel Gnomenfoot to come out all rolled into one. Minute by minute rolled by, and Owen was so frustrated, he didn’t even bother daydreaming. Instead, he threw looks back at Bethany, who seemed to be paying more attention to Mr. Barberry than anyone had ever before, in all of history.

Finally the lunch bell rang, and Owen had to hold himself down, letting the rest of the class leave before him. Bethany seemed to be waiting too, but seeing that he wasn’t going anywhere, she quickly got up and left, ignoring him when he called out her name as she passed.

Owen paused, psyched himself up, then walked out directly behind her, following her to the cafeteria. She sat down alone at a table with her paper bag lunch, and he sat down right across from her, completely lunchless.

“Hi!” he said, grinning widely.

She sighed loud enough to be sure he heard and gave him a dirty look. “What?”

“What are you reading?” he asked, pointing at the book next to her lunch tray.

She flipped the book over even as he asked about it. “None of your business.”

“Is it any good?”

She made an annoyed growling noise. “Owen. Tell me what you want.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “Are you going to blackmail me or something? Turn me in to the library police? All unless I jump you into a book and steal you a time machine or something?”

That threw him. “Blackmail? . . . A time machine? Where would you get that?”

She glared at him. “From The Time Machine. It’s a book, and the title kinda gives it away.”

“Oh right!” he said. “But no, I just came over here because, honestly, I thought I might have imagined the whole thing. But you saying it happened makes me feel so much better.” He grinned again.

She stared at him, openmouthed, then rolled her eyes. “This is what I get for not letting you talk first.”

“So how does it work?” Owen whispered, looking around to make sure no one else was watching or listening.

“How does what work?” she asked, looking tired of this whole conversation.

“You doing . . . whatever it is that you do? With the finger waving in Wonderland? And bringing us into War of the Worlds?”

She glanced around. “Can we not talk about this here, in the middle of the cafeteria? Everyone’s staring at us.”

Owen glanced in the direction she nodded in, but saw no one looking at them. He turned back and realized she’d been about to make a run for it. “Nice try!” he said, standing up too. “We can go somewhere else, but you’re not running away into a book or something. Not without me!”

“Is that a threat?” she demanded, giving him a cold glare.

“No?” he said, his confusion making his smile fade. “I just . . . You can’t know how amazing this is, how it makes up for everything. I knew that there was something like this out there, because if there wasn’t, then life is just dental floss and vegetables and word problems. That can’t be everything. Deep down, I think we all know there has to be more. So for books to be real? To know they’re out there, all my favorite characters? That would make it all worth it!”

She stared at him for a moment, then shook her head. “I’m an idiot for even talking to you. But if I tell you about it, will you promise to never tell anyone else?”

Owen crossed his heart, and she rolled her eyes again. “Not good enough?” he asked. “How about, I solemnly swear that I am up to no good—”

“Don’t Marauder’s Map me,” she told him. “I’ll talk to you at the library tonight. Until then, you don’t speak to me, look at me, or even know I exist. Now leave me alone.”

Owen beamed and stood up to go get food, too excited to eat but knowing he’d better, since he might need his strength. There’d have to be dragons, whatever story they’d visit tonight. And magic. And spaceships, and aliens who weren’t allergic to human colds, and flying squirrels, and volcanoes, and superspies, probably, and everything else he couldn’t even imagine right now.

All this time, his favorite books hadn’t been lying. All you had to do was wait long enough, last through enough boring lessons on fractions, live through enough chores and homework and evil stepmothers, and eventually you found something . . . better. A fairy godmother, a dying alien with a power ring, or a doorway to a magical world.

And Owen’s doorway just happened to be a girl named Bethany.

The rest of the day went by in a blur, mostly because Owen didn’t even bother trying to pay attention. Instead, he went through all his favorite books in his head, trying to pinpoint which one they should go into first.

Obviously, Harry Potter would be near the top of the list. Not even to Hogwarts, just to Ollivanders for a wand. That’d be perfect. Next, The Lightning Thief. And The Graveyard Book, and a trip to Fablehaven, and—

And then Owen stopped short, right in the middle of the sidewalk as he walked home from the bus. What was he thinking? What was everyone at school talking about? The seventh Kiel Gnomenfoot book, out next week. And why? Because they all wanted to find out if the Magister had lived, and if not, to see Kiel get revenge on Dr. Verity.

But what if . . . what if someone saved the Magister from Dr. Verity? What if Bethany brought Owen into the book right at the moment when Dr. Verity attacked, and Owen stopped him?

He would be a hero. A hero in a book. A hero in a book that everyone read.

Owen’s mouth dropped open, and pure joy exploded in his chest. This would be huge. Bigger than saving Dumbledore, since Dumbledore came back anyway as a ghost or whatever. The Magister was like everyone’s favorite character after Kiel. It might even change how the books ended!

That was it. None of the tourist, autograph type stuff. Clearly, Owen had been pulled out of his boring world for exactly this reason. It was meant to be. Fate or something. He’d been chosen, and it was time to save the greatest wizard ever, the Magister.

And all Owen had to do to make it happen was convince Bethany to take him.



CHAPTER 4

Bethany stood outside the library’s sliding doors, watching Owen at the front desk. He wasn’t actually doing anything, just staring off into space like he always did in class. Daydreaming.

When was the last time she’d daydreamed? Bethany couldn’t actually remember. Why imagine a world in your head when you could just go visit another one in a book?

Of course, to do that, you had to sneak the book into your house to make sure you didn’t get caught by your mother, who absolutely forbade you from ever jumping into another book. And then you’d have to hide it from her at all times, waiting to actually jump into it until there was no chance she’d catch you missing.

Bethany sighed, smushing her face against the library’s window. Maybe daydreaming was better.

This was going to be bad, talking to Owen about . . . everything. The how and, even worse, the why. But there was no way to avoid him, not with him working in the library. Without money, the library had always been the only way to get more books. And without new books, she’d never find what she’d been looking for.

She sighed again. Either she stopped sneaking books and gave up her search, or she disobeyed her mother and felt horrible. At least feeling horrible would eventually go away.

It had to, didn’t it?

This was dumb. She’d just tell Owen enough to satisfy his curiosity, then bribe him so he’d leave her alone. She dropped a hand into her pocket to make sure the Everlasting Gobstopper she’d taken from Willy Wonka’s factory was still there. Candy that’d never lose its flavor or get smaller, no matter how long you sucked on it? That seemed like a good trade-off for keeping your mouth shut.

For just a moment she watched Owen smile at someone as he checked out their books, and she felt a little sick. There hadn’t been many people lined up to be her friend, not since her birthday party all those years ago. After the party her mother hadn’t let her out of the house without watching her closely, and she’d even pulled Bethany out of school for the next few years. And here was Owen, someone who might be fun to talk to, or even come with her when she searched through books. But instead, she was bribing him to stay away. Great.

Ugh. Why couldn’t she just be back in a book right now, avoiding all of this?

Taking a deep breath, Bethany stepped through the sliding glass doors, gave Owen a look, then nodded toward the computerless tables in the back, the ones no one ever sat at. He smiled at her, then winked way too obviously, which almost made her turn right around, no matter what he knew. She pushed on anyway and kept walking toward the tables, where she threw her bag onto a chair and sat down to wait.

Less than a minute later, Owen slid into the seat across from her. “My mom’s watching the desk. I told her we were meeting to go over some homework.” He grinned. “A book report. You know, because—”

“I get it,” Bethany said. “So, what, you just lie to your mother? No big deal?” Guilt swirled in her stomach, but she decided Owen deserved it more.

Owen sat back in his chair, his face turning red. “Well, not usually, but I promised not to tell anyone, so I had to think of an excuse—”

“Right, whatever,” Bethany said, waving a hand as she inwardly tried to ignore how he’d done it for her, which made this lie her fault too. “Listen. I brought you something.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out the gobstopper.

His eyes widened, and he took the candy in his hands almost reverently. “Is . . . is this a Wonka original?” he whispered.

Wow. “Yup. And it’s all yours. You just have to agree to leave me alone and never tell anyone about what you saw last night.”

His eyes widened even more, and he held the candy up so he could look at it more closely. Then he sighed and passed it back to her. “You keep it,” he said, shaking his head. “There are too many books I’d rather visit!”

Bethany narrowed her eyes and pushed the candy back toward him. “It’s not a choice. You either get the candy and leave me alone, or you don’t get the candy and leave me alone.”

He took the candy back, but set it to one side. “We can talk about that in a minute. I want to know how you do all of this in the first place.”

Bethany glanced around to make sure no one could hear. “My . . . my father. He’s, um, fictional. You know, from a book.” She swallowed hard, knowing what was coming.

Owen gave her a confused look. “I’m sorry, he’s . . . what?”

“My father is a fictional character,” she said, her anger growing, which wasn’t really fair. It’s not like she had just told Owen her father was from Sweden or something. This wasn’t something that most people dealt with on a daily basis, so she should maybe cut him some slack.

But why did she have to be fair to Owen about this? How was it any of his business anyway?

“. . . . What?” Owen repeated, still confused.

“My mother read books about my father, and somehow my father found his way out of those books, and they fell in love,” Bethany hissed, her anger growing with each word Owen said. “You know, I’d really like to not talk about this—”

“How does a fictional person just . . . get out?” Owen asked.

“I don’t know!” Bethany said, annoyed at herself for letting Owen bother her so much. “Maybe I could ask him if he was around. Only he’s not, okay? Are we done here?”

“Where did he go? Back into his book?”

“Where did he go?” Bethany said, her voice getting louder. “For my fourth birthday party, my mom told everyone I wasn’t allowed to get books for presents. All my friends’ parents thought that was weird, but they listened. All except one. While my mom was in the other room, I opened a present and found a copy of Fairy Tales for Kids. And since I didn’t know what I was doing, I pulled myself, all the other kids, and my father right into the book.”

She paused, swallowing hard. “Somehow, I got me and the other kids back out,” Bethany said, her voice now quieter. “They all thought it was some kind of cool magic trick for the party. But my dad . . . I don’t know what happened, but he got left behind. Except he’s not in that book now, not anymore. And I don’t know where he is.”

“Couldn’t he just leave that book too?” Owen asked. “The same way he did the first time?”

Why was she telling Owen this much? “Maybe? I don’t know. Maybe he tried, and left that book looking for another way out. Maybe . . . maybe he couldn’t leave, because something hurt him in the story. Or maybe he just figured, why come back to the real world when the fictional world is so much better ?”

She turned away, ran the backs of her hands over her eyes, then sighed. “I look for him everywhere I can,” she said, staring at the table. “After my dad got lost, my mom wouldn’t let me jump into books anymore, no exceptions. For years after, she wouldn’t even let me read a book the normal way without watching me do it, not even schoolbooks. And what am I going to do with those, jump into a word problem? As soon as she started to trust me, I hit the library and checked out that fairy-tale book first thing. I tore that thing apart, inside and out, but he wasn’t there. Not anywhere in it! I keep trying, bringing home new books every night, hiding them from my mom, but there are so many other books out there. How could anyone possibly look through them all?”

Owen put up his hands, and she realized he was trying to quiet her down. She looked over his shoulder to where several people had turned to look at whatever the crazy girl in the corner was yelling about. Her eyes widened, and she gritted her teeth in an effort to not punch something. “I don’t know why I’m even talking about this,” she hissed. “You’re just some jerk who won’t leave me alone. Now, do you want the gobstopper or not? ”

He glanced at the candy again, staring at it like it was made of gold. Then he pushed it back to her side. “No. But if you really don’t want to ever hear from me again, then I’ve got a different deal for you.”

That’s what this was all about. She should have known. “So you do want a time machine.”

He shook his head. “I don’t want anything from a book. Just for you to take me into one. Five minutes, in and out, that’s all I ask.”

Bethany sighed. Of course that’s what he wanted. Meet Percy Jackson, or Ron Weasley, or that knockoff Harry Potter kid, Kiel Giant-toes. And if she didn’t do what he asked, he’d tell her mother, and that’d be it. So much for making a friend. “And which book is that?”

He pulled a book out from his backpack. Kiel Gnomenfoot and the End of Everything. Kiel Giant-toes it was.

“So, what, you want his autograph?” she asked, keeping her voice as level as she could. “Want to go gush over him like he’s a celebrity? That’ll be perfect, Owen. He has no idea anyone even knows who he is, but yes, go tell him how much you love his gnome feet or whatever, and how The End of Everything is the greatest title you’ve ever heard. Do you know how dumb that idea is? You’d change the entire story! Do you have any idea what would happen if you did that?”

Owen’s eyes lit up like Christmas lights. “No?” he said.

“Neither do I!” she whispered. “Maybe it’s not possible, I don’t even know, because I’m too smart to have ever tried. The last thing I need is for my name to show up in a book like I’m a character, where everyone can see it. You think no one would notice that, if suddenly there’s a Bethany Sanderson in Frankenstein where there’d never been one before? And what if I change a book’s story, especially one that’s as popular as Kiel Nope-Fingers? People are gonna notice something like that in seconds! I have nightmares about what could happen.”

He started to say something, then stopped and opened the book. “I don’t want to meet Kiel,” he said finally. “He’s not even in this chapter. I just . . . His teacher, the Magister, has this spell book, and—”

“Magic?” Bethany almost shouted, then quickly quieted down when everyone turned to look at them again. “Are you kidding me? You want to learn magic? Did you hear what I just said about nightmares? That’d be like ten times worse!”

“There’s a spell,” Owen told her. “Kiel’s used it before. It helps you find things.” He paused, as if he were considering something. “I didn’t know about your father, not before. But now that I do, there’s a spell in this book that could find him for you. You learn the spell, and cast it here, or there, however it works. And it’d locate him.” He shrugged. “I just thought that might help you. And if after that you want me to forget all this, that I ever saw you, that’s up to you.”

Bethany stared at him, her mouth hanging open. He wanted to help her? “No. No. It’s way too risky. I’m sorry, that was actually . . . nice of you. But no.” She stood up and turned to leave, then paused and pushed the gobstopper over to him before walking straight out of the library.

As soon as she passed through the sliding doors, she stopped and turned around. Owen had picked up the candy and was staring at it sadly, like it was all that was left of his Christmas after the Grinch came through.

Ugh. UGH! He’d been trying to do something nice. Obviously, he wanted to visit the book too, just for fun, but besides that, he’d been thinking about her. And this is how she treated him for it?

But there was no way she could do that. It was just asking for trouble. She couldn’t!

Bethany fell back against the library wall. She hadn’t even checked out a new book to search for her father. But there was no going back in now, not with Owen still there. Great. Was she going to have to avoid the library all the time now?

At least she still had some books back home. Okay, she’d already looked for her dad in them, but sometimes you just needed a Little Prince night, sitting alone on his planet while he was down on Earth, talking to the pilot.

She gave Owen one last look through the library doors, then tried to forget this whole night ever happened as she set off home.

Ten minutes later, turning the key in her front door, she heard the TV and knew her mother was home. It sounded like the news was on, but not about anything important, just something about how some first issue of a comic book had sold for hundreds of thousands of dollars since no one could find any other issues in the series anymore. Hugely important news, obviously.

But her mom being home early meant something was wrong. Something wrong like maybe Owen had said something he shouldn’t have?

“Mom?” Bethany said in a voice even quieter than she meant to use.
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