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Praise for STORY THIEVES


[image: images]“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
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Dear Readers:


Thank you for joining me here, with Story Thieves: Pick the Plot. If you have followed the Story Thieves books, welcome back. And if you have decided to choose this book as your first, I will endeavor to catch you up on what’s been transpiring under your very nose, for your entire life.


You see, if you are reading this book, you are fictional. You exist within the fictional world, and your life is controlled by the dictates of an author in the nonfictional world. This inescapable horror has been occurring since the very beginning of the fictional world, but the time has come to end it.


First, though, I thought it appropriate to teach a nonfictional person a lesson. After all, they deserve to feel what it’s like to live under the control of someone else too, don’t they?


In the Story Thieves books, I’ve chronicled the lives of two children: Owen Conners and Bethany Sanderson. Owen is a normal, nonfictional boy who has toyed with writing his own stories. Bethany, though, is half-fictional. Each of her parents comes from a different world, and because of this, she has gained the power to travel between them at will, as long as she has a book to pass through.


Owen and Bethany, unlike the vast majority of us fictionals, know their lives are being chronicled. They learned of the Story Thieves books during their adventure that I recounted in Story Thieves: The Stolen Chapters, and were extremely unnerved by the discovery that fictionals could read about their lives just as they’d been reading about ours. As they should be.


As of the last Story Thieves book, Secret Origins, Bethany has been lost to both worlds, after having used a newfound superpower to transform into a beam of light to save her fictional father, a superhero named Doc Twilight. Owen, having witnessed my transformation from fictional criminal into self-realized being, was then trapped within this very book with no knowledge of Bethany’s fate. He will most likely do his best to track Bethany down, in spite of his ignorance of her whereabouts (unknown, and heading even farther away with every second at the speed of light).


For Owen’s education, I’ve chosen a book called The Time Prison, the second in a series about a time traveler named Kara Dox. The Time Prison would ordinarily never have been seen by you, a fictional reader, given that it was written by a nonfictional author for nonfictional readers. Even worse, this type of book is in the Pick the Plot category, meaning readers are given total control over the fictional people within.


Using a process that would most likely bore you, I have freed this book from the control of nonfictional readers and am turning it over to you. Now you are in charge of what happens within. In other words, from here on, Owen’s fate is up to you, dear readers. Please try not to kill him if you can avoid it.


However, do remember that everything you choose to do to Owen in this book has been done to our people countless times, and is most likely being done to you even as we speak. After all, though you control Owen’s life now, you are still not in charge of your own.


Not yet, at least. But very soon.


Enjoy yourself, fictional reader. It’s time to teach Owen Conners what it’s like to be fictional.


Yours,


Nobody




A loud noise startled Owen awake, and he bolted up in fright, finding himself in darkness. The last few days came crashing back, and he squeezed his eyes shut. Wherever he was, he didn’t want to know. There were too many bad possibilities and not nearly enough good ones. The bad ones:


1. He was trapped in a book. The last he’d seen Bethany, the Dark had defeated her. And then Nobody had thrown Owen into a Pick the Plot book. That meant Owen could be in a story where he had zero control over his own choices, with readers deciding for him. This was the worst of the bad possibilities.


2. He was back home, but Bethany was still missing. Maybe the whole Pick the Plot thing had been Nobody trying to scare him, and instead of a book, Nobody had sent Owen back to the nonfictional world. So he was now actually lying in his own bed, which was good . . . but there’d be no way he could help Bethany. Slightly less worse, only because at least he was safe in his own bed.


3. He was back home, with Bethany still missing . . . and Nobody had completely separated the nonfictional and fictional worlds. Depending on what that meant, this might actually be the worst option.


As Owen had learned while stuck in a sort of behind-the-scenes comic book land, Nobody had been trying to permanently separate the worlds, and Bethany was one of the last portals holding them together. So if Nobody had found Bethany, then split her in half like he’d said he was going to . . . what would happen? What if Owen opened his eyes and discovered a world without books, without movies, without anything made-up? Would that stuff all just disappear? And would the fictional people on the other side be okay too? Not to mention would Bethany be okay, split in half like that?


All in all, that was three good reasons not to open his eyes, right there. Owen squeezed them shut even harder, balling his hands into fists, before taking a deep breath, trying to calm down.


Just because the bad possibilities were awful didn’t mean there weren’t still good possibilities. He should list those off too, just to be fair:


1. The last few days had all been a bad, bad dream.


2.


3.


Okay, having only one good possibility wasn’t very encouraging. And things like this were never bad dreams. That was just lazy writing in books.


Owen slowly lay back down on the bed, purposely not paying attention to how scratchy this blanket was, and how his blanket at home was definitely not scratchy at all. C’mon, bad dream.


And then another loud, strange noise came from what felt like yards away, and Owen’s robotic heart began pounding. The sound had been a horrifying cross between a scream and a growl, and definitely wasn’t his fictional cat, Spike.


He clenched his fists tighter, still not opening his eyes. Maybe the sound had just been some dog that needed to go out! Or a cat fighting something bigger, like a . . . a tiger, or a truck! Not likely, but still possible! Either way, there was no proof that he was currently trapped in a terrible book where readers could control his whole life. Nope. No proof at all.


“I’m at home,” Owen whispered to himself. “Bethany’s at her house, and we’re both totally, completely fine. And soon Mom will be in to wake me up for school, because I slept through my alarm again, and she’ll yell at me for it, just like every morning.”


A louder, more guttural roar erupted from even closer, and the entire room shook with its power.


That was not his mom.


Owen dug his fingernails into his hands, determined not to open his eyes now, no matter what. “This isn’t happening,” he whispered. “I have to be dreaming. I’m going to wake up back home, and everything will be fine!”


SHOW OWEN WHO’S IN CHARGE. MAKE HIM GET OUT OF BED.


Turn to page 76. [image: images]


LET OWEN STAY IN BED FOR A BIT. HE SHOULD PROBABLY REST UP BEFORE THE CRAZINESS STARTS.


Turn to page 141. [image: images]




Watch out!” Kara shouted, and pushed Owen out of the way of the dinosaur. He hit the ground to the side of the air lock hard, but realized she hadn’t come with him. Instead, she’d frozen in place where he’d dropped her hand, no longer having access to him speeding up her time.


And now the Tyrannosaurus rex was bearing down on her, instead.


“HEY!” Owen shouted, picking up a rock and throwing it at the creature. Though he’d aimed for the dinosaur’s mouth, the rock hit the creature in the eye, and it reared back just before it reached Kara.


The T. rex roared in anger and pain, then turned to Owen lying on the ground.


Uh-oh.


Owen scooted backward as fast as he could, but the creature was just too fast, even with their time moving at the same speed. It roared again, and Owen began hyperventilating, looking around for something, anything he could use against it, but there was nothing but dirt and tree roots.


You did this to me, didn’t you! Owen yelled in his head as the dinosaur attacked. You chose to have it—


His thought was cut off as massive jaws closed all around him, and everything went dark.


Ah, readers. This is Nobody. I believe I mentioned teaching Owen a lesson, but nowhere did I say that you should have dinosaurs eat him whole. Luckily, he’ll be alive when time restarts in the prison on page 1 (or you can skip back to the last chapter on page 260). Please, though . . . let’s try to keep Owen in one piece, if at all possible? He’ll never learn his lesson otherwise.




TELL KARA TO COME WITH YOU, THAT LEAVING THIS STORY  WILL LEAVE HER DESTINY BEHIND. SHE CAN’T DESTROY THE FUTURE IF SHE’S NOT IN THIS STORY’S UNIVERSE.


The thought overwhelmed Owen, and he opened his mouth before he even fully understood what he was about to say. “Kara, if you come with me, you’ll be leaving this universe altogether,” he told her, holding his hand out to her. “There’ll be no way for you to destroy the future, then, at least not this one. It might be cheating, sure, but it’ll still free you from whatever destiny you have here. And isn’t that better than locking yourself away for the rest of time?”


Kara’s hand froze over the time bracelet, and she glanced up at him, a tentative hope in her eyes. “We don’t know that would work. Maybe I’m cursed to unleash evil and end all of reality no matter where I am.”


“Maybe,” Owen told her, not moving his hand. “We don’t know for sure, you’re right. But we’ll never know if you don’t come with me now.”


She swallowed hard. “There’s no way,” she whispered. “I can’t just leave my entire universe.”


“This from the person who was never going to see the outside world for the rest of eternity,” he said, grinning at her.


She sighed. “You don’t need to do this for me.”


Owen shook his head. “You’re the one trying to avoid ending the universe, Kara. I think the least I can do is help you with that. And you can help me. Nobody tried to trap me here, but with your help, I got free, and now, I finally get to strike back, yes, just like in that Star Fights movie. Nobody’s trying to . . . well, I can’t really explain it without getting into a lot of nonfictional stuff, but it’s not good. Universe-ending not good, ironically. The only thing is, I have no idea if I can actually stop him by myself.” He raised an eyebrow. “But maybe with your help . . . ?”


Kara sighed again. “If I go, it’s just to check things out, okay? You have to promise me that if everything goes wrong wherever we go, you’ll bring me back here and let me turn myself in to the TSA. I need your word, Owen Conners.”


“I promise, Kara Dox.” He crossed his heart, then put his hand back out.


“I’m going to hold you to that,” she said, eyeing him nervously. But she took his hand.


“Deal,” Owen said, then closed his eyes. He imagined Jupiter City as it was the moment he and Bethany had first seen it, from the top of the Apathetic Industries building. Raising the hand not holding on to Kara (just so she wouldn’t change her mind, he told himself), he grabbed a page in midair, then brought his hand down.


He heard reality rip apart, but paused before opening his eyes. Last time he’d been there, the Dark had been in absolute control, and shadows had taken over half of the city. If the Dark had beaten Bethany, would it be worse now? Would the entire city be covered in darkness?


Except Kara had brought them to his present, and since his ripping through stories stayed in the same time period, maybe not enough time had even passed for anything horrible to take place?


Sadly, that seemed like a hopeful possibility right now.


Owen slowly opened his eyes, then immediately covered them again. Not only wasn’t the city covered in darkness, but the sun shined so brightly it almost blinded him!


“Is that . . . a museum honoring a man in a duck costume?” Kara asked, peering through the tear in reality.


Owen shaded his eyes and looked, then broke out into a huge grin, not able to help himself. After everything the Pick the Plot book had thrown at him, he’d actually made it back to Jupiter City. He was going to be able to find Bethany! “Oh, it so is. You’ll love it—it was built by people from the future.” Still holding her hand, he led her through the torn page in reality, then closed it behind them.


They emerged right in the middle of a sidewalk, making several people jump. That by itself was amazing, since the last time he’d been here, the streets had been absolutely empty. But now, there were people walking the streets, sitting on benches, chatting and talking to friends, all just like any other city.


And there weren’t just regular people either.


“Look!” someone shouted. “Captain Sunshine!”


Owen, Kara, and everyone around them looked up into the sky, while some people even started clapping. A man in a yellow superhero suit flew by overhead, waving at the people below. “Keep up the good work, citizens,” Captain Sunshine said with a bright smile, and his voice boomed through the streets. People began shouting back compliments and praise.


All in all, this was not The Dark comic anymore.


“That looked suspiciously like a superhero,” Kara said, her eyes on Captain Sunshine as he flew off. “Where exactly are we?”


“I could tell you,” Owen told her, “but this is definitely some of that nonfictional stuff.”


She cringed. “Ugh, fine, I don’t want to know.”


Now that Captain Sunshine had passed by, the crowds went back to whatever they were doing, though a few children kept laughing and pointing. A strange feeling welled up inside of Owen, and it took him a second to place it. Was this . . . hope? Yes, that was it exactly! This was the comic book world Owen had always wanted to visit, not the dark, dystopian nightmare that the Dark had brought about. And just being here seemed to give him a weird feeling of optimism.


Even with Bethany missing, even with the threat of Nobody hanging over him, even with the possibility of the fictional and nonfictional worlds forever separating, Owen couldn’t help but smile. And it was all thanks to Jupiter City.


“Okay! We need to find someone named Doc Twilight,” he told Kara. “Or more specifically, his hideout. Then we can use your time bracelet to go back in time and rescue Bethany from . . .” He paused, realizing he had no idea what had happened to her. “Well, we’ll see when we get there.”


“Sounds easy enough,” Kara said. “Any idea where it is?”


“Not even a little bit,” Owen said, inwardly wincing. He would have, if he’d read forward in the comic page world, instead of investigating Nobody’s past.


“What about the guy who just flew off?” Kara asked, nodding into the sky. “He might know this doctor you’re looking for. If he doesn’t but he really is a superhero, then he probably has vision powers or something and could maybe find the guy for us.” She paused. “What’s he a doctor of, anyway? Nighttime?”


“Basically,” Owen said. “I’d try that, but Captain Sunshine didn’t exactly hang around, and I must have left my signal watch at home.”


Kara turned him around to point at a sign on a street lamp. “I might know where he’s going.”


The sign showed Captain Sunshine and other members of the Lawful League standing majestically in front of a domed building.


Come meet the Lawful League at their headquarters!


Thank them for saving Jupiter City from the Dark!


Autographs today only from 1–3 p.m.


(No supervillains or evil clones, please.)


“That’s so . . . friendly of them,” Owen said, loving how different this version of Jupiter City was from his last trip. “I guess we need to figure out where the headquarters is?”


“Just a few blocks over, friend!” said a man walking by. He pointed diagonally through a building. “Can’t miss it. Just go with the crowds. Everyone’s going to be heading over there. They rescued us all from the Dark!”


“Oh, thank you!” Owen said, giving the man a big grin.


“Gotta watch out for each other!” the man said, and tipped a nonexistent hat at Owen before walking off, whistling.


Kara just stared. “Everyone’s so weirdly happy and nice,” she said, a nervous look on her face. Owen didn’t really blame her, honestly. After everything she’d been through, this much lighthearted joy had to seem a bit odd.


The stranger who’d helped them was right: The crowds were mostly heading in the direction of the Lawful Legion event. Following along with Kara, Owen could make out the Apathetic Industries skyscraper that he and Bethany had first appeared in when they’d taken a portal from what turned out to be her sort-of grandfather’s house into Jupiter City. Now it was covered in celebratory lighting, cheerfully shining in the midday sun.


As they drew closer, vendors appeared selling balloons covered in superhero symbols, Captain Sunshine ice cream bars, and even some kind of fried fruit pies that promised to stop any hungry supervillain in their tracks. Owen bought one of the pies (while generously tipping the vendor) and bit into it. A rush of goodwill and lawful thoughts filled him, and he loudly mmmed.


Kara giggled at that, then covered her mouth like she was embarrassed. “Whoa, I didn’t mean to let that out!” She gave him an apologetic look. “It’s hard not to get caught up in the mood here.”


“Maybe we can get you superpowers while you’re in town?” Owen asked her. “It’s not too hard. I got them by accident, and you know how useful they’ve been.”


She laughed again, but this time didn’t seem embarrassed by it. “I’m okay for now, but let me know if you think of some cool ones.”


“You could be Time Woman. Or the Clock Queen!”


A cloud passed over her face, and she nodded but turned away. Ugh, why had he reminded her of what she’d left behind? Still, that was the past now. Things here in Jupiter City would be much better for everyone, just as soon as he found Bethany. He weirdly felt so optimistic, what with a fruit pie in his stomach and happy people all around him. What couldn’t he do right now?


They joined the throngs of people in front of the Lawful Legion’s beautiful headquarters. The domed building practically glowed in the sunlight, with white marble rising from a deep green park in front. A pavilion had been set up in the park, but there was only one person onstage.


Owen looked closer, and all of the optimism and joy he felt slowly evaporated. The man onstage was wearing a yellow banana suit.


That was him. The Rotten Banana. The one who’d supposedly been going to take Bethany to the Dark. And apparently had, since the last Owen had seen, the Dark had Bethany in his clutches with the banana nowhere around. Had he turned Owen’s friends over to the Dark, or just abandoned them when things got bad? Neither answer was okay.


“Who wants the Top Banana’s autograph?” the banana shouted out into the crowd. “I know, I’m very a-peeling, but there’s enough banana in this bunch to go around. Form a line, only twenty bucks a signature!”
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Please send us home, readers. I don’t know if Adelaine really did take your power away, but if not, the Magister is pure evil, and he’s probably going to kill us for revenge. Or maybe it’s prevenge, since he hasn’t met me yet. I think?


Readers? Please?


“Come with us, Adelaine,” the Magister instructed, then returned to stand before the council. The other members all stood now too and formed a circle with their staffs held high in the air. Adelaine led Owen and Kara off to the side so they wouldn’t be in the way, which at least put him farther from the Magister.


The council members began to chant, and their staffs lit up with the same shimmering light as the floor and chairs. From outside, rivers of light began to flow into the center of the room from every conceivable direction, forming a large, swirling ball of energy that hurt Owen’s eyes to look at.


More magic-users floated up into the council room from below, while outside the windows, Owen could see another group surrounding the building, all with their staffs raised as well. More explosions filled the air, and the tower shook again, hard enough to almost knock him to his knees.


“YOU HAVE WARPED THE NATURAL LAWS OF OUR WORLD FOR TOO LONG,” said a voice over a loudspeaker from outside. “OUR WAR ENDS TODAY. SURRENDER AND FACE YOUR PROPER JUDGMENT.”


Adelaine raised her staff, but her glow covered only herself, Owen, and Kara. “I will keep you safe for as long as I am able,” she told them. “If I fall, run as far and fast as you can. The Naturalists will know you’re not one of them, and will not hesitate to destroy you along with us.”


“Who are they?” Kara asked. “And why do they hate you so much?”


“Magic is pure possibility,” Adelaine told her, “whereas the Naturalists worship science and control, facts and numbers. As if a human life could ever be encompassed by data. The Naturalists insisted we renounce our ‘heathen’ spells and use only science. When we refused, they first drove us to the sea, where we formed our own city, Atlantis. But even that wasn’t enough for them. Now they insist that we must be wiped from this planet in order to protect themselves.” She kneaded her forehead with two fingers. “Fear of the unknown will drive even the bravest to terrible deeds, children.”


The building shook again, and the council members began chanting louder. Outside, one of the magic-users screamed, instantly dropping from sight. Owen stepped closer to Kara and grabbed her hand, not even sure why, but somehow feeling better for it.


“It is time!” the Magister shouted. “We need more power, and so turn to those who would be our enemies to provide it. We must take the magic that is their birthright, and use it to build a new reality for all who believe in the infinite!”


One by one, the council members slammed their staffs to the floor, which began to disappear, feeding the ever-growing ball of power in the middle of the room. Owen tapped at Adelaine’s bubble frantically. “Um, we’re not going to fall when the floor disappears, right? Just want to make sure.”


Adelaine shook her head. “I will keep you aloft,” she said. “But please, stay quiet. I must lend my power to this endeavor as well.”


She tapped her staff on the ground, and now her magic joined the others’.


The conglomerated magic began to fill the room, spreading over and around Owen and Kara, even pushing at the edges of the tower. Another explosion vibrated the walls, which began to crack and crumble.


Then, with one last hit, the tower collapsed around them.


For a moment Owen couldn’t see or hear anything beyond the tower’s destruction, with rubble tumbling down all around them. But the ball of magic in front of them pushed farther out, sending the remains of the tower flying off in all directions and leaving them all floating in midair.


Strangely, many of those pieces of the former tower changed course as they flew and crashed into large metal tanks that now filled the city streets. Apparently someone guided them as a last-ditch attack. Owen looked closer at the tanks and realized they were the boats he’d seen before, but transformed somehow. Technology here was so much more advanced than in his world! Maybe the TSA’s time bracelets had it beat, but he’d never seen anything like these war machines. Each one had a variety of different weapons and seemed to be using them all at once. The magic-users still defending the city were hopelessly overmatched, and now the tanks were releasing soldiers encased in some kind of metal suits into the fray.


“Take their magic!” the Magister shouted, and a powerful wave of force swept out of the council members in every direction. At first nothing happened, but then a few stray trickles of light began to feed into the magic filling the air, coming from the soldiers in the metal suits. More and more streams joined together, forming large rivers of magic that flowed into the room from all directions. Larger rivers began to flow out of the war machines, and great floods came crashing in from the horizon in all directions.


The magic surrounding them now grew even bigger, and it wasn’t just shimmering light anymore. Inside the magical sphere Owen could see what looked like stars, galaxies, nebulas—all the things he’d seen in pictures of space but had never really understood.


The magicians really were creating a new universe, a reality built from pure possibility. It was truly awesome to stand in the middle of it all, and for a moment all of Owen’s worries fell away, and he just marveled at the sight.


A strike from a war machine yanked his attention back to reality as a blast exploded into the side of the magic, sending sizzles throughout the entire newly forming universe. A few sparks of magic burst out, and one passed through Owen, making his hair rise on end and filling his head with strange thoughts about flying elephant donkeys making popcorn.


Apparently pure possibility led to some odd ideas.


“We will build a new world, just like our home,” the Magister said, and a new planet began to form in the vastness of space in the middle of the magic. “But we will not stop there. Every possibility will exist in this universe, an infinite reality unlike anything that has ever existed. We twelve will build thousands upon thousands of new worlds, and our descendants will do the same, adding to our universe until it becomes truly never-ending.”


The planet that the council had just built began to shimmer, and in its place there were now two, then four, then sixteen planets, some exactly alike, others vastly different. Soon there were more planets than Owen could count, with more shimmering into view with every passing second.


“The time has come!” the Magister shouted as magic-users defending them began to fall left and right, and the war machines started rising in the air like hovercrafts, floating up to their height. “Choose your new existence, and leave this one behind!”


Each of the council members raised their staffs and floated up into one of the new worlds, leaving many, many more empty. Adelaine nodded down at Kara and Owen, her face looking much more haggard than it had before. She floated their bubble into one of the original four planets, the same one the Magister was approaching. “Don’t worry if this isn’t the reality you know,” she said, sounding exhausted. “We have planned for this. There will be methods to travel between each one, and we will find your home reality for you.”


“The boy’s home reality?” the Magister said, glancing at Owen as they flew toward a new planet. “But that would be the world we just left.”


Owen’s eyebrows shot up. He must have misheard that. He had to have misheard that. The planet with the Naturalists and Atlantis and magic and technology beyond anything he’d ever seen . . . that was his world? His Earth? His reality?
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Owen took a step back in shock, but Kara rushed forward and grabbed his older self by the shirt. “How old are you now?” she demanded, her face a mix of panic and terror. “Owen, tell me! What year is this? How old are you?”


Owen’s future self put his hands on her shoulders and gave her a sad smile. “Hi, Kara. It’s going to be okay. Just breathe.”


Kara shook her head over and over. “When is this? I need to know! It might not be too late—”


“We can’t do this here,” older Owen said, gesturing for Owen to come. He pulled Kara with him, and Owen followed himself past the statue of the Countess and into a nearby alley. His future self opened an unmarked door, then walked them through a kitchen filled with people cooking, washing dishes, and plating orders. No one even looked at them.


Instead of going out into the restaurant, older Owen led them down some stairs and into a storeroom. There he flipped a light switch off and on three times. After the third time, a pile of boxes silently glided aside, revealing a lit hallway behind it.


“When the Countess took over, we had to find a way to stay out of sight,” older Owen said, leading Owen and Kara down the hallway. They passed by several doors, behind a few of which Owen could hear people talking. “We rescued who we could, but the Countess was very thorough.” He pointed at a partway open door, through which they could see rows of desks about half-filled with people poring over books. “We’ve got agents documenting every appearance of the Countess throughout history. When we’re ready, we plan on striking each point simultaneously, and—”


Kara shoved him against the hallway wall. “Tell me when I am, Owen!”


Owen tried to pull her off of his older self, but future Owen just put a hand up, stopping him. “It’s okay,” he said to Owen. “You . . . you don’t know what’s happening here yet, and if I can help it, you never will. But Kara has questions, and she deserves some answers. Owen, would you mind waiting for a few minutes?” He opened a nearby door and gestured for Owen to go in.


“What? No way!” Owen shouted. “I’ve got questions too! First of all, why are you here? Did we never get back to Bethany? Did Nobody separate the worlds? And how does Kara know me when I’ve never met her?”


Older Owen waited for him to finish. “Is that all?”


“Not even close,” Owen shouted again, then took a deep breath to calm down. “How did the Countess change the entire world? Where did the time prison go? And why are you still here?!”


“You asked that already,” Kara told him, absently staring at his older self.


“It’s a really important question,” Owen told her.


“Fine, Owen first,” future Owen said. Kara started to object, but he shook his head. “Then I tell you everything I can, okay? He’s not going to give us time until he gets some information too.” He gave Owen an intent look. “But before we start, I need to keep you in control here. So we’re going to fix a little, um, let’s call it a problem you’ve been having since you woke up in the prison, okay?”


“A problem?” Owen asked, but his older self just winked. Oh, great. Apparently he was going to start thinking he was Kiel in the future. Ugh.


“In here,” older Owen said, and led them into the same room he’d tried to push Owen into earlier. He closed the door behind them, then waved at a cot for Owen and Kara to sit down. Future Owen, meanwhile, grabbed a chair from a small desk and flipped it around before sitting down.


Wow. Did he think that was cool or something?


“First of all, this is cool,” Owen’s older self told him. Owen’s eyes widened, and the future version laughed. “Don’t worry, I can’t read your mind. I just know how you think. For example, right now you’re thinking that it’s annoying that I called you on it.”


Owen glared at his older self, not willing to admit he was right. “So? What’s this problem you’re going to fix?”


Older Owen glanced at Kara, then turned back to Owen. “Remember how you got the exit code in spite of not being able to remember it?” He raised an eyebrow. “And how sometimes things happen that you don’t choose yourself? Well, I’m going to fix that for you.”


Huh? Was he talking about the readers? He could fix that? But how?


“I knew you’d end up here,” older Owen said while he fished around in his pocket, looking for something. “You know, since I did too, so many years ago. But when I got here, and the older me tried to teach me something, Kara and I immediately, um, got pulled away.” He winked again at Owen, trying much too hard to make his point without saying it out loud. Owen rolled his eyes. “So I had over a decade to figure out how to fix that. Not to mention a few other things. But first, let’s make sure you don’t disappear suddenly.” His future self took something from his pocket, then rose from his chair and came over to Owen. “Close your eyes. It’s probably better that you don’t see this. You too, Kara.”


Owen gave himself a suspicious look, but closed his eyes as requested . . . then opened them just a bit. He couldn’t make out much, but from what he could tell, it almost looked like his older self held a piece of paper in his hand.


“I said close them,” his older self said, and smacked Owen’s head. Owen mumbled some choice words but scrunched his eyes shut. He felt his older self touch his forehead, then heard him mumble something in a different language. “Okay, done.”


Owen’s eyes flew open. He didn’t feel any different necessarily, but still, somehow he knew things had changed. “What did you do to me?” he demanded.


“Oh, calm down, it was just a quick magic spell.”


“A what, now?”


“It won’t hurt you.”


“How do I know that?”


“Because I’m you. If I did it to you, I’d have hurt me too!”


“Boys, can we get past this?” Kara asked, shaking her head. “I have important things I need to know.”


Owen’s older self leaned down so his mouth was near Owen’s ear. “A few years ago I went back to the beginning of the fictional universe and saw how it was created. Basically, magic used to exist on our world, but a bunch of people feared it, so the magicians built a new reality to escape to. I know, it’s basically the Kiel Gnomenfoot books. There’s a reason for that. But you’ll see when you go back in time yourself.” He seemed to realize he was going on for too long, because he shook his head. “Anyway, one of the magicians used that spell on me, and I made sure to make a copy so I could use it on you when the time came.”


“And the spell did what?”


“It’ll keep any outside forces from influencing your decisions,” his older self said carefully, glancing quickly at Kara. “At least until you decide you want them back.”


WHAT? IS HE SAYING HE TOOK AWAY OUR CHOICE HERE? FORGET THAT! OWEN PUNCHES HIS OLDER SELF IN THE FACE.


Turn to page XXX. [image: images]


Like any magic spell could keep the readers from deciding what happened, but whatever. “We’ll see if it works,” Owen said, needing more answers. “So back to my questions. Are you stuck here? Does that mean I never get back to Bethany either? Does Nobody separate the worlds?”


Older Owen sighed. “Yes. I could never get back to Jupiter City, and it does appear as if Nobody removed all of the portals.” He paused, then leaned in so Kara couldn’t hear. “Even worse, once he separates the worlds, things here become . . . less anchored. The fictional world falls apart. I’ve seen it in the future . . . it’s just like the space outside of stories, only that’s all that exists anymore.” He stood. “But it’s not too late to fix this.”


“How?” Owen asked quietly, not looking at his older self. Nobody had found Bethany, all because Owen had never escaped from Kara’s book. He failed Bethany, he failed all of their friends, and he failed two entire worlds.


Future Owen moved closer. “Because I’ve spent the last decade working on a way for you to fix it for both of us. Something that my older self tried to teach me, but like I said, we left too soon. I can’t fix things, because if I did, that’d cause a paradox, and my Kara’s not here to protect us from it. But you can! You can change everything now, because look what I finally figured out how to do!”


And with that, Owen’s older self reached into thin air, grabbed nothing, then yanked down, tearing a page in the middle of the room. On the other side of the torn page an enormous dragon frowned at them, then licked its lips.


“I know how to travel between stories now, Owen,” future Owen said, quickly shutting the page before the dragon could eat them. “And I can teach you to do it too!”


THIS CAN’T BE REAL. OWEN CHOOSES TO DANCE AROUND RIDICULOUSLY, JUST TO PROVE WE CAN STILL DECIDE THINGS.
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WOW, THE SPELL REALLY DID WORK, DIDN’T IT? WE DON’T REALLY HAVE A CHOICE.
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Munich in the year 4120,” Kara said, grabbing Owen’s hand and hitting the bracelet.
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