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For Avery, my dreamer, may you always believe in the magic of this world and of you






A good story is a window—it shows us another world.

A great story is a mirror—it shows us ourselves.

—Raven M. Wells

Author of The Magic of Ever After
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Chapter One

If I could jump into the pages of a book, feet first, I’d do it without a second thought.

And I don’t do anything without a second thought.

And a third.

And sometimes a fourth (just to be sure).

But living in a book? That’s a no-brainer.

Of course, I’d pick a book from the Magic of Ever After series (another no-brainer) because it’s epic. Mom says when I read it, I disappear. Like nothing else exists. That’s kind of handy, really, being able to block out the world. So I don’t go anywhere without one of the books under my arm.

Not that I really go anywhere. But you know—if I did.

I’m getting ahead of myself. It’s very important to start a story in the exact right place. That’s what Raven M. Wells, the author of the Magic of Ever After series and my personal idol, says, anyway. A good tale starts on a day when the world of your MC (that’s writer slang for “main character”) changes forever.

I could start the day Dad never came home. That changed everything. Or the day we moved down to Main Street so Mom could open her cupcake shop with an apartment above it that was just the right size for two gals like us. The Panic Attack Heard Round the Neighborhood would be a good starting point too, since that was the day I stopped going to real school.

But this story isn’t about Mom’s bakery or about homeschooling or even about Dad. This story is about magic. So I guess that’s where it should start.
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Chapter Two


Every child in the kingdom knew the stories by heart.

Years ago, man and magic lived side by side.

—The Magic of Ever After



It’s a Sunday afternoon, which means I’m tucked into my reading corner at Ever After Books. It’s the perfect spot because it’s right next door to Mom’s bakeshop—twenty steps, to be exact. Also, it’s just three small rooms jammed with books instead of people, so nobody’s around gawking at my routine.

Step 1. Disinfect the big cushy leather chair with a wipe. I have no idea who sits in my spot when I’m not here or what weirdo diseases they might have.

Step 2. Pump three squirts of hand sanitizer into my hand (just to be sure).

Step 3. Rub it in real good.

Step 4. Check on Mom. The best part about my reading corner is the little window into the alley that runs between the bookstore and Mom’s bakeshop. Mom’s kitchen has a window too, so if I need to, I just look up, and she’s there.

Step 5. Read.

Today, I’m cozied into my brand-spanking-clean chair, finishing the last few pages of The Magic of Ever After, book one. After I read THE END, I hug it to my chest. When a story’s this good, sometimes you need to hold on to it a little longer.

“Don’t you have that memorized by now, Zoey?”

The voice makes me jump a little, but it’s just Jada, restocking a bookshelf behind me. She owns this store and is supercool about me coming in here and never buying anything. The library’s not within walking distance. Plus, Jada knows there’s no way I’m touching those germy books.

She nods to my book. It’s the one Dad used to read to me every night, the story that got us hooked. We zoomed through the second book too, but I had to read the one that came out this year without Dad. But this first one? It was ours. I’ve read it so many times, I know all the characters and plot twists and happily ever afters by heart.

“I like knowing what’s going to happen,” I say.

The bad guys always lose. The good guy wins. Sure, there may be some fire-breathing dragons along the way, but if you’re the hero, you’ll be okay in the end. And if you’re not okay, then it’s not the end.

That’s something my dad used to say. When I get to the scary parts in the book, I can almost hear him. Everything’s gonna be okay. Except I’m older now and don’t believe in all that made-up stuff.

Jada plucks the book from my hands. “You gonna get it signed today?”

“Definitely.” It feels weird to say that. Dad and I always dreamed we’d track down Raven M. Wells someday. Get her to sign our book. But we ran out of somedays. “I still can’t believe it. Raven M. Freaking Wells. Here.”

Jada chuckles, but she doesn’t give me that look some adults do when you say words like freaking. She’s pretty cool, even though she’s probably my mom’s age. Right next to her face, a few of the black braids that cover her head are dyed bright blue, which I love. I bet she did it because the hero in The Magic of Ever After, Kat, has blue hair. Jada loves the series too, and I’m pretty sure that’s why she named this place Ever After Books. She always has a buttload of signed Raven M. Wells books.

“Well, not here here,” Jada reminds me. “You know how to get to Books for Days, right? The one at the new mall?”

My stomach does a little flip-flop.

Last night, I looked up Books for Days online. It’s ginormous. Nothing like my cozy corner at Ever After Books. And Google Maps said it’s thirty minutes away. By car. I can’t even imagine how many steps that is.

Jada stops flipping through my book to look at me. “You okay, hon? All the color just drained right out of you.”

I gather up my wipes and hand sanitizer. Fit them back into my just-in-case fanny pack next to my tissues and Band-Aids.

“Oh, yeah. Totally.”

Mom would call this a half-truth. It’s not fully a lie, but it’s not exactly the whole truth either. The truth truth is that my stomach feels like there’s an evil little witch in there stirring a big old pot of potion around and around and around.

Jada puts her hand on my shoulder and gives it a little squeeze. “What’s life without a little adventure?” She hands me back the book. “Well, better get on out of here, girlie. I’m shooting to get there early. She’s only signing for the first hundred people, you know. And it’s gonna be packed.”

I swallow the little hard spot in my throat.

“Like how many? People, I mean. If you had to guess?”

Jada gets a big, gleaming smile on her face. “It’s Raven M. Freaking Wells. I’d guess a lot.”

She opens the door for me. The little bell hanging above us dings as I go. Why couldn’t the book signing be here? A place I know. A safe place. Where home is twenty steps away.

Jada catches my eyes again. “Zoey, just think, in a few hours, you’re going to meet her. I just wish—” She kind of tilts her head to the side in the way people do when they want to say something about Dad. She shakes her head, and all her braids sway back and forth like they’re shooing away whatever she was going to say. “Never mind what I wish. You go on now. Don’t be late.”

As I walk back to the bakeshop, I flip open the front cover of my book. I trace Dad’s handwriting with my finger.

Zo-Zo. Find the magic. Love, Dad.

He was always saying stuff like that. About rainbows and thunderstorms and even Preston City. Everything was magical. We’d make up stories together about all the magic around us. Except in our stories it was Prestonia, a make-believe town with ogres and mermaids and sorcerers like in the books.

I blink my eyes hard three times and look down Main Street. But it just looks like a normal muggy day in July in boring old Preston City. The pawnshop is not a trove of exotic treasures. Ever After Books is not a portal into other worlds. And rainbows are just tricks of light.

I can’t see the magic. Not anymore. But I can make one of Dad’s dreams come true. Even if it means going thirty miles away in a car to a crowded bookstore.

My stomach does another huge flip. It’s so big it makes my breath feel a little catchy, like I’m trying to breathe in winter.

“There you are, Zo!” Mom’s standing on the front porch of our bakeshop, A Dash of Magic. She’d never say it, but she’s worried about missing the Sunday afternoon cupcake crowd. I can tell because those little wrinkles right between her eyes that look like the number eleven are extra deep today.

“Ready for this?” She smiles at me like she doesn’t know I’m completely freaking out. I smile back like I don’t notice her elevens. I pat my fanny pack of supplies.

“Ready!”

Another half-truth. Or maybe this one’s a whole lie.

“You check the oven?” I ask while Mom locks up.

Mom gives me a look as the keys jingle into her pocket. The look means two things: one, yes, she checked, and two, she thinks I worry too much. I look down Main Street one more time. Yep. Just a plain old street. Not a dollop or a dash or even a pinch of magic.

Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned in my twelve years in this world, it’s that life is not a fantasy.

No matter how bad I want it to be.





[image: ]


Chapter Three


The Long War started the way wars usually do—for no real reason at all. Rumors of a dark magic made the villagers wary, unsure of the things they could not understand. In the end, magic fled the forest on the back of an easterly wind.

—The Magic of Ever After



Mom drives extra careful.

She slows down before lights even turn yellow. I know she’s doing it for me, but at this speed, it’s going to take at least forty-five minutes. That’s fifteen more minutes of me gripping the passenger door. Fifteen more minutes of thinking how a dotted yellow line is the only thing between us and other cars. Fifteen more minutes of remembering how far I am from home.

Luckily, Lena’s with us. She’s my best friend. Okay, my only friend. That sounds kind of sad, but it’s not—I swear. She’s the only friend I need. She’s the type of person whose smile can make you feel like smiling too. And she never tells me relax or calm down or don’t worry about it. She’s just… there. Like right now, she’s in the backseat, talking about why middle school is way better than elementary and how I have to come back to real school in the fall, not the online kind I do in my pajamas.

“We get lockers!” she says. “Like with combination locks and everything. And we change classes every period. You have to be there, Zo.” She’s gotten out of her seat to hug me from behind. “And you haven’t been anywhere in forever.”

Her poofy hair tickles the side of my face. Mom calls us the wild hair twins, except Lena’s curls are black and my unruly mop is blond.

“Seat belt!” I yell. Lena sinks back into her seat. Once I hear the click, I add, “And I do too go places.”

“Oh really? Where?” she says. “And walking next door to read doesn’t count.”

“I go to the pool.”

“Because I make you!” Lena says.

Mom pats me on the thigh.

“You’re doing just great, Zoey,” she says. “Today is a really big step for you.”

I don’t love the way she says that. Like I’m some sort of little baby taking her first little baby steps. It’s not like I never go in cars. I’d just rather walk than drive. Everything I need is right on Main Street anyway.

Mom’s taking little glances over at me as I tug on my seat belt.

“Zo. It’s in,” Mom says.

Here’s the thing: I know it’s in. I knew it was in the first time I buckled it. I heard the little click.

I checked again just to make sure.

And this third check? It’s not really about the seat belt—it’s because my brain won’t shut up about it.

Mom reaches out and puts her hand on mine. “I promise you, it’s in.”

I wish she’d keep her eyes on the road.

“Tell me the numbers,” Lena says.

“No, it’s okay—”

“Tell me,” she says again. “I know you’re thinking them.”

I take a deep breath.

“There are more than sixteen thousand car crashes every day. That’s just in America.”

Mom’s not looking at me, but I can see that little forehead wrinkle going deep. She doesn’t like the numbers. Thinks they’re messing with my brain. I mean, she doesn’t say that, but she did make me start seeing a feelings doctor who is paid to talk to people with messy minds. Every other week, I talk to Dr. V about the numbers and not leaving Main Street and my general love of disinfectant wipes.

She’s been helping me get ready for today. At our last appointment, we took big breaths that made my belly puff out. I pictured all the air going into my body. Then I blasted out all the bad air and thoughts and numbers.

“Okay, so even if the numbers are right—” Lena starts.

“They’re right,” I say. “They’re online.”

“Right. ’Cause everything on there is true,” Lena says, and I don’t need to see her eyes to know she’s rolling them. “But still, you are not going to be in one of those sixteen thousand crashes.”

“I could be.”

Or worse, Mom or Lena could be. And everything could change again. Before Mom can stop me, I reach out and check her seat belt.

She sighs. “Look at me, Zo. Do I look worried?”

It’s completely unhelpful. I know for a fact that Mom doesn’t worry enough. Just last week she left the bakeshop oven on when she went to bed. Thank goodness I couldn’t sleep until I double-checked it.

Mom pulls into a parking lot. Finally. I loosen my grip on my seat belt.

Then I see it. Books for Days. The picture online was right—it’s ginormous. Like multiple floors with escalators and everything. And so many people. A big event, like Jada said. An event with lots of people pushing and shoving to get to the front. We’ll probably exceed fire capacity. And who knows how many people will have colds, and they’ll be coughing right out in the open because nobody covers their mouth like they’re supposed to, and… I think I might throw up.

“What if”—I look down at Dad’s book in my lap—“what if something bad happens?”

Lena hops out of the car the second Mom turns off the engine. She yanks my door open.

“Or,” she says, “something amazing happens.”

I flip open the book. Find the magic.

That’d be a whole lot easier if you were still here, Dad, I think.

“You’ll stay right with me the whole time?” I ask.

“The whole time.” Lena crisscrosses her heart with her fingers and kisses them. That means it’s a best friend promise, and it’s unbreakable. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Her grin quiets the bad thoughts—a little, anyway.

“Okay,” I say. Mom’s forehead relaxes and Lena squeals. I grab on to her hand. “Let’s go.”
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Chapter Four


Some claimed they could still hear whispers in the woods, but Kat had no time for tall tales. Orphaned by the war like so many others, she had to take care of herself. She didn’t need anyone, and she most certainly didn’t need magic.

—The Magic of Ever After



The lady in front of me is sick.

She keeps pulling a wadded-up tissue from her pocket and blowing her nose while we stand in line. Maybe it’s allergies. But it could also be rhinovirus or coronavirus or a bunch of other microorganisms. I’m fully vaccinated, but what about all the things that are completely unvaccinatable?

I look around the inside of the shop, where we’ve lined up with a bunch of people in front of a poster: Raven M. Wells Signing—TODAY! I do the first thing I always do in a new place: find the exit signs. One in the back on the far right, and an emergency exit on the side. Good—I like options. In front of me in line, Sneezy Lady wipes her nose again. I check my fanny pack to confirm I have my mini hand sanitizer.

At the front of the store, Lena’s mom walks through the big glass Books for Days double doors, spots us, and waves. She has Lena’s same smile and thick black hair. Mrs. Hadid calls it their “parting gift from Lebanon.” Mrs. H gives Lena a hug, but Lena lets her arms hang by her sides. She doesn’t love that her mom is always at the hospital lately. Mrs. H must have come straight from work since she still has her badge hanging around her neck.

She’s an oncologist. I’ve tried to tell Lena that cancer is the number two cause of death in America, so her mom’s probably really busy. That didn’t seem to help. Lena doesn’t care about the numbers. Not like I do, anyway.

Mrs. H turns to me. “How you holding up, Zoey?”

My throat went dry the minute we walked into the bookstore, so I just nod and smile. She touches two fingers to my skin, right where all the veins branch out on my wrist. She looks at her watch silently.

“Heart rate’s ninety-five.” She puts both her hands around mine. “Not terrible. But try to breathe, honey.”

I suck in as much air as I can and then let it out. Lena hooks her arm through mine and shoos our moms away.

“Go. I got her.”

Mom nods, but her face is all scrunchy. It’s the same look she had when I was supposed to get on the school bus and go back to school a week after Dad’s funeral, but I ended up on the sidewalk instead, crying. Not dainty tears either—big, bawling boo-hoos.

Dr. V calls it a panic attack. I think that’s a dumb name. It didn’t feel like panic at all. It felt more like when you’re at the beach and you get knocked over by a huge wave and for a second you can’t get your feet back on the sand or your head above the water or enough air in your lungs. The water just keeps rolling over you.

The look on Mom’s face says she’s worried that’s about to happen again.

“I’m fine,” I say.

It’s another half-truth, but watching Mom worry about my worries is pretty much the worst.

Once our moms are off looking at books, I stand on my tiptoes to see the empty table at the front. Raven M. Wells isn’t here yet. But she’s going to be. I’m going to meet her. Just like Dad and I always said we would.

I spot Jada up toward the front of the line talking to a bookstore employee in a green smock. She must’ve driven way over the speed limit to get here before us. I look behind us; the line has filled up fast, going all the way out the door now, spilling onto the sidewalk. A girl near the door is in a Kat costume. She has a blue wig and sword and all, just like on the cover of the Magic of Ever After books. Right behind us, there’s a boy dressed as an elf with pointy ears and a cloak. His face looks kind of familiar.

Tuna, Lena mouths at me.

I nod like I remember him from when I went to real school, except all I remember is that “Tuna” is not his actual name. Everyone just calls him that. He doesn’t look at us, and I don’t really know him well enough to say hi, so I don’t. Also, maybe he remembers the day I cried at the bus stop like a baby, and maybe he would say something about it, and I really don’t want to think about that right now.

The lady in front of us wipes her nose again.

I hold my book tight against my chest. My heart thumps against it. Ninety-five beats per minute.

“Hey.” Lena snaps her fingers in front of me. “You have that look on your face.”

“What look?’

“Your freaking-out look. Like this.” She furrows her eyebrows and bites her lower lip.

“I’m not—”

“You are.” Lena looks at the book I’m clutching. “So tell me again about what makes these books so amazing.”

I’ve told her the stories about a gazillion and two times, but she doesn’t “get fantasy.” That’s okay. Best friends don’t always have to be into the same things.

“Well, Dad is like obsessed with them,” I say. Lena gives me a little look and I realize what I’ve done. “Was. He was obsessed with them. Because it’s like taking the most amazing trip ever. Without having to go anywhere.”

I explain how magic has returned to the Kingdom of Knolls, and Kat doesn’t really even want the magic, but she figures out how to use it to defeat all the bad guys.

“So it’s like Harry Potter?” Lena says. “But with a girl.”

The boy called Tuna behind us makes a noise like he’s choking on a slime-toad. “It is nothing like Harry Potter.” He says this without looking up from the book he’s reading. It’s the Magic of Ever After book three. I know because the jacket flap is red.

Lena looks at him. “Did you say something?”

He still doesn’t look up, but he clears his throat. “It’s just, well, you’re wrong,” he says.

Lena puts her hand on her hips. “Excuse me?”

The boy doesn’t respond.

“Hello?” Lena says.

Tuna just stares at the pages like maybe he can disappear into them. I can’t see his face very well under his elf hat and ears, but his skin looks like it’s turning red. If he bothered to look up from the book, I’d tell him he’s right—the Magic of Ever After series is nothing like the Harry Potter books. At Hogwarts, they have trains and textbooks and classes. In Knolls, the magic is new, unknown. Which makes it so much more powerful—and dangerous. Everyone is racing to control it. Some for good. Some for evil.

I explain all this to Lena. I can tell the boy is listening, even though he’s pretending to read. By the time I’m done talking about all the ways The Magic of Ever After is pretty much the greatest series ever, the underwater feeling has passed. I can breathe again.

And Mom and Mrs. H are back to check on us.

“No cuts,” Tuna says without looking up.

Mom assures him they’re not getting in line. He pretends to be reading again. The guy is strange. And that’s coming from me—a kid with one friend and a regular appointment with a feelings doctor.

Mom has a new kissy-kissy book in her hand like the ones on her nightstand. Yuck. They don’t even have a single dragon. Double yuck. Lena takes her mom’s book from her hands and reads out the title.

“Guiding Your Preteen into Womanhood.” Lena pretends to barf.

Just then, there’s a commotion at the front of the line. People start chattering all at once and taking out their phones.

“She’s here,” I whisper, and suddenly this whole thing feels very real. My whole body tingles.

What am I going to say? I could tell her about Dad and how he read me her books, and how he’s gone now but the stories bring him back.

Yikes. Nope, nope, nope. Don’t be the weird, sad kid, Zoey.

I could say how I love all her writing tips on Instagram. How sometimes, when the numbers get too loud in my head, I write down the magical stories Dad and I used to make up together.

No, that’s dumb. She doesn’t want to hear about that.

I’m still trying to pick the perfect thing to say when it’s like everyone behind us also suddenly realized Raven M. Wells is in the building. People keep coming in the doors and pushing the line forward. Tuna is like right up on us, and Lena tells him to “back off, Elfie.” The whole store seems to be getting smaller by the second, and I’m wondering how many people are between me and that exit sign. And also, what are the chances of being crushed in a stampede of fantasy fanatics? Is that even a thing?

Everything’s going to be okay.

I try to hear Dad’s voice, but everyone is so loud and pushy and—

That’s when the lady in front of me sneezes. A big, wind-up-and-blow ahchoo, and I swear I can see the droplets floating through the air. Landing on me. Flinging virus molecules right up my nose.

The sneeze does it.

The wave crashes into me. Knocks me off my feet.

“Zo? Zo, you okay?”

Mom sounds far away.

The ocean rolls over me in slow motion.

Lena’s looking at me. I see her mouth moving. But I don’t hear what she says.

Because just like that, Lena and me and the whole wide world are underwater.





[image: ]


Chapter Five


If Kat believed in nonsense like magic, she’d swear that sometimes, when the breeze rustled through the trees just so, the forest was calling right to her, soft and low, always with the same invitation: Come.

—The Magic of Ever After



Somehow, I end up outside.

Something’s wrong with my lungs. Maybe my heart, too. It’s trying to jump out of my chest. And I’m getting those little pins and needles in my fingers like when my hand falls asleep. My blood is thumping loud in my ears, which makes no sense because my heart is nowhere near my ears. And my head feels like a balloon someone filled with too much air. Like it’s gonna pop right off and float away.

Mrs. H is telling me to “breathe, honey” and Mom is patting me on my back. Like I’m a baby. I’m gasping for air and crying. Also like a baby. Lena is standing there with this twisted-up look on her face.

I open my fanny pack and squirt hand sanitizer into my hand. One. Two. Three. Rub. Breathe. Rub. Breathe.

My air comes back to me slowly. Mom and Mrs. H are still watching me, but Lena’s looking at the line of people.

And they’re all looking at me.

“She’s fine, everybody,” Lena half shouts to them. “Nothing to see here.”

“Let’s just go home,” Mom says.

I hate the way my mom’s face is all scrunchy. Like in the days after my bus stop meltdown. Like I might break.

And maybe she’s right. But still, I hate that look.

I am not a baby. I stand up straight and move, just slightly, so Mom’s hand falls from my back.

“I have to get Dad’s book signed.” My voice makes this weird breaking sound. I wish I could crumble into dust.

Mom’s eyebrows question me. “Is that what you want?

No. I want to go home. Crawl into my bed. Never come out again. But I can’t leave without getting this book signed. I take another deep breath (to make sure I can) and turn toward the door. Lena goes with me.

“We’ll go by ourselves,” I tell our moms. I don’t need my mommy walking me back in. Mom’s face kind of falls, but she says okay. They’ll wait in the car.



Everybody’s still staring at me as we walk back to our spot in line. An older lady with wispy white hair touches my shoulder. She asks if I’m okay. Says I looked paler than a ghost.

“She’s fine,” Lena answers for me.

Back in line, Tuna has moved into our spot.

“No cuts,” he says. He doesn’t look up from his book.

I clear my throat. “What?”

“No cuts.”

“Hello?” Lena says before I can. “We were here.”

He shakes his head, jiggling his fake elf ears. His eyes leave his page for a millisecond to look at us. His cheeks have turned super red and splotchy. “You left.”

Tears fill my eyes. I blink hard to stop them from falling.

“You know we were here,” Lena says. “I said these books are like Harry Potter and you said I was wrong?”

“I remember.”

“Okay, so—” She steps forward to get into the line.

He inches forward. “No cuts. That’s the rule.”

Okay, I was wrong about this Tuna kid. He’s not strange. He’s a total butthead.

“What rule?” Lena asks.

But Tuna doesn’t answer. The red in his cheeks has spread down his neck now, and he’s just staring ahead like we’re invisible.

“Look, elf boy—” Lena takes another step toward him. And everyone in line is watching us again. Probably thinking I’m about to cry.

I tug on her shirt. “Let’s just go to the back.”

“No way,” Lena says, her eyes still on Tuna. “This was your spot, and I’m not gonna let this little Elf on the Shelf here—”

“Lena.” I can feel the ocean rising inside me. I do not want to have another meltdown. “Please.”

Lena gives in, but she glares at Tuna as we go. We have to walk outside the shop and around the corner to find where the line ends. I count the people. Ninety-seven. Good enough for a signature.

“You want to tell me more about the books?” Lena offers.

I shake my head.

“Plot our revenge on Tuna the evil elf?” she asks.

I force a weak smile. I know Lena’s trying to help. But I have a hot feeling bubbling up in my chest that’s kind of sad and mad and bad all wrapped into one. I look down at my book. On the cover, Kat is standing, her sword drawn against a shadowy darkness. She’s calm and cool and totally fierce.

Kat has wild hair like mine. She’s twelve like me too. And she’s an orphan, and I’m a half orphan, except I’m not sure if that’s a thing. (It feels like it’s a thing.) Anyway, the point is, that’s about all I have in common with her. Her hair is bright blue. Mine is dishwater blond, which Mom says isn’t an insult. But I’ve seen Mom’s sink after she soaks her pans, and it’s not a compliment. Plus, Kat’s skin is brown. Mine is white, like super white thanks to my SPF 50. Also, I’m not outside all that much these days.

But the differences aren’t just skin and hair.

Kat wouldn’t be scared of a sneeze. Or a crowd. Or a car. No one ever has to stand up for Kat, and nobody stares at her, unless she’s doing something super awesomely heroic.

Right then, I know exactly what I’m going to ask Raven M. Wells. I’ll ask how I can be fearless like Kat.

How can I be the opposite of me?

Tuna walks by with his newly signed book. I give him the nastiest face I can muster. Lena does too. He doesn’t even look up. Such a butthead.

The line moves slowly, but we finally get back inside the store. If I stand on my tiptoes, I can see just the top of her black hair. Soon it’ll be my turn. I imagine Raven putting her hand on mine, but not because she feels sorry for me. Because she gets me. And she’ll give me all Kat’s secrets.

But there’s another commotion at the front, and I see the top of the black hair walking away and a lady in a green smock coming down the line. Finally, the green smock stops at me. She holds out a coupon for 30 percent off and tells me Ms. Wells has reached one hundred customers already, but if I leave my email, the store will send me a sticker with her signature.

“No, no,” I say. I get the flip-flop feeling in my gut. “I was here. I was here early. I’m number ninety-seven.”

The lady sighs. “Unless you want me to sign your book, you’re out of luck for tonight.”

“Zoey?” a familiar voice says. I look up and see blue braids and a wide smile. Jada. “What’s going on?”

I tell her everything. How I got here an hour early. How Tuna said no cuts. My throat gets tight.

Jada puts her arm around me. “Ah, honey,” she says. “You tried so hard.”

Then she holds up a finger and scurries off toward the signing table. When she gets back, she holds out a pencil the same blue as her hair.

“The nice bookseller I was talking to said you could have it,” she says, handing me the pencil. “A consolation prize!”

Consolation. That means I’m not getting a signature. Raven M. Wells is not going to tell me how to be fearless. I try to smile. “Thanks.”

The automatic doors open, and Lena and I walk out. Mom waves from the car. I look down at the pencil. On the side, in gold lettering, it says MAKE YOUR OWN MAGIC.

Except Dad was wrong. Magic does not exist.

I stuff the pencil into my fanny pack.

And I should not have come.
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Chapter Six


Sometimes, Kat wished she’d never gone into the forest that night.

—The Magic of Ever After



I pace around my room. My goldendoodle, Guinevere, paces with me. She has a sixth doggy sense for when I’m stuck in a worry spiral.

Mom’s giving me space. Probably because I sent off my best I-don’t-want-to-talk-about-it vibes all the way home. When we finally pulled into the garage, she put her hand on my shoulder and said, “Sometimes these things just happen, Zo.”

Mom is awesome at a lot of things, but giving pep talks when life royally sucks isn’t one of them. After Dad died, she used to say, Sometimes, bad things happen to good people. It was completely unhelpful.

I can hear her downstairs talking. The shop is closed, but when she thinks I’m asleep, she talks to Dad. I think she has trouble putting him in the past tense too. He’s been gone nine months—a full year in October—but every night, she still tells him all about her day. She’s probably telling him about my big fat failure at the bookstore.

I try to read, but I just keep flipping open the front cover to the big, blank nothing where Raven M. Wells’s signature should be.

My throat itches. That reminds me about the sneezy lady. I open the bottle of immune-boosting gummies on my bedside table and chew three at once. Mom’s always saying, They’re not candy, Zoey, they’re vitamins. I pop two more into my mouth.

I bury my head in Guinevere’s fur.

“Well, Guin, my stupid brain messed everything up again,” I say.

She doesn’t answer (of course), but she snuggles in closer, so I think she gets it.

Since I’m getting exactly no reading done, I turn on my laptop. My email inbox is filled with messages from lenabalena@imail.com.

Subject: there will be other signings!

Subject: don’t give up!

Subject: I should have socked Tuna in his face

Subject: maybe that sneezy lady too

Subject: hello? Are you alive?

I don’t feel like being cheered up right now, so I don’t open any of them. Instead, I go to my favorite website, WhatAreTheChances.com. It’s a site I found after the funeral. Mom kept saying, Sometimes, bad things happen to good people, and I kept thinking, How many people? And when? Do these bad things happen all the time?

That question led me to Google, and Google led me to WhatAreTheChances.com. I learned that the chance of dying in a bus crash last year was one in more than a million. I learned the chances for other things too. Like getting really sick from germy door handles or my face blowing up from a bee sting. And there were things that pretty much never happen, like getting hit in the head by a coconut on a beach.

I’m not so much worried about death by coconut. Virginia has exactly no palm trees. But the numbers made me realize how we’re all just walking around not thinking about all the things that could go wrong!

Mom says the numbers are morbid. That they only prove that the things I worry about are super-duper unlikely to happen. But here’s the thing: you have to watch for the super-duper unlikely things. They’re sneaky. You’re just going about your life and then BAM! Streptococcus infection. Or a tornado rips up the whole town.

And I bet Dad wasn’t worried when he got on the bus that day to go to work. Because one in a million is a very small risk. It means 999,999 people didn’t die in a bus crash for every one that did.

But Dad was the one.

And really, that’s the only number that matters.

Dr. V says I give the numbers too much power. Maybe she’s right. Because if I wasn’t thinking about all the things that could go wrong all the time, I’d have a big old Raven M. Wells signature right now.

I groan and flop down onto the bed. If Dad were here, he’d tell me everything’s gonna be okay like he used to when I was mad or scared. I mean, I didn’t start getting the underwater feeling until after the crash, but I got regular scared sometimes. Dad would turn the scary things into a story. We’d make up the heroes and villains and plot twists, and by the time we got to THE END, everything would be okay.

Maybe that’s what I need right now—a little fantasy. Where bad things only happen to the bad guys.

I take my consolation-prize pencil out of my fanny pack and sharpen it with the little handheld sharpener in my desk drawer. As I twist the pencil, the gold letters spin around: MAKEYOUROWNMAGICMAKEYOUROWNMAGICMAKEYOUROWNMAGIC.

I get on my bed and lean back on my pillow, tapping my new pencil against my notebook where I’ve written some of the stories Dad and I used to make up. They’re a lot like The Magic of Ever After, in a far-off land with mystical creatures and a peasant girl with a heart of gold. (Dad never said so, but I’m pretty sure that was supposed to be me.)

I’m not the best writer in the world or anything, but I read everything Raven M. Wells posts online about writing the next great fantasy novel.

The best stories, she says, have a truly great hero, and a truly awful villain. I decide to start with the villain since that’s way more fun. But who exactly were the bad guys tonight?

I guess Lena and my mom were the ones who made me go to the signing. But they were trying to be nice.

Raven M. Wells isn’t exactly villain material either. It’s not her fault she has so many fans. It is my brain’s fault that I couldn’t breathe and had to leave the line. But technically, my brain is me, and I can’t be the bad guy.

What about Sneezy McSneezerson? Does an explosive nose tickle make someone villainous?

Maybe Mom’s right. Maybe sometimes these things just happen. And there’s no one to blame. I think through the whole night from the very beginning. The car ride. The long line. The pushy people. The boy in the elf costume.

I sit up. Yes! There was definitely a villain in that bookstore tonight.

And he goes by “Tuna.”


The Evil Elf

The evil elf came into Prestonia on the same night as the summer wind. As if the sky had blown both in together. He was small with a pointed little face and pointed little ears. His eyes—mean and cold—darted about, looking for the reason he had come: the magic keeper.
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