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Chapter 1: The Hero
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For the first time in his twelve-year-old life, Nicholas Biehl wasn’t considered a trembling puddle of glop. While unexpected, this surge in reputation was also understandable. He had faced down a Manteater, after all, with its horrifying cackle and needle-claws designed to suck out the souls of its victims. For twenty agonizing minutes, he had kept the monster at bay while his two best friends, Rose and Helena Montgomery, rescued their father’s soul from Mordim, a neighboring land of darkness. But now his companions were leaving, and Nicholas was left suddenly and overwhelmingly alone.

“We must keep your activities quiet, Mr. Biehl,” the headmaster whispered as they waited in front of the school, watching Rose and Helena disappear across the horizon toward “Dearth,” the school’s nickname for Earth. The headmaster, a gray-haired woman named Barb, was a powerful angel who had built the school—and the surrounding world of Lumintasia—herself. Despite being in a wheelchair, she could move things with her mind and even had massive wings, which had only come out during battle. Nicholas hoped never to see them again. 

“We can’t have the entire campus abuzz regarding lands of evil,” she continued. “The students’ minds should be occupied with dreaming and creating, not with the fear of events they cannot control. I’m sure you understand.”

“Too well, headmaster,” Nicholas muttered, cradling the blaster he had used to trap the Manteater. But her warning did no good. Too many students had seen the group’s return from Mordim, and someone must have overheard Nicholas’s role, because within minutes of his shuffling through the school front doors, the word was out. Nicholas “Squeal” Biehl, the puddle-glop king of Fantasticademy, was a hero. Even if no one could remember his name.

“Great job, Nikolai!” said a girl, dressed as a witch and hovering near the water fountain in the foyer. “Yeah, you’re a hero!” agreed the astronaut floating beside her. Nicholas didn’t bat an eye when seeing them. The school had been built as a magical place where children at risk of losing their creative spirit could train to become anything their imaginations allowed, and levitation here was commonplace. 

“I’m not a hero. I only helped some friends,” Nicholas told them, clutching Marvelous Man to his chest. The action figure, or “collectible,” as he called it, never left his side, unless it was stolen by bullies. Too often, these days.

“But you fought the Manteater!” the girl said, as more students surrounded him, exclaiming their admiration. “We didn’t believe it was real!” “You’re so brave, Mickeyless!”

He bit his lip, squeezing Marvelous Man harder. He had always hated attention, since it usually came after he said something stupid like “egads” or “cripes.” If only my chameleoflage wasn’t damaged, he thought, but the invisibility suit he had worn during the mission had been torn, leaving one ear visible. A fresh set was needed—now. He fled down Dreamscape Hall, the main corridor of the school, desperate to disappear against its fluttering, multicolored walls. But everywhere he turned, another group of students fawned over the school’s newest protector.

“Hey, it’s Fickledust Eel!” “Tell us about the Manteater!” “What did it look like?”

No, no, no! He tried a different hall, but was met with the same nosy questions. Hickolas! Bickolas! Manteater! Manteater!

Panic set in. There was nowhere to hide, except—no, he couldn’t. He had fled Dearth for a reason. But maybe things would be different. Yes. He had faced a Manteater. If he wasn’t daring enough to return now, when could he ever?

He found a fireman pole, sliding one level underground. After following a passageway with concrete walls and flickering light fixtures similar to a subway tunnel’s, he came upon an arched brick entryway, topped with a sign made of railroad tracks.

INTERDIMENSIONAL TRANSPORTATION DEPT

He whisked through the arch, excitement welling in his chest. The source of shuttling students back and forth from Dearth, the Interdimensional Transportation Department was the place where inter-world portals were created, along with inventive ways of traveling through them. Bubble submarines, wormhole roller coasters, kangaroo taxis—no method of transport was too outlandish. Smelling of lemon-scented floor polish, the terminal echoed with the honks and dings of car horns and railroad crossing bells. Wrought-iron benches lined the cracked-brick walls, adorned with posters celebrating famous cities like Boston, Paris, and New York. Excited students filled the lobby, discussing their travel arrangements. One had roared in on a Triceratops, another by flying carpet, but both by the design of the department head, Mr. Meclizine. Nicholas stood in line at the ticket office, and when his turn came, stepped up to a counter, speaking through a hole in a glass partition.  

“Hi, Mr. Meclizine. One-way ticket to Dearth, please.”

“Dearth, eh?” said Mr. Meclizine with delight. Obsessed with travel of every type, he bobbed about the department on a unicycle and cluttered the office with model airplanes, trains, boats, cars, and spaceships, along with traffic cones and flashing signals he had hung as inspiration. Due to the traffic lights, however, he lacked efficiency, as he would stop work every two minutes to wait for them to change from green to red. Consequently, he had acquired a habit of misusing commas and pausing his spoken sentences in unexpected places. He called them “verbal traffic jams.”

“Hello Nicholas, good... to see you. I’ll be right... with you.”

Nicholas smiled, admiring the man in action. After affectionately petting a flitten—a winged, flying kitten native to Lumintasia—Mr. Meclizine lit a fuse that fed into the wall. Next to the fuse lay a monitor, showing a grinning boy in a flight helmet. “So exciting!” Mr. Meclizine said. “This... student’s coming in by rocket ship!”

“Wow, fun idea,” Nicholas said, winking at the flitten. Its name was Mew, a companion of Mr. Meclizine’s. It even had its own “flitten-door,” a narrow passageway that led to somewhere outside the school. Dried blood stained one of its wings. “Are you okay, Mew?” Nicholas asked. 

“Mew,” said Mew. Flittens spoke a language called Mewese that Nicholas couldn’t understand. The only way for them to communicate with non-Mewese speakers was to travel in a flock and spell out whatever they wanted to say. Luckily, Mr. Meclizine could translate.

“He was in that fight with... the Manteater. Says he saved your life.”

“That he did,” Nicholas said. During the incident, a flock of flittens had warned him and the Montgomery sisters about a trap. While helping to subdue the Manteater, who was nicknamed “Vark,” the flock had also lost one of their own, an unfortunate victim of the monster’s carnivorous appetite. “Thank you for helping us, Mew.”

Mew purred.

“Sounds like you were... brave, Nicholas,” said Mr. Meclizine. “Practically a—”

Don’t say hero, Nicholas thought. But Mr. Meclizine had frozen. The lights were red. In the silence, the fuse burned into the wall and disappeared. The boy on Dearth cried out with excitement as the rocket ship he was strapped into, ignited by the fuse, lifted off with a shuddering boom. The lights returned to green, and Mr. Meclizine blinked himself awake.

“Well! Godspeed, Delbert! I hope his... motion sickness doesn’t kick in.” The boy retched.  “Ah, he’ll be fine. Are you sure you want... to go back to Dearth, Nicholas? You’re getting... popular, it sounds.” Mew chimed in with a rrowl. “That’s right, Mew. A hero.”

Nicholas groaned. “I’m sure.”

“Then have a safe... return. Any preference for travel?”

“Whatever’s fastest.”

“For a traveler of one, that would be the speed of light. Deposit your belongings in the Slobber Locker, please. You don’t want them to... dissolve in the portal.” Mr. Meclizine gestured to a rectangular metal door similar to a school locker. On its face, the head of a holographic dog appeared, a breed chosen to reflect the user’s personality—in Nicholas’s case, a wiener dog. Nicholas lowered his face to the jittery canine, letting it lick his cheek to confirm his identity. After a yip, the locker opened, and Nicholas put in the blaster, slamming the door and rubbing his skin from imaginary spit. Thank goodness he would never have to use the gun again. Weapons lacked their fun when your life was truly threatened.

“Now into... the Santa closet, please. You’ll want to be wearing what... you left Dearth in.” Nicholas entered the Santa closet, a magical chimney in which one’s clothes could be transformed, and with a burst of snow and a voice bellowing “Ho ho ho! Merry Wardrobe!” the closet returned him to pajamas. 

Mr. Meclizine nodded his approval. “Now step to the circle on the floor and grab the... dashlight on the counter.”

“You mean the flashlight?”

“It only looks like a flashlight. But instead of shining light, it shines you. Where were you when you last left Dearth?”

“I don’t want to say,” Nicholas mumbled. But Mr. Meclizine’s glare suggested he would have to. “I was in my bathroom and got sucked into the toilet,” he said.

Mr. Meclizine guffawed. “The toilet! What a novel idea! I must have been feeling cheeky that day! Let’s return you... to the same bathroom, shall we? Only less swishily.” He typed on a keypad, and on a monitor facing Nicholas, an image of a towel rack appeared—the viewpoint from his bathroom mirror back home. “Now, aim the dashlight at the monitor, click on the button when you’re... ready, and you’ll shine your way home. Just keep in mind that the dashlight’s not an open portal, so if you want to come back, the light won’t work. You’ll have... to get my attention another way. Understand?”

“No problem,” Nicholas said, picking up the dashlight. “I don’t plan on returning anytime soon.”

“Then happy travels. Now, if you’ll... excuse me, it’s time to eat Mew.”

“What? You’re eating Mew?”

“Oh, sorry. My verbal traffic jams work both ways. It’s time to eat, Mew.” Mr. Meclizine slid the flitten a bowl of tuna.

Nicholas took a deep breath, stared into his bathroom on the monitor, and thumbed the button on the dashlight. As his body dissolved into the portal home, he found comfort in a simple fact. Compared to the anxieties of Fantasticademy, Dearth could not have been worse.
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Chapter 2: Greener
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Traveling by dashlight is like being blinded by a brilliant glow, and when your eyes adjust, you’re in a different place. The portal begins with a quick tug on your arm as the dashlight sucks you in, then a warmth as your body transforms into energy, and finally a burst of cold as you’re thrust out through a light fixture at the other end. When Nicholas’s eyesight returned, he found himself in his bathroom on Dearth, the same location from which he had exited a fraction of a second before. (It had taken Nicholas three journeys to the school to discover the fact that time functioned inconsistently between Dearth and Lumintasia. No matter how much time you spent away from Dearth, you always returned to the precise moment you left. On the flip side, if you spent two days on Dearth, two days would also pass in Lumintasia. Very disorienting.) He glanced at his pajamas and gasped. Were they the same ones he had been wearing when he had gone? Luckily, Dad wouldn’t notice. He had more pressing things on his mind.

“Nick, you okay in there?” Dad called through the bathroom door. “I heard a crash.”

Egads, Nicholas thought. The toilet seat must have slammed down when he had been sucked into it. “I’m fine, Dad. I’m coming out.” Nicholas opened the door. Dad stood in the hallway, still in his bedclothes. He wasn’t wearing his glasses, which Nicholas found unsettling. There were no frames to hide the dark half-moons beneath his eyes.

“Just checking on you, kid. I was worried you weren’t okay. After our talk, I mean.”

Nicholas stared. So much had happened in Fantasticademy the last few days that he couldn’t remember the discussion his father meant. When the answer struck him, he wished he could forget. “I’m fine, Dad. Just tired.”

“Yeah, we should get our sleep. Big day tomorrow, huh?”

A wave of nausea filled Nicholas’s stomach. It all came flooding back to him, the reason he had fled to Lumintasia. “Can’t wait,” he said.

* * *
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The next morning, the bags beneath Nicholas’s eyes matched his father’s. They spoke little during breakfast until Dad’s cell phone broke the silence. He worked as a general contractor building homes for others, which took more energy than ever now that his own family was falling apart. The last few months he had lost some weight, but to Nicholas he would always be a tower of muscle. He mumbled instructions to the work crew, then returned to the subdued awkwardness of breakfast.

After scraping their half-eaten eggs into the trash, they climbed into Dad’s pickup. Nicholas folded the sun shield covering the window, slipping it down to his feet with a sigh. He preferred the dark. The truck roared alive. They made it halfway to their destination before Dad finally spoke.

“Have you given any thought to our discussion, Nick?” he asked.

“Yes. I’ll do what you want.”

“Which is what?”

“To be strong.”

“Not just strong, Nick. To face the truth. That takes bravery.”

Nicholas wiggled in his seat. Bravery again. An expression came to him, about the grass always seeming greener on the other side of the fence. When he had come to Dearth, he had hoped to be left alone. Nobody in a million years would mistake him for a hero here. And yet he was expected to be brave anyway? Dad continued.

“No matter what they tell us today, we have to be strong. For Mom. Okay?”

Nicholas squeezed Marvelous Man. Dad winced.

“Did you bring that doll because of Mom?” he asked.

“It’s not a doll, it’s a collectible.”

“Right. Well, Mom gave it to you and you can hold it when you’re around her, but around me it goes in a drawer. Do you understand?”

“I like Marvelous Man.”

“Marvelous Man is keeping you a boy. Don’t you think that’s true?”

Nicholas opened his mouth to disagree, but an insect buzzed through the window, and he squealed. Dad rolled his eyes.

“It’s only a fly, Nick.”

“I thought it was a bee. I don’t have my epi-pen.” Nicholas couldn’t meet his father’s gaze. They both knew that Nicholas was allergic and would have swollen up like a pregnant tomato if he had been stung, but it never looked impressive to squeal. Dad pulled the truck over, rolling down his window. 

“Put the screen over the windshield,” he said.

“Why?”

“Just watch. And when the shield’s up, wave your hands near your window.”

A shadow overtook the cabin as Nicholas slid the sun shield in place. He fluttered his hands, and the fly flew out the open window on Dad’s side.

“Flies always do two things: avoid motion and head to the light,” Dad said. “Like any threat, if you know its nature, you can neutralize it. And your fear will go away. Yeah?”

“Sorry, Dad.” 

“Don’t apologize. And here.” Dad leaned over, opening the glove compartment. Inside was a camouflage satchel that he used when hunting. “Keep Marvelous Man in that.”

Nicholas scowled. “After we see Mama. Right?”

“Right. After Mom.” Dad pulled down the sun shield, putting the engine in gear. They rode across town in silence. Finally, they reached their destination, and the truck jerked to a stop.

“You’ll be strong, right?” Dad asked. “Do you promise me?”

Nicholas glanced up at the mirrored window of Mama’s room, where the glass reflected the trees. It looked so peaceful that you would never know it was a hospital. 

“Nick? The promise?”

Nicholas sighed. “I’ll be a man,” he said. He shouldered the satchel and followed Dad inside the building’s marble entryway. Mama’s room lay on the fourth floor of the west wing—the “tick-tock ward,” as some nurses once called it. Nicholas had pretended not to understand what they meant, that maybe “tick-tock” was their code for wanting to clock out of their shifts for the day, and not that Mama’s time was almost up. Dad had let them know how heartless they had sounded. It was the only instant he had lost his temper during Mama’s stay. She was still in Room 410, with beeping monitors and tubes stuck into her nose. One of her physicians, Dr. Frank, met them in the doorway.

“Mr. Biehl, may we have a word, please?”

“I’d like to see Shiloh first.”

“She’s sleeping. Only for a moment.”

Dad fidgeted with his sleeve. “Sure. Nick, come with us.”

“But I want to be with Mama.”

“Now, Nick.”

Nicholas felt sick. He didn’t want to go with Dad to talk to doctors. He preferred not to see Mama either, not when she was asleep, when the only sounds were the hisses and blurps of machinery keeping her alive. Luckily, her soft voice saved him from the distress.

“Nicky...”

“Mama!” He ran into her room. Dad followed, taking her hand.

“How you doing, Shi?” he asked her.

“Swimmingly,” she said.

His face broke into a smile. Mama had once been a competitive swimmer, before her broken body had betrayed her spirit. “The doctor wants to talk to us for a minute,” he told her. “We’ll be right back, okay? Come on, Nick.” 

Dad gestured for Nicholas to follow, but Mama grabbed Nicholas’s hand.

“Nicky. You brought Marvelous Man. I’m so glad.”

Nicholas grinned at Dad, whose expression admitted defeat. “I’ll be back,” Dad told them. After he had gone, Mama ran her fingers through Nicholas’s hair. “Do you take Marvelous Man everywhere?” she asked.

“When he isn’t stolen.”

“Who does that?”

“It’s a long story,” Nicholas said. He couldn’t begin to explain about Fantasticademy, let alone Ack, Oof, and Preshus Anjel, the gang who pestered him the most.

“I’d love to hear it,” she said. “I like it when you tell me stories.”

“Another time.”

“Promise?”

He said nothing. She dropped her fingers to the strap on his shoulder. “Beautiful satchel. Isn’t that your Dad’s?” 

Nicholas kept quiet. He couldn’t bear to tell her it was meant to hide Marvelous Man. Mama’s eyes glimmered.

“He wants you to hide Marvelous Man, doesn’t he?”

A smile lifted Nicholas’s lips. 

“Ethan’s a wonderful man, Nicky, but some things take him time to understand. Let’s do this.” She opened the zipper on the satchel, sliding Marvelous Man inside but keeping one of his hands exposed. “There. Marvelous Man’s not as obvious, and you can hold his hand anytime you want. Just keep the pack at your side. Everyone’s happy.”

Nicholas grinned. He felt better already. Mama patted his arm, but her face winced as if a sharp pain had pierced her body. She breathed deeply to let it pass. 

“Do you know what the doctor’s talking about?” she asked.

“No.”

“There’s no way to gloss it over, Nicky. I’m dying.”

“No, you’re not.”

“They can’t find me a liver in time. Even the machines can’t save me forever. Funny it’s called a ‘liver’, isn’t it? We should call mine a ‘dead-er.’ What do you think?”

He scarcely found the spirit to roll his eyes. Despite being a mother, Mama loved to make Dad jokes, cornier the better. “No pun, no fun,” she always said. She laughed weakly, but Nicholas’s gaze fell to the tree outside the window. A leaf slipped from a branch.

“Oh, Nicky. It’s okay to joke. Especially when things are bad. Can you try it?”

“I don’t feel like joking.”

“Please? For me?”

His throat seized up. How could he be witty when thoughts of any kind escaped him? “You’re not dying, Mama.”

“Nicky. Look me in the eyes. You know what I’m going to say to you, don’t you?”

“That you love me.”

“Yes. And do you know what I want to hear you say?”

“That I love you too.”

“More than that. I want you to say goodbye.”

He held his breath. “But you’ll be okay.”

“Just tell me.”

“Not if I don’t mean it.”

“I want to hear it, Nicky. That you can accept what’s happening. And that you won’t have regrets later on.”

His mind jumbled. It was all too much. Something would get better. It always could. But not with parents who were too wrapped up in sad, unthinkable things like death. “You’re not dying, and I’ll never say goodbye,” he said.

“Nicky...”

“No!” Nicholas released her hand, backing away. She reached for him, but her arm was so weak that it collapsed at her side.

“Just say it...”

He couldn’t. Not a word. Mama’s face bunched up in pain. An alarm wailed from a monitor, and a nurse rushed into the room. Nicholas backed against a machine, which joined in the chorus of warning bells. Pounding within his skull, the alerts felt as thick as a tombstone, and Nicholas did the only thing he could think of. He fled. 

Sprinting out of his mama’s room and down the hall, he burst into Dr. Frank’s office, a cube of antiseptic walls whose only colors came from a calendar and half a dozen medical degrees. Dad sat hunched on a chair in front of the doctor’s desk. He had taken off his glasses to rub his eyes, exposing his ashen face. 

“Dad, I want to go home. Now.”

Dad didn’t look up. Dr. Frank cleared his throat, slipping out the door.

“I’ll give you two a minute,” he said.

Nicholas waited for Dad to speak. Instead, he only sighed. Nicholas couldn’t stand it. Why was everyone insisting that everything was terrible? Mama would get better. And because Nicholas was the only one who believed such a ridiculous idea, he disappointed them all the more. Be brave for Dad, they wanted, tell Mama goodbye. And if you don’t, get used to being a failure. “Let’s go home,” he said again.

Dad muttered vacantly. “Home? I can hardly stand up.”

“Why? Because of what the doctor said?”

Dad’s eyes bored into Nicholas. “Are you ready to be strong?” he asked. 

No! Nicholas screamed inside. Never ever ever! 

“Dad. Home. Please.”

Dad slid on his glasses. There was another sigh, only this time Nicholas noticed something strange. Dad had been sniffing when he sighed. Sniffing and sighing at the same moment was impossible—unless the sigh had come from somewhere else.

Nicholas’s pulse raced. When Rose and Helena had gone on their mission to Mordim, they had taken a paint sprayer with them. The dye was used to reveal giant, invisible worms who sucked out the souls of emotionally vulnerable humans. These creatures, InvisiWorms, could rarely be detected unless you heard their distinct breathing sounds—sighs. Though he had never come across an InvisiWorm in person, he recognized the possibility that one was near. What better place for a monster to find a troubled soul than a hospital, and what souls more troubled than those of his own family?

Sigh...

He froze. Where was a Slobber Locker when you needed one, or the blaster inside of it? Here, there was nothing to provide protection. Dr. Frank’s computer. A cup of coffee. Wait. Yes. The coffee might work. Maybe not as a weapon, but something useful. As Dad lowered his head to rub his temples, Nicholas grabbed the cup from the desk, tossing the contents upward. The coffee splashed against the ceiling—but the ceiling wasn’t flat. It was rounded and pulsating and looking back at Nicholas with a hundred blinking eyes. Nicholas wiped the splattered coffee from his cheeks while Dad shot him a glare.

“What are you doing, Nick?”

Nicholas went numb. Above Dad’s head, the InvisiWorm lowered itself down. A ring of lips puckered on the underside of its face, like an octopus’s suction cup—the perfect mouth to suck out a soul.

“Well, what are you doing?” Dad asked again.

“Running,” Nicholas said. And never stopping.

He fled from the doctor’s office and past his mama’s room, out of the tick-tock ward and into the nearest bathroom, where he cranked on the faucet, flinging handfuls of water at the walls to make certain he was alone, crying and pleading into the mirror, “Mr. Meclizine! Take me back! Please!” But it was a one-way trip, the transportation manager had warned, a decision Nicholas regretted now. He shouted into the light fixture. “Mr. Meclizine!” Something had to work, anything. And if he ever returned to school, he would have a single, unconditional goal: Avoid Everyone. Seclusion was the only means to keep his family safe. Time on Dearth would stand still. Dad would be out of the InvisiWorm’s grasp. And Mama’s hand could reach for Nicholas forever. Two powerful reasons to never, ever return.

“Mr. Meclizine! Help!” 

The toilet gurgled. Of course! Hoping against everything that the bubbles weren’t caused by a monster, Nicholas stepped toward the bowl. As the portal mercifully sucked him inside and back to the world of Lumintasia, a thought filled his mind.

The grass might not be greener at the school, but at least it wasn’t dead.
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Chapter 3: Anagrahams and Sporks
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When the water of the toilet-portal cleared around Nicholas’s body, he found himself inside a familiar bathroom stall. It was on the seventh floor, near the volatile junction of Weightlifters Hall and the LARPers Annex, where he had hidden from musclebound bullies at least a dozen times. He wasn’t surprised to have been deposited here rather than back at the Transportation Department. There were so many students coming and going from Fantasticademy that if they were all funneled through the depot, Mr. Meclizine would be overwhelmed with travelers, distracting him even more than his traffic lights did. Fortunately, his toilet portals never left the traveler wet, so Nicholas didn’t have to worry about soaked clothes. But he needed chameleoflage, and quickly. You couldn’t Avoid Everyone when you could be seen by every eyeball this side of Mordim.

He cracked open the bathroom door, peering down the hallway. Despite having escaped from the InvisiWorm, his heart was still about to beat its way out of his throat. He strained to detect any more of the monster’s sighing. Nothing. Of course not, he told himself. There’s no safer place to be than Fantasticademy. He crept down the corridor to the elevator. On its doors gleamed an image of Santa Claus.

“Good guess, Pulley,” Nicholas said. “To the nearest Santa Closet, please.”

The elevator dinged. Pulley was the friendliest transport in the school, who liked to predict his occupants’ destinations by changing the picture on his doors. Nicholas stepped inside and was taken diagonally to a higher floor. Pulley bonged as the doors slid open, revealing a whoopee-cushioned corridor with walls made of squirting flowers and fake vomit. Two students dressed as a SWAT team sprinted down the hallway, using green water pistols to douse a cloaked, kindergarten-sized ninja. Practical Jokers Hall, Nicholas realized. It was the only place in school to get the EverSoaker, with its bright green barrel and limitless water capacity, guaranteed to drench unsuspecting dupes everywhere. Even more impressive was the Bazooka Mesh, a tool that the tiny ninja now utilized, turning against his attackers. The tube-shaped weapon shot out a crackling energy ball, which, after hitting its target, expanded outward like a net to include every living thing within five feet. Its reach then widened farther to ensnare more living things, until all people in proximity were tied together in a plasma mesh, unbreakable from the inside. Nicholas had discovered the Bazooka’s power the hard way, having once accidentally discharged it between classes. Eighty-seven trapped students writhed and shouted for twenty or whenever minutes, and Nicholas was so frightened that he had hidden behind a snack machine until a froshling wandered by to free them. Not his best day. Shaking off the memory, he waited for the SWAT-ninja battle to round the corner, then rushed down the hall, wincing at the embarrassing sounds emitted by the whoopee-cushioned floor. Luckily, the brick-and-stocking facade of a nearby Santa Closet appeared, only half a dozen foot-farts away.

“Chameleoflage, please,” he muttered, sliding inside the chimney. A flurry of snow surrounded him as the closet bellowed, “Ho ho ho! Merry Wardrobe!” When the blizzard cleared, hooded blue coveralls clung around his body. “Chamele-on,” he said, the command to activate the suit’s invisibility function. After pulling the hood over his head, he was precisely the way he wished to be—forgotten to the world. He reached inside the suit, making sure that his father’s satchel—and Marvelous Man within it—remained hidden. The satchel’s brown and green camo seemed weak compared to the powers of the chameleoflage, and Nicholas smirked. Who’s the stronger one now, Dad? 

“Off to Fun with Fantasy,” he whispered to Marvelous Man. A spark of excitement jolted his heart. Fun with Fantasy was his favorite class, the only place you could wield a broadsword forged out of spaghetti noodles or fly with wings attached to your cowboy boots. He returned to Pulley, who signaled the “fun with fantasy” with a picture of Thor on a trampoline. The elevator took Nicholas down to Dreamscape Hall, where he inched out of the cabin. About a dozen students in the hallway. Easily avoidable.

He made his way toward Room 101. A crowd of kids wearing scuba gear flip-flopped around the corner, heading in his direction. 

“Hey, did you hear about Dickolas Squeal?” one of them asked.

“Sure. Fought off a bunch of Manteaters, right?”

“Yeah, six of ’em!”

“Six? I heard twenty.”

“Twenty! He’s crazy brave.”

Nicholas groaned. How could the story have grown so dramatically in such a brief time? Then he remembered that he had spent two days on Dearth, which equaled two days in Fantasticademy. Plenty of time for the rumor mill to explode the facts out of proportion. 

As if from nowhere, a boy wearing a welder’s helmet tripped on Nicholas’s shoe. “What was that?” he said. “Not me,” Nicholas whimpered, sprinting down the hall. Room 101 lay to his left, its sign above the door. But just below it appeared the top of a chef hat. A petite girl’s face plowed into his chest, and they tumbled to the floor. 

“Cripes!” he said, throwing his invisible hands over his mouth.

“Who’s there?” the girl asked, rubbing her nose. Bright purple hair coiled out from the sides of her chef hat, highlighting her bronze complexion. “At least you can help me up,” she said. “You might think you’re invisible, but you smell like cappuccino.” 

Nicholas froze. The coffee from Dr. Frank’s office! She was on to him! But to assist her also meant admitting he existed. Guilt overtook him, and he held out his hand. But he had forgotten she couldn’t see it, and she grumbled, hauling herself off the floor.

“Thanks for nothing, chicken noodle. Luckily for you, I’m persistently perky. After you...” She gestured into the doorway. Nicholas didn’t move. “Just go,” she said. “And don’t worry. I’ll pretend I never saw you.”

He slipped past her, wishing he didn’t reek of java. She trailed him into the classroom, finding an empty seat at the side. Nicholas hurried toward the back, careful not to brush his invisible feet against the boxes of merchandise lying on the floor. The teacher, Mr. Pitchman, invented, sold, and marketed his own products, which were tested during his lectures by—or on—the students. Sporting a tuxedo and top hat that hid his own crazy hair, he blathered out a stream of self-promotional bilge such as the catchphrase, “Fun-tastico!”  But if you could look beyond the bragging, his inventions could be extraordinary.

“Before we begin our lab today, I have an announcement,” he told the class. “You’ve surely heard about an ingenious putty portal I’ve invented, known as ‘Porty.’ While this product is undoubtedly fun-tastico, allowing you to create a portal to anywhere you like by merely sculpting an object at your destination, recent events have exposed its potential to be misused. In my exuberance, I failed to recognize how powerful this invention could be, and the dangerous place it allows the consumer to reach. For this reason, the headmaster has recalled all known quantities of Porty, including my free promotional samples. To our knowledge, only one container remains. If you or someone you know possesses this container, please return it immediately. Though I am never a person to oversell an idea, this much is true: Our
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