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Reading is an excellent escape from reality. But what if... you couldn't escape from your escape?

.

Astrid loves to read. Astrid made a wish. Now Astrid’s stuck in a book.

Cue the evil kelpie. The Armageddon. The feral troll army.

The fantasy realm of fiction is everything Astrid ever hoped for.

Except it’s probably going to take her life.

Astrid needs non-fictional guts, determination, and sheer will to survive before she can return to the real world.

But will she even want to?
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Chapter One - One Wish

[image: ]


“Do you want to hear the story or not?”

Breathless, Cash turned, giving the arguably tacky, medieval barmaid outfit I had on a wary look up and down through narrowed eyes. “Does it explain the wench look?”

Running along the sandy shore of a tropical island was probably the last place I looked to belong right then. I waved impatiently, pulling the darn neckline up as much as I could while trying to keep up. “Of course.”

Cash rolled his eyes, mostly in resignation, possibly also in incredulity.

Not that I could blame him. I had accidentally dragged him into this world.

I had only met Cash yesterday, or technically, three stories ago. He didn’t really know me.

He wouldn’t have known that my standard outfits for the day were sweatpants and the ratty, too-large college sweater I could never be bothered to replace, that I preferred the company of fictional characters to real people and that most of my time outside classes was spent binge-reading at the library.

Incidentally, that’s where I’d met him.

Everyone knew libraries were supposed to transport you to the plethora of wild and vast imaginative worlds—you know, in your mind.

But how was I supposed to know the quietest area in the back of the University library, by the dusty, rare, and old books section that nobody ever wandered to, had the powers to actually take you there?

“You made a wish?” Cash repeated as I relayed my tale of woe.

I nodded, picking up the hem of my skirt as I splashed over a puddle in the sand. “I think I finally figured it out from the last place. I told you I’m a literary major, right?” I began. “I was really getting into this fantastic book about medieval Scotland,” I gushed, eyes wide, no longer caring that I was splashing salt water everywhere. “And...all I said was ‘I wish these stories are real’—”

I paused to take a deep breath, and the rest of my words rushed out of my mouth. “Which was obviously a huge mistake because everyone knows you should never make wishes. It’s way too easy to blur the line between wishes and curses. You should never mess with either! You’d know this if you read Aladdin or definitely ‘The Three Wishes.’ I mean, come on, the written word is a powerful thing, let alone the spoken word. Really, poems are like spells. Literature is magic in itself.”

Cash shook his head, not turning back. “Okay. Wow.”

I smiled, somewhat proud of my analysis. “Amazing, huh?”

But he blew out a breath. “You are a nutcase. How could I not have seen it sooner?”

I gave him a suffering look. Nice. The guy had probably never cracked a book open in his entire life. I had seen him around campus before, but all I knew about Cash was that he played lacrosse, and he wore plaid shirts—a lot.

He glanced behind us and finally slowed down. “I think that monster is gone.” He shook his shaggy, wet blond hair out of his face and frowned in distaste at his drenched clothes.

“So, I just escaped a bloodthirsty kelpie from a tavern in 1743 Scotland.” I gestured up and down him. “I don’t know what the heck happened to you.”

He glared at me. “I woke up almost getting swallowed by the ocean before you and that thing appeared.”

“Ooh.” I curled my lips in the semblance of an apology. I surveyed our surroundings and motioned inland toward the treeline. “Maybe there’s shelter this way.”

But Cash’s expression soured as he towered over me. “So, this is all your fault. You got me into this mess. You almost drowned me just now on the beach—”

“Hey, man,” I argued, putting my hands up. “Nobody else was supposed to be in the rare books section. I didn’t even know you were there. Let alone that the library was magic. No wonder those librarians always knew so much. I guess that’s what the ‘Restricted Area’ sign was for.”

“The sign you also ignored?”

I rolled my eyes in exasperation and waded my way through the long grass. The sky had darkened, and the moon was blocked with what few clouds there were. The crashing of waves against the shore was muted now. “Look, the point is at least I’ll know what to expect now, right? So, as long as you’re with me, you’ll be safe,” I reassured.

“Would have been more helpful if you’d figured that out before that grimy, angry mob chased us from before,” he put in.

I rolled my eyes again.

He caught my elbow. “Hey, wish us back right the hell now!”

I shot him an irritated grimace and shrugged him off. “I’ve tried already. It didn’t work.” I spun around to forge ahead.

“Uh...Astrid?”

“Look, if you’re going to—” I broke off my groan of complaint as I followed his gaze up to the sky and squinted. “What’s...that?”

“I thought you were supposed to know,” Cash said, backing away.

“Well, I know it’s not Superman,” I quipped, my mouth dropping open in dread.

A bright thing in the sky sped toward the beach, accompanied by a low rumbling that became louder as it got closer, and closer, and closer...

“It’s uh...it’s...” I blinked, backing up myself.

“Uh, I think we’d better—,” Cash started, getting ready to run again.

“Yeah.”

We took off once more, heading deeper into the forest.

I glanced back to see if we had run far enough in time to see the big, red thing slam into what must have been the neighboring shoreline, and it exploded with a roar. I winced and paused from running to watch the giant tidal wave of sand, earth, and trees.

“Oh my gosh, what the heck was that?”

Cash looked past my shoulder, and his eyes widened. “I don’t know, but here comes another one!”

I saw it, yelped, and bolted again, snagging my arm as I ran past a tree branch, “Ow!” but I ignored it and kept running. The loud rumbling grew and grew. My legs were lead, and my lungs burned.

Searing heat almost burned the frizzy hairs sticking up the top of my head as the fireball zoomed past us, and Cash and I dropped to the ground.

Cash shot me a look. “What the heck were you reading? Armageddon?” he mocked before we covered our heads with our arms, and just in time, since the ball of fire exploded in the forest up ahead, the shockwave reverberated through the trees around us.

Branches and debris rained down.

After a few minutes, it was all quiet again.

I opened my eyes.

Cash looked up. “Is it over?”

Panting, I surveyed the sky as I sat up myself. “Yeah, I think there were just two of them.”

He let out an aggravated cry, collapsing back on the ground. “Ahhh...and I thought lacrosse practice was exhausting.”

Two meteors... An inkling of thought occurred to me, and I dropped my gaze. But no. It couldn’t possibly be.

“Grribit...”

“What?” I asked.

“What—I didn’t say anything,” Cash replied.

“Ribbit...”

I frowned, looked around, and all of a sudden, about a thousand frogs leaped out from the bushes. 

I let out a laugh as they all hippity-hopped about.

“Gross!” Cash cringed, trying to avoid touching them. “What is this from? ‘The Ten Commandments?”

“Those were locusts,” I pointed out.

“Whatever.”

An angry, loud croak made Cash jump.

I laughed again. “Don’t sit on them.” I pushed to stand and held out my hand to help Cash up. “Look, let’s just keep moving.” I beckoned for him to follow me, glancing up to try to get some bearings, but I could no longer see through the trees. 

I picked my way through the weeds and vines on the ground. “Which book do you suppose we’re in now?” I asked, still trying to focus on my footing.

He didn’t reply.

“Cash?” I turned to look.

He was gone.
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​​Chapter Two - Magical 
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“Oh—what?” I groaned aloud and tried to peer back through the woods to see if he had lagged behind. I didn’t know whether I should go back and look for him or not. It wasn’t like he was my responsibility.

Or okay. Maybe he was.

I groaned again and started to head back anyway. “Cash!” I called out. “Caaaash! Where are you? Cash, you’d better not be trying to scare me like this.”

The shadowy forest was giving me The Blair Witch Project vibes. “Cash!” I pushed through some vines and branches again. “This is so not good for—whoops—” I almost fell off balance.

I straightened up and checked to see what had caused my almost fall.

The large hole in the ground, like an animal trap, must have been previously camouflaged by the leaves on the ground.

I peeked into it. “Cash!” 

My voice echoed several times. Whoa, that is one deep hole.

“Cash! Tell me you’re not in that hole,” I called again, starting to pace back and forth on the damp ground. What was I supposed to do now? I moaned in frustration.

“Oh, for—” I threw up my hands before unceremoniously jumping in.

“Aaaaahhh—!”

The hole was super deep and super dark. I lost track because I was screaming for so long. This is ridiculous. I stopped screaming, sighed, and crossed my arms over my chest. “Jeez, when does this end?” I mused aloud, all the while the wind rushed past me, blowing my hair around. “What is this, Alice’s rabbit hole? I wasn’t reading Lewis Carroll.”

I kept falling.

And falling.

When my legs finally gave way, I landed on my rump on the ground. “Oof—ow!”

I squinted from the light and shielded my eyes from the sun before spotting Cash unconscious on the ground a few feet away. I crept up beside him and shook his shoulder to wake him up. “Hey, hey, Cash.”

A clump of grass by his arm caught my eye. In fact, all the grass and leaves on the trees and plants were—

“Blue,” I whispered, straightening up.

To the right, a castle stood with flags and banners getting whipped in the wind while two suns lit up the sky. To the left, in complete contrast, was a blackened sky with no moon or even any stars.

“Hey, hey, you,” a voice called from behind us.

At that moment, Cash woke up with a groan. He blinked, saw the sky, blinked again—twice—then sat up with a start.

I followed his gaze. The sky was cut jagged down the middle. I smiled in wonder.

“Where are we?” Cash asked, looking mystified.

I turned to face the girl who had spoken behind us.

“This is ‘The Great Divide’,” she and I both replied at the same time.

The girl with mysterious blue eyes smiled back. “Hello, Astrid.”
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“Oh my gosh, this is amazing,” I couldn’t help but breathe.

“Ow!” Cash
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