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			For Granddaddy and Mama. One of you taught me how to work, and one of you taught me how to play. Writing is a unique spoon-stir of both of those qualities. All the grandchildren miss you in their own way. For me, it’s not being able to see you on the back row at my events, smiling like that’s the only place you wanted to be. Thanks for all the laughter, all the love, everything.
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			Peeve Meadows

			She wasn’t much at first glance, but then, most people aren’t.

			Peeve Meadows watched the progress of a small boat as it made its way through a treacherous cove toward the shore. The Words echoed in her head, as they had since she’d first arrived in Fester. Her teachers had taught her that the words were sort of like a prophecy. She was supposed to treasure them. If she was lucky enough to get into a story of her own, those words would be the beginning. Except, she didn’t like the words she’d been given.

			Wasn’t much at first glance? That didn’t sound very flattering. It sounded like she was destined for a story where people underestimated her. Which was how her time in the world of Imagination had gone so far. First she’d arrived in Origin, where Indira had pretty much ignored her efforts to be friends. And then Peeve’s attempt to steal Indira’s invitation to Protagonist Preparatory had completely backfired. She’d ended up being forced to attend Antagonist Academy instead.

			
			While Indira was off saving the world, Peeve had struggled through her first semester in the city of Fester. Life there was a slow descent into questionable morals. Peeve was taught how to lie, steal, cheat, and swindle. Her teachers encouraged her to be crueler and less merciful. Most of her teachers, however, had the same response to her efforts in their classes.

			Peeve just wasn’t evil enough for their tastes.

			She lacked some unspoken quality. She wasn’t as big as some of the other baddies. She wasn’t as mean. She wasn’t as sly or maniacal or two-faced. One teacher had even asked whether she had the heart to be bad. Peeve hadn’t known what to say. She hadn’t chosen this.

			But now she intended to prove everyone wrong.

			The small rowboat finally reached the rendezvous point. Peeve drew her hood up to fend off the biting wind. She started walking down the beach to where sea met stone. Even wearing her best boots, Peeve felt the cold sting of the water as she raised a hand in greeting to the two rowers. Great waves crashed around them, but she could still hear the sound of their dark cackling.

			“Skeletons,” she muttered. “Always laughing at nothing.”

			Time in Fester had introduced Peeve to every sort of monster. There were werewolves and vampires and people who talked too loud in the morning. Of all the creatures she’d met, skeletons were the least reliable. Peeve had chosen to work with them because there had been no other way.

			
			She knew the taller skeleton was named Tempest. He waved at her from the back of the vessel like a pageant queen. The other skeleton—Bertram—could not wave, as he was holding his own skull in his hands like it was a dish he was bringing to a potluck dinner. Peeve stood there, a shiver running down her spine, waiting for them to continue rowing. It took a minute for her to realize the two skeletons would come no closer.

			“Seriously?” she called. “It’s freezing. Are you really going to make me walk out that deep?”

			Bertram lifted his head up to get a good look at her.

			“There can be no reward without risk,” he replied.

			Peeve rolled her eyes. “You mean you don’t want to get out of the boat?”

			Tempest cackled. “No, we don’t want to get out of the boat.”

			“But you’re just bones! The water isn’t even cold to you.”

			Bertram’s headless shoulders shrugged. “True, but getting out would be a whole ordeal. It will be far easier to make the exchange from the boat. More efficient that way.”

			“Besides,” Tempest added, “you’re already standing in the water! No harm done!”

			Peeve bit her tongue. There was no point arguing. If she said the wrong thing, they might pack up and start rowing away. She couldn’t afford for them to leave. Not when she’d already risked so much to get her hands on the package they were delivering. There was nothing else to do but grit her teeth and start forward. The dark water was nearly up to her stomach by the time she reached them.

			
			“Hand over the money first,” Bertram suggested. “No funny business.”

			There were several sacks sitting inside the little boat. Peeve knew the skeletons often made trips into the Land of Forgotten Stories. They’d return with items of great value, but always for a price. Tempest fetched the nearest sack, straining to set it upright. Peeve shook her head.

			“I don’t think so.” She’d learned to never give the money first in an exchange. Not with disreputable creatures like skeletons. “You give me the scepter first.”

			Bertram looked ready to argue, but Tempest let out a mad cackle and tossed the sack overboard without a second thought. The waves started soaking the fabric, threatening to drown it completely. Peeve snatched the package before it could sink and pulled it to her chest. With her free hand, she reached into a pocket and removed a single, glinting coin. Both skeletons leaned forward greedily at the sight of her offered treasure.

			Peeve was about to toss the payment to them, but she caught a glimpse inside the sack and paused. The object it held was most certainly not the weapon she’d requested.

			“Seriously? This is just a bunch of coat hangers!”

			Tempest pretended to be surprised. “Really? How did those get in there? How bizarre…” He hunted back through the other items on their boat. “Oh yes. Here it is.”

			
			The gangly skeleton grinned at her.

			“Now, we can’t risk you running off with it. Bertram?”

			The shorter skeleton let out a sigh. “This is always so humiliating.”

			Peeve flinched when he hefted his skull up and threw it at her. She barely reacted in time, snatching his head before it could land in the water. She stood there, staring down at the empty eye sockets, unsure of what to say.

			“Ouch. Don’t squeeze so tight,” Bertram complained.

			Back on the boat, the rest of his body settled into a hands-on-hips gesture of disapproval. Tempest cackled like a madman again. “Now you pass us the coin. And then we’ll give you the scepter. And then you give us Bertram. It’s a win-win-win.”

			Peeve snorted. “That’s really unnecessarily complicated.”

			She tossed the coin. Tempest caught it gracefully, tucking it who knows where, before tossing the real scepter overboard. This time it really did sink quickly. Peeve didn’t have a second to think. She leaped after the scepter, releasing Bertram’s head in the process. She heard a little shout as the waves started tugging his skull out to sea. Peeve yanked the scepter up, feeling its weight in her hands, as the skeletons shouted at one another.

			“Sharks! Hurry, Tempest! Use the oar, you buffoon!”

			In any other moment, Peeve might have laughed at the unfolding scene. Tempest was using the oar in an attempt to corral Bertram’s skull back toward the boat. Except his bony arms were not the most coordinated, so he kept accidentally pushing his friend’s skull under the water. Peeve was too busy admiring the scepter to enjoy any of that.

			
			It wasn’t activated, but she knew it was the right one because the scepter had a twin. How often had she seen it in her dreams? Peeve had witnessed exactly what the other scepter could do, and she had high hopes this one was just as potent. The thought brought a smile to her lips.

			After a moment, Peeve looked up. The skeletons were both back in their boat. Tempest was waving goodbye. Bertram sat up front, skull comfortably in hand, watching her with a curious expression. He looked like he was going to leave without saying more, but at the very last moment, just before they were out of earshot, he called to her.

			“It’s the wrong one.” The words echoed. “For someone like you.”

			Peeve returned his dark stare before nodding.

			“We’ll just see about that.”
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			En Garde

			Indira could teleport across a room with a throw of her hammer. She’d defeated a rogue Author and a corrupt brainstorm. She’d now successfully navigated two stories as a protagonist without much trouble. It was rare that she faced a foe and felt unprepared. Until now.

			Her current nemesis? A fancy table setting.

			She took her seat across from Phoenix. The tablecloth was so bright and white that she couldn’t help imagining that even the slightest stain would ruin the whole look. There were four different forks. Each one of them was apparently for her. Phoenix grinned, but Indira couldn’t stop glancing down at the various plates and utensils. As a big fan of the spork for its two-in-one quality, she found the table setting a little aggressive.

			“Nice, isn’t it?” Phoenix asked. “I thought you’d like it here.”

			He was wearing a tie. Indira had never seen him wear a tie. He looked really handsome, but she couldn’t help tugging at the collar of her homespun tunic. It was the same light pink one she’d always worn. Nothing fancy about it at all. Indira managed to smile back.

			
			“Very nice,” she said, eyeing the table again. “So many…spoons.”

			His grin widened. “I know it looks fancy, but trust me, you’ll like it.”

			Indira raised a challenging eyebrow. “Yeah? How do you know that?”

			“Just wait for it.”

			There were five other tables in the room, all spaced out in neat rows, with people seated at each. Indira couldn’t help noticing that everyone else was older. This did feel like a very grown-up thing to do. She’d much rather have just ordered a pizza or something. The lighting in the room was a low amber color. Mrs. Pennington would have said the place had good ambience. Which, as far as Indira could tell, was a code word for romantic, but in a very gloomy way. She glanced around the room before looking back at Phoenix.

			“What am I waiting—”

			There was a bang as a set of double doors burst open. Indira started to reach for her hammer when two waiters thundered out from a back room, both wielding swords. They took several swipes at one another, feet dancing, as the second backed the first toward their table. The swords were little slashes of silver, more for fencing than for actual combat. Indira admired the great sweeps of metal and almost clapped when the first waiter kicked the second one in the chest, clearing out just enough space for him to turn briefly in their direction.

			
			“Good evening, sir and madam. Welcome to En Garde. Where everything fights back, except for the food.”

			Without breaking eye contact, he fended off several strikes from the other waiter. They watched him use his off hand to remove two menus from a pocket on his apron. He continued his introduction, speaking between blows.

			“The special…”

			CLANG.

			“…is a roasted duck…”

			CLANG.

			“…with a jam-infused pan sauce…”

			He rolled unexpectedly to his right and jabbed upward, catching the other waiter right in the chest. The tip of his sword flexed satisfyingly, and the waiter pumped a fist in celebration.

			“Point!” he shouted, before turning back to them. “The soup of the day is a chowder. And you’ll find a list of age-appropriate drinks on the back. Our hubris is especially delicious, though we don’t suggest drinking any if you’re about to work on a new story. While the drink does inspire an initial burst of confidence, it regularly leads to a tragic downfall afterward. My personal favorite is the hyperbole soda. It is the best drink anyone will ever drink in their entire lives.”

			And with that, he was thrown back into a second duel. The swords clanged and the waiters spun, and a moment later they’d disappeared back into the kitchen. Indira threw a grin at Phoenix. His eyes were bright with twin flames. “Told you,” he said.

			
			The two of them glanced through the menus, joking about the words they didn’t recognize. This was one of Phoenix’s greatest talents. He had a knack for making Indira feel comfortable. After all, they’d been together since the beginning. Back when she’d lived in Origin, Indira had first met Phoenix while standing in line to take a dragoneye to Fable. She’d liked him right away. A quiet boy with smoldering irises? What wasn’t to like about that? Ever since then, she’d only found more reasons to spend time with him. Phoenix was such a big part of her life in Fable that she’d pulled him into her sequel. The two of them had solved riddles and pulled off cool action sequences. It felt like they were the perfect combination.

			Until Everest Smith arrived.

			Indira’s other love interest. She knew that the two boys didn’t get along. As they’d built their Story House, they’d butted heads several times. She also knew that Everest Smith was the reason Phoenix had been trying so hard recently. Asking to hang out every day. Arranging dates in fancy restaurants like this one. He was afraid of losing her. Indira wanted to tell him that it would all be okay—of course Phoenix had a special place in her heart. But to her continued surprise, Indira found she really liked Everest, too. She’d been struggling with making a decision for weeks now.

			“…you know what I mean?”

			
			Indira blinked. “Huh?”

			Phoenix tried to hide his disappointment. He’d clearly been talking about something for a while now, and Indira had drifted off in her own thoughts. Again. She shook her head a little, clearing out the cobwebs, and smiled at him. “Distracted by the menu. Sorry. Tell me again.”

			He launched back into a description of a new dragon power he was working on. Indira loved this side of him too. Phoenix was never satisfied. Like her, he was always trying to improve on the skills he’d already learned. It made him really fun to work with in a story.

			“…I’m pretty sure that will let me dive even faster in my dragon form. Just have to figure out how to do that with a rider on my back. We might need an upgraded harness.”

			Indira nodded. “I’m always up for a little more speed.”

			A moment later the waiters came to take their order, halfway through an epic boxing match. All the food was delicious. Indira and Phoenix made a game out of using the wrong utensils, laughing when the waiter scolded them for eating soup with the dessert spoon. But in between those moments, Indira couldn’t help noticing how anxious Phoenix was. It was like he was watching her to make sure she was having fun, instead of just enjoying their time together.

			After they’d eaten dessert, the waiters performed a final duel that involved slapping each other with a fish that was covered in pudding. Indira wasn’t sure what story that was from, but as they paid their bill and left the restaurant, it was the first time she was ever glad to not be involved in a duel.

			
			“I’ve got one more surprise for you,” Phoenix said.

			Indira almost told him she was tired and ready to go home. Her face hurt a little from smiling so much. It’d be nice to curl up alone for a while, maybe read a good book before bedtime. But there was something about that glint of fire in his eye that she couldn’t resist.

			“All right, but just one surprise.”

			A horse and buggy escorted them through the bright afternoon streets. Fable had been in an older time period for a few weeks now. The drive took them down a winding road and through a thick forest before bursting out into a sunny field. There was a building in the distance that looked like it was made almost entirely of glass. Indira saw a few other characters coming and going by the entrance. Phoenix led her out of the buggy, and she finally spotted the sign for the building.

			
				THE OFFICIAL FAN ART MUSEUM

			

			Indira had never been a huge museum person, but she did think it would be cool to see readers’ interpretations of the famous characters she’d met over the years. No doubt some of her teachers would be featured on these walls. She knew some fan art even inspired spin-offs for entirely new versions of books. She hid a yawn as they walked through the brightly lit entrance. Phoenix directed her to an elevator at the far end of the room.

			
			“This way.”

			Indira nudged his shoulder. “Please tell me we’re not going to see Merlin fan art. I get that he’s your wizard crush, but I’m not sure I can take another history lesson on how he changed the role of wizards in stories forever.”

			That earned an eye roll from Phoenix. “He did change the role of wizards in stories forever, but no. I found something else I’ve been meaning to show you.”

			The elevator doors whisked open with a short chime. She was surprised to find no buttons, no method for choosing which floor to go to. That was kind of odd. Phoenix waited until the doors were fully closed before clearing his throat. “Show us the Indira Story hallway.”

			There was a beep of recognition, and the elevator began sliding upward. Indira couldn’t help frowning over at Phoenix.

			“But I’ve never been here before. How could I…”

			He grinned at her. The doors whisked open again. The path led them into a small art gallery. Once more, Indira felt that brief nervousness at being in a place that was far too fancy for her liking. She didn’t eat at nice restaurants. She didn’t stroll through art galleries. Most days she did her best to make sure there weren’t any stains on her clothing before walking out the door.

			The feeling that she wasn’t welcome didn’t last for long.

			“It’s you.”

			Phoenix was right. The entire hallway was full of her. Indira was lured forward like a moth to flame. There was a bright painting featuring a cartoon version of her, hammer in mid-swing. One display held a small statue made out of colorful blocks. There were watercolors and digital drawings. Some of the images were executed by serious artists, but the dearest ones were those that had been drawn by a less steady hand. Amateur work, certainly, but created with as much love and care as she could have ever hoped for.

			
			“This is all the fan art that your books have inspired,” Phoenix explained. “I’m really fond of this particular drawing right here….”

			She grinned. It showed Phoenix transforming into a dragon, his massive, scaled form bursting out of a bathroom stall. She recognized it as the very first scene of her sequel.

			“You did such a great job on that scene. It only took you one try!”

			Phoenix snorted. “I was so nervous. The only reason it looked so realistic was because I was already sweating when I walked into the room for the first attempt.”

			Indira smiled at that memory. They kept making their way around the gallery. The collection likely fell short of some of the most well-read series in the world, but Indira found herself treasuring every brushstroke. Eventually, her attention was drawn back to the boy who’d been thoughtful enough to bring her here.

			“Thanks, Phoenix. This is really cool.”

			He turned to face her. The two of them were close enough that she could smell that campfire scent she’d always loved. Their sequel had involved several hugs. A few times, they’d even held hands. But thinking about actually kissing Phoenix sent Indira’s stomach tumbling end over end. Phoenix must have been thinking the same thing, because he was currently looking anywhere but at her. She considered being brave. Why not just plant a quick kiss on his cheek and get all the nervousness out of the way? She was about to do just that when Phoenix said, “Oh.”

			
			They’d unintentionally stopped in front of one of the final paintings. The artistic style was a little exaggerated. Every feature of the character on the canvas was a little too perfect. Indira knew he wasn’t that muscular. And certainly his eyes weren’t that blue. But the drawing had managed to capture the dark hair and the sharp jaw almost perfectly. The person who’d drawn this one was clearly a fan of Everest Smith.

			The sight of her other romantic interest looming over them sucked all the wind out of Phoenix’s sails. He looked completely uncomfortable now. She saw sweat running down his forehead. He tugged at his collar, like it was choking him, before saying, “Maybe…we should go.”

			Indira stood there, her cheeks bright red, and watched Phoenix walk back to the elevators. And, just like that, their date was ruined.
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			The Boy and the Moon

			Indira desperately needed some time alone.

			She always debated between the Story Houses from her first two books—and then, every now and again, she’d have sleepovers at Mrs. Pennington’s new place. After an awkward goodbye with Phoenix, Indira headed for the Story House from her very first book. She knew Mrs. Pennington would have a hundred questions about the date. Questions she didn’t really want to answer. And she also knew that Phoenix sometimes slept in their sequel Story House whenever he wasn’t out of town for special dragon training. It would be easier to avoid everyone.

			She was settling in to her evening routine when she heard a rattle by the window. Indira thought it was just the wind and ignored the sound. But it slowly transformed into a more distinct pattern. A knock, knock, knock. Groaning, she set down her toothbrush and crossed the room.

			
			“It’s probably Detective Malaprop again. Solving another case about missing shrubbery or something…”

			Outside, it wasn’t fully dark yet. Dusk still streaked the horizon with fading golds and reds. She was squinting through the window when a face swung into view. Indira let out a cry that turned into a laugh. Everest Smith pushed dark hair out of his eyes and grinned at her. He didn’t say anything, just smiled and waved for her to follow him. She watched as he started walking off down the hill.

			Always so confident. That side of him had annoyed Indira when they first met. He’d always been so certain about everything. After getting to know him, though, she’d realized she liked that about him. His confidence gave her confidence.

			Everest always reminded her of the first time she’d come to Fable. Her mentor—Deus—had invited her to leap blindly off a cliff, trusting that a bird would appear and catch her. Every moment with Everest felt a little like that leap. Adventurous and scary and exhilarating. Indira slipped out into the lengthening shadows. Her heart beat faster as she jogged to catch up with him.

			“Everest! Wait! Where are we going?”

			“It’s a surprise,” he called back.

			The slight British accent always melted her. It had been a few weeks since she’d talked with him. That happened with Everest. He vanished sometimes—as a part of the story, she’d assumed—and initially she’d counted it as a mark against him. But he always came back, and the first person he wanted to see when he did was Indira. They walked up a winding trail. Everest slowed enough so that they were side by side, their shoulders bumping every few seconds. Indira had a hundred questions, but she also kind of liked how Everest sometimes didn’t need to say anything at all. They walked in silence until the road led them to a small overlook. There was a lovely valley below. The last streaks of day were fading.

			
			“I thought you didn’t like sunsets,” Indira said. “You said they were cheesy.”

			He smiled at that. “I said they’re overrated.”

			“And yet here we are, looking at a sunset.”

			“Not here for the sunset,” he corrected. “We’re waiting for the moon and the stars.”

			As the last light vanished from the horizon, pinprick stars began to appear in the looming black. They’d walked a decent distance from the nearest neighborhoods, which meant the sky was bright and clear and full. Indira admired the constellations, sneaking occasional glances at Everest. He’d joined their crew about halfway through the sequel. No one had known what to expect, because he was a plot twist from the Author. Indira was the only one who wasn’t surprised. After all, Brainstorm Underglass had promised that a second romantic interest was coming. She just hadn’t told Indira that he’d be someone like Everest. Indira knew it wasn’t fair to compare him with Phoenix, but she had a feeling her third book was going to make her choose between them. How could making a choice like that ever be fair?

			
			Everest grinned. “Indira Story. Always thinking.”

			She smiled back. “You give me so much to think about.”

			“Well, I’m about to give you a little more to think about. I’ve got a secret. Pretty sure it was meant to come out in book three. It’s a bit of a spoiler, so make sure to act very surprised when it happens in the book. But I’ve been dying to show someone for ages now. And who better than you?”

			“You have a secret? Everest Smith has a secret? How shocking.”

			His grin widened. They’d joked a lot about how the Author had made him so mysterious in the book. She watched curiously as he backed away a few steps. Clouds were drifting overhead. She saw the moon trying to peek through. Everest spread both arms wide.

			“This is my secret. I am a walshy.”

			“Walshy?” Indira repeated. “That’s fun to say.”

			Another grin. “We are an ancient folk. Three things in one. Part human. Part guardian. And part…well…it’s best if I show you….”

			Moonlight filled the clearing. Indira was briefly blinded by a flash of silver light. She held her hand up to block the glare, and in that moment, the boy version of Everest vanished. A creature emerged where he’d been standing, padding around on paws nearly as wide as tree trunks. Indira had never seen anything quite so regal and majestic. A great white wolf sniffed the air. Its eyes looked like chips of blue ice. Indira stared for a moment before realizing she was looking at Everest.

			
			“You can transform into a wolf?”

			A low growl sounded. Indira knew it wasn’t a threatening growl. It was an invitation. He huffed a little before lowering his right flank to the ground. Indira didn’t hesitate at all. She climbed onto his fur-lined back and saw that his beaded necklace had transformed into a special collar. It offered her a place to slide her hands in for a solid grip. When she was settled and ready, she tapped his side with one knee. The way he sprang forward left her breathless.

			Everest aimed for the nearest forest. Trees blurred on both sides of them. Every time he landed, it felt like they were already leaping again. She leaned down against his neck and let out a delighted whoop. It reminded her—with a slight jolt of guilt—of the first time she’d ridden on Phoenix’s back. It was a very different experience, though. Phoenix had speed when he was diving, but for most of his flight he was sweeping through the air. A breathless glide. And being a dragon offered great heights and dizzying views. In contrast, Everest was pure adrenaline. The way he darted down the forest trail, barely missing the outstretched arms of trees, all purely by instinct. Indira loved how fearless he was.

			They made their way through the Fable countryside for what felt like hours. A few times, Indira caught glimpses of Climactic Mountain in the distance. It was the highest point in all of Imagination. There were little towns, too, lit up like fireflies in the night. She wondered which characters lived there now and if they were dreaming of going to Fable, the way she once had.

			
			Indira was almost disappointed when she realized their path had taken them in a wide circle, and her neighborhood loomed ahead. Everest slid to a stop outside her back window, panting a little. She climbed down and scratched him behind an ear. She laughed when he rolled over on his back, tongue lolling.

			“Thanks for sharing your secret with me,” Indira whispered.

			He rolled back over and nuzzled her outstretched hand. For a second she stood there, one hand on the bridge of his nose, the wild eyes of a wolf staring back at her. Learning about this side of Everest explained a lot. He’d had a habit of disappearing during her sequel, sometimes when she’d needed him most. Now she realized he’d always vanished during the full moon. It also explained his lone-wolf attitude when they’d first met. Pretending like he didn’t need her help, or even want her friendship.

			But that had changed over the course of the story. By the end of her sequel, Everest was completely loyal to her. She wondered if that was because his pack senses had kicked in. As if Indira had become part of his crew, and now he’d do anything to protect her.

			Indira was also painfully aware that her Author had set up two romantic interests, one who transformed into a dragon and one who transformed into an ancient creature similar to a werewolf. It didn’t seem fair. She liked them both.

			
			Everest didn’t transform back into a boy. Instead he nuzzled her hand one more time and loped off into the night. Indira stood there watching until the forest swallowed the sight of him. She was heading back inside when she heard a distant and wild sound. She smiled a little, knowing that that particular howl was just for her. The smile faded, though, as she got ready for bed.

			There was the boy who always made her feel at home, the one who turned into a dragon. And then there was the boy who always drew her into adventure, the one who howled at the moon.

			How was she supposed to choose?
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			Breaking Point

			Unfortunately, the decision didn’t get any easier.

			The boys seemed intent on one-upping each other. When Phoenix heard that Everest was back in Fable, he planned another date for Indira. The two of them hiked over to Rhyming Canyon, where no matter how hard someone tried, they couldn’t avoid rhyming with the person who’d spoken before them. Indira cleverly ended a sentence with the word orange and the two of them were promptly kicked out by a park ranger.

			Not to be outdone, Everest took Indira to the very first “fourth wall” that had ever been broken. It was a great crumbled mess, and if they listened closely, they could hear the whispers of surprised audience members in the Real World. The next day, Phoenix took her to an escape room with famous symbolism from successful books. They got stumped by a random green light that some guy named Gatsby refused to stop staring at.

			
			Next, Everest snuck Indira into a tavern called Epilogue. If you flipped a coin into a fountain there, he said, you could hear the last line of your very last story. Indira thought the idea sounded a little sad, but Everest flipped his coin and grinned back at her.

			“The end of one thing is usually just the beginning of something else.”

			She liked that attitude.

			But she didn’t like the inevitable blowup that followed. She hadn’t realized that the boys kept running into each other. Phoenix would swing by to see if Indira was home, only to catch a glimpse of her leaving with Everest. And Everest would be picking up something in town, only to spot her and Phoenix heading into the local ice cream spot. The tension between them grew and grew until it finally boiled over one night.

			Indira was hanging out at the Story House when she heard raised voices, shouting back and forth. She walked out onto her balcony and found Everest and Phoenix standing nose to nose in the courtyard below. Phoenix already had fire in his eyes. And even from above, she could tell that the hairs on the back of Everest’s neck were standing up.

			“Do we have a problem?” Everest said, voice as calm as a breeze.

			“I don’t know,” Phoenix fired back. “Do we?”

			Feeling like they were on the verge of a fight, Indira ran back through the Story House, heading downstairs and out the front door. She found the two boys still sizing each other up. Phoenix’s chest was pumping up and down in anger. Everest looked infuriatingly calm about it all.

			
			“…I was here first.”

			Everest snorted. “Since when does arriving first make someone the best fit for anything? That’s not how it works.”

			“You’re just a brooding side character. Someone the Author shoves into the story to complicate things. It’s not like you’re really competition for me.”

			“Oh yeah?” Everest replied. “Then why are you so worried?”

			Indira was about twenty paces away. She felt her own heart racing. There were books that made it sound really fun to have two people fighting over you. But this was the opposite of fun. In fact, she felt anger building in her own chest. The way they were talking made it sound like it was up to the two of them to figure out who was the right choice for her. As if she didn’t have a say in the matter. She was about to tell them to stop when Phoenix gave the slightest shove.

			Everest stumbled back. She saw him transition smoothly into a fighting stance. He casually lifted his right hand up into the air, as if he was about to catch something. It looked strange—and Phoenix almost laughed at the gesture—but Indira knew exactly what Everest was about to do.

			The two of them had a secret. It had happened at the end of their sequel. She hadn’t told anyone else yet. After all the other characters had left, a final room had opened up for Indira and Everest. The very last scene in the book. It was one of the reasons she’d been so conflicted. No one she’d ever met could lift her hammer. Not even Deus Ex Machina was powerful enough. It had always been attuned to her, and her alone.

			
			Until Everest.

			Now he called on that shared magic. The hammer at her hip trembled slightly before vanishing altogether. Power echoed between them like a strike of lightning. The weapon appeared in Everest’s hand. He pointed it at Phoenix.

			“If I’m not a threat, how is it that I can wield this?”

			Indira’s anger was a living thing. He’d revealed their secret to show off. Without even asking her. It didn’t help that Phoenix was being a jerk too. It was all too much. As the boys circled, ready for a fight, she summoned the hammer back into her hand. Everest and Phoenix both looked up in surprise as she pointed it threateningly at them instead.

			“I am not a prize to be won,” she said. “I do not belong to anyone. You do not get to decide who is best for me. I get to decide that. And right now, I’m deciding that neither of you is good enough. Look at you. Fighting like a couple of low-level antagonists. You’re better than this. Or at least I thought you were. Do me a favor and stay away from the Story House for a while. If I want to see one of you, I’ll come looking for you. I need some space from…” She gestured at the two of them, frozen in their ridiculous fighting stances. “From whatever this is supposed to be.”

			
			Indira left them there, both stunned into silence. She really didn’t want to hear any explanations right now. She was tired of thinking about what would happen in her third book, tired of wondering which boy was the right one for her. She hated to admit it, but she needed a vacation.

			Her feet carried her to the right place on instinct. Up the stairs, third condominium on the right. She knocked a few times. The door opened and a powerful gust of cinnamon almost dropped her to the floor. She’d always been a sucker for Mrs. Pennington’s baked goods. Her favorite mom stood there in pajamas, a mixing bowl cradled in one arm.

			In the background, Patch was sprinting away from Mrs. Pennington’s fiancé—Jack—and appeared to have underwear on his head. Jack lunged and missed, accidentally stepping on a toy as he did. He let out a cry of pain as Patch escaped, giggling his way into the other room. Mrs. Pennington looked about as exhausted as Indira felt.

			“I think it’s time for a vacation.”

			Mrs. Pennington was so shocked by those words that she dropped her mixing bowl, but Indira knew that was coming. The two of them had a history of surprises and broken baked goods. She caught the bowl mid-fall. Both of them laughed and went inside to make the necessary phone call.

			Indira had been resisting an invitation to go somewhere for months now, thinking that vacation sounded a little boring. But now she thought boring was exactly what she needed. Their unofficial travel agent picked up on the third ring.

			
			“Operation vacation is
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