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For those who travel by night and dream by day


FOR MY FELLOW KEEPERS OF THE KINGDOM


After I sent the Kingdom Keepers back in time to opening day at Disneyland—the Return series—I kept wondering about the children of the Kingdom Keepers. They could have so many interesting qualities. They might be super smart or have extraordinary powers. They might inherit the passion to preserve the magic of Disney.

During a visit to EPCOT, Imagineer Jason Grandt shared some fascinating history with me. Walt Disney had envisioned EPCOT as a new kind of city. A place where people lived, worked, and played.

Those ideas merged: the children of the Kingdom Keepers, EPCOT as a futuristic city. I found myself making notes, creating outlines, reading more about Walt’s dream for EPCOT. I even drew my own sketches of the park. So now I present to you the first of the Inheritance series. The children of the Kingdom Keepers live in a “new” EPCOT. There are many international Disney parks. New villains. Old villains. Parents who don’t want their children taking the risks that they once took.

Imagination has always been the hallmark of Walt Disney, his films, and his parks. I encourage you to play with your own imaginations. Dream big. Write stories. Draw pictures. Build computers. Ride your bicycle to the top of a mountain.

Inheritance is a product of my imagination, my love for the Kingdom Keepers. My nightmares about villains like Maleficent.

Buckle up. We are going for a ride together.
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1

PRESENT DAY


INSIDE A HOUSE THAT LOOKED LIKE so many other houses along EPCOT’s California Drive a boy who looked like so many other boys tiptoed toward the kitchen. Eli Whitman’s skinny frame and bony knees might not have made him an obvious athlete, but looks could be deceiving. He played shortstop on the CommuniTree Little League team and was co-captain of his middle school track team. He also had a smart look about him: curious and quiet, cautious, yet daring. In a word, Eli Whitman was complicated.

The son of legendary Kingdom Keeper Finn Whitman, Eli still wrestled with his legacy. His mother, Amanda, had once been known as a “Fairlie”—as in, fairly human. A woman of extraordinary metaphysical powers, Amanda possessed the ability to move objects with her mind, an ability known as psychokinesis. His parents’ former lives, two decades back in the 2020s, were a closely held secret, only a few within Disney knew of their background. Most of those who knew had been Kingdom Keepers or Fairlies themselves—a tight-knit group of grown-ups.

Several months earlier, just before his thirteenth birthday, Eli’s hearing had improved dramatically. When he focused, he could overhear a whisper at the opposite end of a soccer field. He had learned to control what he heard the way a fish controls its fins. It wasn’t the only change. His strength, his running speed, his sense of hot and cold had also boosted drastically. The changes came in bursts. They arrived at odd times, vanished, and then returned. He believed that his extreme hearing was likely to return to normal. But he had no idea when that might happen.

Presently Eli picked up a tightness in his mother’s voice from the living room. The simple fact that she and Eli’s aunt Jess were whispering meant they were having a secret conversation. His name had been mentioned several times.

He left his carbon-fiber sneakers in his room. His tiptoes were softened by a pair of ankle socks that left small slashes of sweat that looked like eyebrows on the imitation Diamond-Hard faux-wood flooring. Eli had hot feet, even when he slept. He had hot feet when he swam in EPCOT’s CommuniTree pool. He had hot feet when he got cold feet.

He passed the kitchen pantry with its hammer-proof roller-door concealed in the ceiling. The door was built to keep valuables and people safe in the event of a hurricane, flood, or tornado. As it had turned out, not so long ago, the roller-door had also kept intruders at bay while the Whitmans’ house had been under attack.

Closing in on the conversation between his mother and Aunt Jess, Eli headed into the kitchen to avoid being seen. He listened in as their whispering continued, his superior hearing allowing him to understand every word.

“It’s because of the attraction’s success in Disney Hong Kong,” Aunt Jess said. “Must be.” Eli loved his aunt Jess. She was often quiet. Observant. And her heart was always in the right place.

His mom said, “If those at the top of the company had ever met the Overtakers up close, as we have, they might feel differently about giving the villains their own Realms!”

“Park guests love the Villains’ Realm. The company is just trying to please the guests.”

“You’re certain?” his mother said.

“No,” Aunt Jess admitted. “Not positive.”

“All the parks?” Amanda complained.

“Yes, each Disney park will now include a Villains’ Realm fortress and one of three new attractions themed to various villains. Construction is already under way. And the decision was only made last week, I’m told.”

“That’s impossible. Such planning takes years, sometimes a decade or longer.” His mother sounded upset.

“Clearly this was no ordinary decision,” Jess said.

“This is no ordinary project,” said Eli’s mom.

“I’ve heard something else,” Aunt Jess cautioned Eli’s mother. “The construction of the Villains’ Realm in Disneyland Paris is going at light speed. It’s as if thousands of workers are toiling day and night, when in fact it is just a regular crew of construction workers.”

“A spell?” Eli’s mother asked. Her son felt a thrill, a chill of both terror and excitement. “Does the sped-up construction have to do with a spell being cast?”

“You see, Mandy,” Jess said, using Amanda’s nickname, “this is why I love you so very much. Great minds think alike!” The two weren’t really sisters. Eli knew it. But don’t tell them that, he thought. They act like it!

“I’ll speak with Finn,” his mother said. “He hears things none of the rest of us do.”

“Perfect,” Aunt Jess said.

“There’s something else bothering you, Jess.”

“We do know each other, don’t we?” Eli could hear the smile in his aunt’s words. “Okay, it’s this: If the construction is being sped up, if it does involve dark magic, then what’s to say the decision to build the Realms in the first place wasn’t also the result of a spell? I mean, for months now the company has been against the building of any more Villains’ Realms. And yet here we are. No one saw this coming!”

“The Overtakers,” his mom whispered. “You’re saying the new Realms are part of a bigger plan? A darker plan.”

“I’m saying it’s possible,” Aunt Jess replied.

“That would suggest the Overtakers have reorganized. That’s not possible, is it? We ended them.”

“When it comes to the Overtakers,” Jess said, “I’m afraid anything is possible.”
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SEVEN DAYS EARLIER


THE MAN BEHIND THE WHEEL never knew what hit him. Neither did he have any idea what he was about to hit.

It was early morning, October 5, 2040. The time of day when birds are chirping, palm fronds clapping, and the sky filled with hovercrafts. The man had only just finished his first cup of Synth-grown coffee. One hand on the wheel, he opened the navigation menu on his electric car and touched Office. He sat back. He preferred driving to taking his hovercraft. He was old-school that way.

His second cup of coffee was in the self-heating thermos cup that was currently heading toward his lips. The garage opened. The steering wheel turned on its own. The car backed up and pointed toward the private gate. The gate opened automatically. The driverless car pulled out onto the street; his destination locked. The gate automatically closed.

The car braked abruptly, the result of the autopilot system. A sensor alarm beeped for the driver to take the wheel. Drips of hot coffee sloshed onto the man’s trousers. He said a bad word quite loudly into the luxurious interior of the car.

An approaching delivery truck swerved to miss his electric car.

The man looked up to see what had forced his car to auto-stop. A woman in raggedy clothing pushed a three-wheel grocery cart with some difficulty. The cart was heaped with a moldy blanket and a clear plastic bag of empty soda cans. She was standing in the middle of the road.

The man pushed a button to lower the window. “I’m sorry! I nearly hit you! Can I help you get to the sidewalk?”

She turned toward him. Her facial skin was smooth and youthful. Her rag clothing made her appear much older. But she was ageless, really. She was probably pretty beneath the smudges of dirt on her cheeks and chin. She looked vaguely familiar to him, though he didn’t see how they might have met. Brown hair. Blue eyes. An upturned nose. She pushed the cart around the front of the electric car and pointed it toward the sidewalk.

“I can manage,” she said.

Even her voice sounded familiar.

He nearly asked her if they knew each other. The way she moved and spoke felt surprisingly familiar.

The man’s pregnant wife was inside the house dealing with their eighteen-month-old little boy, Walter Jr. Otherwise, the man might have asked his wife to come out and help this woman. He had four meetings in the next two hours. As chief executive officer of the Walt Disney Company he would be leading them all. He needed time to prepare. He hoped to get some soap and water onto his stained pants.

Placing one hand on the wheel, as required, he reached to activate the auto-navigation for a second time in five minutes. But he didn’t touch the screen. His eyes had fallen to the necklace that swayed from the woman’s long neck. A coiled seashell hung by a leather string.

He definitely knew the shell. And in that same instant, he knew the identity of the woman. Only she was not simply a woman. She was someone to steer clear of. Someone with a difficult history. Someone admired and feared. Someone dangerous.

It was too late for him, for the woman began to sing. Such a lovely voice! He could listen to her for hours! It would be rude for him to close the car window, he thought. Not good manners at all.

In fact, the voice was so perfect, clear, and inviting that he could think of nothing else. He focused fully on the lilt of the melody, the clarity of the delivery. Hers was a melody at once rich and haunting. Although a song he had never heard, it was indeed one he never would forget.

Which was the point: It was not a simple song. It was a spell being cast.

Nothing would change that fact. Nothing would change him. At least, not until and unless the spell could be broken.

Two minutes later, the car drove off, the auto-pilot feature in control. Its driver looked dazed. His widening smile was that of a young child, like a little boy staring up into a star-filled sky for the very first time.

*  *  *

“Good morning, Walter,” the man’s assistant said, greeting him brightly. One of Walter’s three assistants, his job was to keep the CEO on schedule. Walter Wright’s more senior assistant made the schedule. The third assistant, a woman with a commanding voice and the demeanor of a military general, oversaw the other two.

“Pants,” the senior woman said.

“Oh, my goodness!” said the first assistant. “Walter, leave it to me. We will get you cleaned up, pressed, and creased prior to your nine o’clock. Lickety-split, I promise.”

Mr. Wright entered his office, followed by the senior assistant, who closed the door. A shiny metal plaque alongside the door read:

WALTER WRIGHT
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER
THE WALT DISNEY COMPANY

“Change of schedule,” he directed the woman tending to him.

“Yes. Of … course.” The woman spoke the words, but her voice rang with uncertainty. Her boss rarely changed his schedule. Certainly never so early in the workday.

“Listen up,” Walter Wright said. Then he added, “Please,” though it did not sound sincere.

Then everything about the day changed. And not for the better.

For his first meeting of the day, Mr. Wright decided to meet with the worldwide head of parks, Lacey Parker, and the company’s chief Imagineer, Reina Shah. The sixth-floor conference room could hold twenty-four around its oval table. With just three at one end, it looked more like a surfboard, or a tongue depressor. Walter sat at the head of the table. For as sweet as Reina looked, she could be as stern as a fourth-grade teacher with a bad case of poison ivy. She directed the Department of Imagineering. Along with many other responsibilities, it was the Imagineers’ job to design and build all new Disney park attractions.

Lacey, the head of parks, projected a different personality. One got the impression she went surfing or skateboarding when her workday was over.

Lacey and Reina exchanged a concerned glance. Walter Wright did not look well. He did not look himself at all. As he spoke, this difference became more apparent: He sounded like a vacuum cleaner with a broken belt. He talked in a single note.

“I have authorized Project Hades to begin immediately. All seven parks will commence construction of the Villains’ Realms beginning today.”

“But, Walter,” Reina said, “you have been opposed to Hades. You have fought against any additional Villains’ Realms being built.”

Lacey said, “Just last week you told us it was too risky to build any more Realms.”

“Are you listening to me? Are either of you listening to me?”

“Of course we are, Walter,” Reina said. “It is just such a contradiction. So different from your position only last week.”

“Be that as it may, I am authorizing Project Hades to begin immediately. All seven parks. Construction begins today.” Walter Wright sounded robotic.

“Just to be clear,” Lacey said, “once this order goes out, we will have a devil of a time taking it back. We will be spending a good deal of money on each and every Villains’ Realm. I take it that you are fully aware of both the expense and the commitment.”

“I had a change of heart. I authorize Project Hades to begin immediately. All seven parks will commence construction beginning today.” His eyes focused down the table. He never once looked at either Lacey or Reina. That was not like him.

“Are you sure you’re well?” Reina asked. “You sound as if you might not be feeling your best.”

“You will build the Realms as quickly as possible. Spare no expense. Overtime. Materials sourcing. I will accept no excuses.”

“But you do remember saying—” Reina had nearly completed her thought before being interrupted.

“This meeting is over,” Walter Wright said in a grave whisper. “Now get out of this conference room!”
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PRESENT DAY


THE WOMAN LIFTED HER VEIL at the request of the potbellied prison guard.

“Oh,” the guard said as she carefully held up the lace. Her face had either been through failed surgery, or she had been the victim of a fire. The skin around her left eye and cheek looked like an apple forgotten on the windowsill. “Phone and jewelry in the tray. You can get it back on the other side of the metal detector.”

The woman had no phone. No jewelry. Had this or any of the guards been paying attention, it should have struck them as unusual. But the job of admitting visitors was monotonous. At the guard’s request, she removed a pair of black, long-sleeve calfskin gloves.

The guard stared a little too long at her forearms and hands. They looked nothing like real skin. They’d been spray-painted or covered in makeup. They were the color of vomit after eating biscuits and gravy. It would have been rude to ask the woman about them. Twice, the guard started to say something. Then he waved her through.

The woman passed cleanly through the metal detector. She followed smudged arrows on the dirty concrete floor to the visitor center. There, she sat at table five and waited. The hands of the wall clock moved more slowly than usual. Impatience caused her right heel to hop. She drummed her fingernails, annoying those around her.

Prisoners wearing orange jumpsuits entered in a haphazard line. They explored the room, searching for a familiar face. A twitchy smile. Scrunched eyes. Little signals the prisoners were happy to see from a friend, attorney, or loved one.

A prisoner took a seat across the table from the veiled woman. He was a middle-aged man who wore large eyeglasses. He had graying hair, deeply tan skin, and the silver eyes of a husky. Of all the prisoners in the room this man did not appear to belong. Maybe he had once been a member of the church choir.

“State your name,” the woman said.

“Dr. Oregono Displezie,” he answered. His thick accent and square shoulders suggested an unflinching arrogance. “To whom do I owe the pleasure of a visit?”

“It will happen quickly,” the woman said. “In an instant. You will feel disoriented. You must fight that sensation. It is imperative you find your way through the door behind me. Do you see it?”

“What will happen quickly? I don’t understand. I don’t even know you.” Displezie’s voice tightened, his rubbery face twisted. Suddenly he was not a choirboy at all. He scowled and looked the woman up and down.

“We are leaving this place, you and I,” the woman whispered. “You are confined to this horrid place for the rest of your life. Never again will you be able to use your unusual talent with chemicals. That is what is what should be concerning to you. It is most certainly concerning to me.”

“Leaving? When one lives in a place like this,” he said, “one must not allow the thought of freedom. The longing for it will kill you eventually. Drive one mad as the Hatter. That door behind you is for you and you alone. If I take a single step through that door I will be cut to my knees and dragged away by the guards.”

“Did you hear my instructions?” she asked.

“I did.”

“Then,” the woman said, “I suggest you focus on those instructions and drop the Negative Nancy routine.”

“You must have missed the course on bedside manner, Florence Nightingale.”

“Out that door to your right. The first left. Past the guards and out into the parking lot. It’s an old Chevy. You cannot miss it.”

“Are you mad,” he said, “or just completely out of your mind?”

“I’m a witch, you fool. And if you do not obey me, I may decide to leave you as a palmetto bug rather than change you back.”

Displezie’s face went pale. “What do you mean by palmetto bug? A cockroach? Change me back?”

Her lips trembling as she chanted, the visitor waved her hand slightly.

Displezie felt himself shrink. She had been right: It happened quite quickly.
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HAVING HEARD HIS FATHER mention a prisoner escape, Eli made it his mission to listen in on whatever his mother and father said as they got ready for bed. That was when he always heard them talking. Sometimes the door was closed, sometimes open. Tonight, it was closed, but they were gabbing away. From a distance and through a closed door, even with his enhanced hearing, he found it difficult to understand his parents. He felt charged with excitement—a prisoner escape! The trick was how to improve his situation.

Standing in the hallway with his ear to their bedroom door was creepy and wrong. Not an option. But using the family’s robotic dog, Wattie, was fair game.

Eli’s solution was a little devious. Wattie had a babysitter mode that allowed parents to listen in on their infant children through the “ears” of the robotic dog. The dog could move room to room or even outside into the yard. He could even be instructed (programmed) to follow the children to school or to the CommuniTree pool. The problem was, only Eli’s parents’ wristbands were capable of controlling Wattie’s babysitter mode.

Somehow, Eli had to switch his wristband for his mother’s. He would then have to switch them again before morning. He knew it was technically wrong to spy on his parents. He nearly felt bad about it, but not quite.

Eli and a small group of his “cousins”—the sons and daughters of the other Kingdom Keepers and Fairlies who lived in the CommuniTree—had already battled Disney villains and intruders themselves. Eli had even traveled to an old amusement park in NorAf, the North African Union. Eli had faced Carnius, a man who wanted power to damage the Disney experience. Eli had worked with a group called the Shroud that operated under a woman whose great-great-great-grandmother had been Jasmine.

“Knock, knock,” Eli said, tapping the door as he entered his parents’ bedroom. His father was in the walk-in closet changing into his pajamas. His mother was reading her tablet in bed. Wattie was asleep in his charge-a-bed. The dog opened one eye, saw Eli, and sprang to his feet.

“Recharge!” Eli commanded. A sad-looking Wattie lay back down into the dog bed and closed his eyes.

Amanda’s wristband lay on her nightstand charger next to a box of tissues.

“Could I steal a tissue?” he said.

“Did you run out in the bathroom?” his mother asked.

Busted! His mother never let the tissue or the toilet paper run out.

“Nah,” he said. “I just wanted to say good night.” His mother’s eyes softened. Eli hated playing with her emotions like this, but he had a job to do.

“Ah, sweet boy,” she said, opening her arms.

His plan had been to use the excuse of borrowing a tissue to switch out the wristbands. Now a hug was involved. It required Eli to quickly change his plan.

His father was busy, his back turned to them both. Wattie was charging. Eli mentally calculated the distance to the wristband from his mother’s hugs. She typically squeezed him so hard that the air went out of him. He was right-handed. He would have to make the switch with—

“Come on! I won’t bite,” she said, arms still opened wide.

Eli stepped forward and leaned down for the hug, but not before slipping his own wristband from the pocket of his pj’s. Hugs were something of an issue for Eli. He had adored them, waited for them, as a kid. But lately they felt awkward. Embarrassing in public. He didn’t have the heart to refuse her. But given a choice, he would have preferred a kiss on the cheek to the bear hug that was coming.

His mother’s hugs could stop circulation in both arms. Eli blindly extended his left hand, his fingers groping for his mother’s wristband on the bedside table. He bumped the box of tissues. She didn’t hear because along with the hug came, “Ooooooo, I love you so much!” Her voice covered the sound of his attempt. “Sleep tight!” He placed his wristband onto the table while he snagged hers. He clenched it in his fist. Mission accomplished.

He got a kiss on the cheek. Her hair smelled of flowers.

“Night, Mom. Night, Dad,” Eli said as he left the room. His father muttered something from the closet about not being able to find his slippers.

Back in his room, Eli opened Wattie’s app on his mother’s wristband, and he set it to BS—babysitter mode.

*  *  *

“Jess came over for coffee today.”

“Mmm,” Eli’s dad muttered.

“She told me about the company’s decision to build a Villain Realm in each of the parks.”

“Is that right?”

“I think it’s another power play,” she said. A whisper of the sheets. Eli could imagine his father turning to face her.

“How’s that?” he said, his interest more apparent.

“The Villain Realms being built,” said she.

“I heard you.”

“One in every park,” she said.

“I know about it. I don’t agree with the decision, but it’s not mine to make: It’s Walter’s.”

“Well, I’ve been thinking. When the jumpers came, it was to steal Walt’s ink. The real Walt. The original.”

“Well aware,” he said.

“Eli saw Carnius send several messengers who carried Walt’s ink.”

“It was Blair, I think,” his father said correctly.

Eli felt a spike of guilt for eavesdropping. He got over it.

“If the villains become more active, if they are able to jump, then Mickey’s wand is seriously important to us.”

Eli had used his father’s Disney heritage wand to cut through air and jump into another place. His aunt Charlene had tried using Mickey’s wand, but it had not worked for her—only for the kids.

“I’ll put it away. Hide it.”

“You’re not telling me something. What is it?” His mother’s accusatory tone sent panic down Eli’s spine. His mom was in Mom Mode. “You’ve spent more time at work these past few days,” she said, as if that was news. “What’s that about? And please, do not tell me you would tell me if you could. Because you can, and you will. I can’t be kept out of such information, and you know it, Finn. I’ve never mentioned a single company secret to anyone, and I never will. You know that!”

For a moment Eli wondered if Wattie’s BS mode had failed. But then he heard his father speak.

“I’ve thought a lot about those messengers Carnius sent off,” he said. “What they’re up to. How the ink they carried might be used. To what parks they might have gone. And to what purpose? Walter’s decision to build the Realms feels wrong. We all know it. Some of us thought the board of directors might block Walter’s decision. But the Realms will be hugely popular with the park guests. We know that from the success in the Hong Kong park.”

“We also know Carnius sent ink into the other parks, the international parks,” his mother said, testing. She was guessing. His father’s silence suggested she might be right.

“It’s a possibility,” he said.

“More than a possibility,” she said. “Admit it, by now every international park will not only have a Villains’ Realm but also some of Walt’s ink. That’s not good.” Her breathing was short and fast. “The Realms will change the parks, Finn. Change them forever. If the villains there possess Walt’s ink, then they will have the power to jump between parks. To carry their dark magic around the world.”

“I agree. It’s awful,” he said.

“You understand my concern?” His mother sounded as breathless as when she came back from a run. “All the holograms Disney has installed. The Sologram Cast Members. But there’s only the five of you Kingdom Keepers. Five people who, when holograms, can think clearly and freely. The rest have been programmed. The Keepers have saved the parks multiple times—”

“You and Jess are part of us, Amanda. An important part. With our DHIs offline for twenty years, you and Jess, with your abilities, are far more important than any Keeper.”

“The Realms will strengthen Maleficent, Cruella, Chernabog, and all the Overtakers.” She waited a moment. “Finn, are you okay? You’re awfully quiet.”

Eli’s father cleared his throat. “That’s because late this afternoon, Philby, Willa, Maybeck, Charlene, and I were put on administrative leave.”

Eli’s mother gasped. “You were fired? That’s impossible!”

“Not exactly fired. We were given a surprise vacation. Our wristband security access has been downgraded. We have no access to any company computer. We are on paid leave. But we have no power, no place in the company at the moment.”

“How can they do that?”

“Walter ordered it. It’s done. We were told it’s temporary, but what does that even mean?”

“It means none of you can argue with Walter about the construction of the Villains’ Realms. That can’t be coincidence.”

“Our kids are allowed into the parks,” Eli’s dad said. “We can go in as guests, but not as employees.”

“So, Jess was right,” his mom said.

“How so?”

“She thinks a spell was cast on Walter. That none of what’s happening was actually his doing.”

“That’s interesting!” Finn said, sounding livelier. “That would explain so much.”

“You mean there’s more?” Eli’s mom asked.

“Yes. We were told our wristband locations are being monitored. If it appears we are collaborating with the other Kingdom Keepers, meeting secretly, things will get worse for us.”

“Worse than this? It’s already bad enough!”

“Agreed.” Then his father did something unexpected. He spoke in a whisper so soft he could barely be heard. “We’re smarter than the OTs, Mandy. They may be able to silence us, but they can’t stop us.”

Eli shifted on his bed, his mother’s wristband lying on its side.

Again, his father whispered to his mother. “Remember, we may not be able to cut the shimmers to the other parks, but the kids can.”

“You are not suggesting we use our children to try to fix this?” His mother sounded horrified.

Eli’s heart skipped a beat. Say yes! Say yes!

“At the very least, we can ask our kids to act as messengers between the families,” his dad said. “They can carry coded messages so neither the kids nor anyone intercepting them can understand them.”

“That could work,” his mom said. “But nothing more than that, Finn. Nothing risky.”

“For now,” his father said softly. “At least for now.”

Eli was so excited, he wondered if he would sleep..

*  *  *

Eli switched off Wattie’s BS mode.

He thought back to the night Finn had flown Eli in a hovercraft over EPCOT. He’d landed on the far side of the lake and led his son to a bench. There, father and son had talked about Eli using Mickey’s wand without permission and all the trouble it had gotten him into with Carnius.

When his father had been only a few years older than Eli was now, the Kingdom Keepers had been Disney’s best and only chance to stand up to the power of the Overtakers—the Disney villains. Eli wondered if it was now his turn.

For every action in nature there is an equal and opposite reaction. Eli knew the science lesson about Newton’s third law.

Eli knew that after a fiery battle in Disneyland many of the Disney villains had disappeared. Some, for years. Some, seemingly forever. But Maleficent had mysteriously reappeared. It must have required a great deal of dark magic. She arrived angrier than ever, more determined than ever to make the parks scary, not fun.

His father entered his room unexpectedly. “You awake?”

“Yeah.”

His father sat down on Eli’s bed and spoke softly. “A secret kept is a secret owned. A secret told is no secret at all.”

“Oooookay.”

“Mom and I are going to ask you to carry messages for us. Those messages are secret. You’re not to show them to anyone else; you’re not to read them yourself. Do you think you can do that?”

“I guess.”

“It’s important.”

“Okay.”

“So, I need a yes or a no. And I want you to think about it carefully. It’s completely fine if you’d rather not do this. I could tell you it’s a game, Eli. But it isn’t. You’re old enough to be told the full truth.” Eli felt horrible for having used Wattie to listen in on his parents. “It’s serious and it’s important. We don’t want you to do this if you don’t think you can follow the rules. You understand?”

“Yeah, I get it. It’s fine, Dad. No problem.”

“Is that a yes?” his father asked.

“That’s a yes,” said a slightly dizzy Eli, brimming with delight.

*  *  *

Cypress and maple trees grew between the palms offering shade against the morning sun. Eli and his “cousins” often walked to school together.

Eli didn’t like that his mother and two of his “aunts” were trailing behind the kids like Secret Service agents. He would have preferred Wattie. But today was coffee shop day for their parents; the kids suffered the embarrassment of being followed once a week.

“Walk faster,” Lily Perkins said, wanting nothing to do with the grown-ups. Lily, whose mother was Storey Ming, was the youngest of the group of friends, and was also the sweetest in Eli’s opinion. But going on eleven years of age, she made a point of disowning her parents.

“Chill out,” Blair Maybeck said. “Is that Scott up ahead? We do not want to catch up to Scott.”

Scott Morgan Jr. was the school’s tough kid. He had a voice lower than an Italian opera singer, a neck as thick as a tree trunk, and red hair that matched some of the autumn leaves. He could be a total jerk sometimes.

Marty Ranjel rounded out their group for the morning walk to school. His mother, Jess, had once been held captive by Maleficent, though her son had never heard the full story.

Charlie Maybeck, Blair’s brother, had gone to school early, as he did every day. Even Saturdays, though no one knew why since school was closed.

Eli dropped back slightly from his friends. Despite the considerable distance, his incredible hearing allowed him to listen in on his mother and aunt Jess talking.

“I found Marty’s sketchbook. It has happened again,” Jess told Amanda.

“Another dream? Like yours?” Eli’s mother said.

“Eli and someone on horseback. It looked like the horse was jumping through a window.”

“Not again! Maybe it’s only a dream from Eli’s birthday party,” Amanda said.

“That’s not how it works and you know it!” Aunt Jess knew a thing or two about dreaming the future. That was her unexplained ability. Eli shuddered. “When dreams turn into sketches, when your hand moves the pencil like that, it has nothing to do with the past. It’s always a future vision.”

“We don’t need a repeat of the last time.”

“Agreed,” said Aunt Jess.

“Maybe we should put the kids into lockdown for a few days. Just to keep them safe.”

The country had gone through a two-week quarantine a few years earlier when a solar flare had risked skin damage. For Eli, a lockdown would mean it unlikely that his dad would send any messages. A lockdown was unacceptable.

“I was thinking about a trip instead,” said Aunt Jess. “Get the kids away from here. Put some distance between them and the trouble.”

“With the Keepers on mandatory leave, it’s not such a bad idea.”

It’s a horrible idea! thought Eli.

“We have no defense against the jumpers,” said Aunt Jess. “We got lucky last time.”

“The trip is a great idea,” Eli’s mom said, “but it’s never going to happen.”

“Because?”

“We’re married to Keepers, but we aren’t Keepers, Jess. Not really. The construction of the Villains’ Realms is a clear signal that things have changed for the worse. Their security clearances being stripped is bad—their being sent home on leave. Finn and I have a plan, a workaround, but I’ll have to share that later.”

Eli whistled using only his teeth and lips, a skill the other kids envied. His baseball coach had taught him. Hearing the whistle, the group tightened up as they walked. Eli hurried to join them.

“We’ve got a problem,” Eli said.
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Eli faced what looked like a giant high school. It was a redbrick set of connected buildings, each with a flat roof. He could see no windows in any of the buildings, all of which were surrounded by high wire fences, each ten feet apart.

The Orange County Maximum Detention Correction Facility housed 3,547 men, all convicted criminals between the ages of eighteen and ninety-one. Eli’s dad had an appointment with Heinrich Ludendorff, the prison’s warden. Earlier that morning, Eli had somehow managed to convince his father that seeing a prison in person would remind Eli it was wrong to break the law. To his surprise, his father agreed. His father’s approval left Eli suspicious. Since when did his father include him in such things? Maybe he’d wanted Eli here all along.

Passing through security went quickly. Pockets emptied. Their WORMS (Wireless Organizer and Messenger System) wristbands and belts had to come off to pass through the metal detector. Father and son were escorted by a broad-shouldered woman all the way to the warden’s office. A series of electronically controlled jail gates. Empty hallways. Solar-powered hologram guards—solograms—patrolling, looking like something from Eli’s entertainment console.

Heinrich Ludendorff’s office was a modest combination of school principal and a Marvel collector’s showcase. Pictures and objects from a dozen iconic films overran the place. The man looked like a sea captain with a neatly trimmed graying beard, wire-rimmed glasses, and soft, puffy hands that didn’t stop shaking.

After introductions, the warden got down to business. One thing stuck out: The warden was either impressed by, or afraid of, Eli’s father. Eli learned something about his father at that moment, though he wasn’t sure exactly what it was.

“It’s like this,” the warden said in a gruff, phlegmy voice. He muffled a wet belch. “We lost him, plain and simple. Now you see him, now you don’t.” Or maybe it’s not my father he fears, but something to do with the escaped prisoner.

“Oregono Displezie,” Eli’s dad said.

“The same. A bad apple if there ever was one. What kind of man can poison a town’s water supply? We see all sorts in here as you can imagine. But inmate four-two-five-seven, Dr. Displezie, takes the cake. A loner. An uneasy man by the look of him. His eyes are always moving. His brain, I imagine, as well. Whatever he is about, the other prisoners want nothing to do with him. Most unusual. It is as if by a single look he might put the hurt on them. And maybe he could do. I wouldn’t know.” No prison warden sounded afraid, but this one sounded on edge or disappointed. Perhaps his failure to prevent the escape weighed upon him, Eli thought.

“You can watch the security video, sir,” the warden said. He called my father sir! Eli thought. “I have no problem with that. But I would wager that you won’t see anything more than we have.”

He started the video and narrated as it played. “It seemed almost like magic. It was the bugs that did it. Scared all the visitors.” He paused the video and replayed a section in which half the people in the room reacted to something unseen. “The inmates weren’t bothered, though. We’ve had a roach problem here for an eternity.” He replayed the moment on the video. “See? Most of the visitors react. A guard claims it was palmetto bugs that scared them. The video doesn’t show any bugs, but the guard swears it.” Eli heard visitors scream. Several hopped up onto their chairs—all of which were bolted to the floor. “Curiously,” the warden said, “Dr. Displezie and his guest disappear at that very moment. It took the guards a few seconds to notice that inmate four-two-five-seven and his visitor are no longer in the visitor room. Bob’s your uncle.”

“Again, please,” Eli’s dad requested.

The warden replayed the video. Eli watched and listened carefully. He stifled a gasp.

His father asked, “What is it, son? What did you see?”

Eli had felt nearly invisible until then. When his father spoke, Eli felt a thrill. But did he dare say anything in front of the warden?

“It’s okay,” his father said, reading Eli correctly, “if you’d rather tell me later.” His father’s emphasis told Eli he should wait.

Eli swallowed. “I’m sure it was nothing.”

The warden did not appear the least bit interested in Eli. But the look Eli’s father gave him told Eli that he was dying to hear.

*  *  *

“French? Who was talking French?” his father asked. The self-driving hovercraft flew low over the scrub that set the prison away from the nearest town.

“Honestly? I think it was one of the bugs,” said Eli.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“Just hear me out. It’s like when I heard the monkeys talking in Animal Kingdom. The cat in North Africa.” Eli had told his father, aunts, and uncles about his exploits with the jumpers on many different occasions. His ability to hear animals speak, to talk with animals, had never seemed to surprise them in the least. Eli had never asked his father why not.

“What did it sound like? What did it say?” his father asked.

“It was a high-pitched voice. Whoever it was, was moving. The voice said, Allez plus vite!”

“Move quicker,” his father said, translating.

“Technically move more quickly,” Eli said, showing off his immersion studies in advanced French. “The thing is, Dad, we could see everyone in the room. I watched them the second time it played. Some were screaming. No one was speaking French. Besides, that high voice sounded more like a balloon whistling. Not like a person.”

His father thought long and hard before speaking. Eli knew better than to interrupt. “A transformation spell,” Eli mumbled. “The palmetto bugs seen by the guard,” he added as he thought it through. “That actually makes sense. Well done, son.”

“I’m not saying I heard a bug speak French,” Eli said. “I’m just saying … you know.”

“That you heard a bug speak French,” his father said.

“Yeah. Like that.” Eli smiled. His father, too.

“That explains how they managed to escape,” his father whispered, perhaps to himself, perhaps to his son. What hit Eli more than anything was simply this: He believes me! He trusts me! “Nervy of her” came another whisper. “Had they known who she was, they might have locked her up without a trial.”

“Who who was? Who was she, Dad?”

His dad looked surprised by Eli’s question. Perhaps he had not realized he was thinking aloud. Finn’s eyes softened as he looked over at his son. The hovercraft hummed. A pair of white ibis flew low over the green of the scrub. The Florida wetlands appeared, looking like a broken mirror amid so much green.

“You remember what the warden said about the escape?” his father asked.

“About it seeming like magic,” Eli answered, taking a wild guess.

“Yes. Well, I think he was right.”

“It’s why you brought me with you,” Eli said. “You wanted to see if I heard anything you could not.”

“I had a hunch, is all. A lucky guess.”

His father believed everything Eli had told him about his time in North Africa. “This is a secret I am not allowed to share,” Eli said, testing his father’s rules.

“It is,” said his dad. “It’s the first of many, I’m guessing.”

“So, we’re kind of partners,” Eli said, winning a smile from his father.

“We’re father and son. That is way better than partners.”
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THE PECULIAR MAN, WITH A POINTED chin, large ears, oversize eyeglasses, and a scruffy beard looked some-thing like a ferret or a weasel. At 3 a.m. he stood facing EPCOT’s Eiffel Tower beneath a sand-colored sky, the result of low clouds and Orlando’s incandescent bloom. The woman responsible for his escape had once again enchanted him and herself into palmetto bugs so they could pass beneath the chain-link security fence without detection. She did not look well, this woman. Her movements seemed taxing, her voice little more than a whisper.

Having been led to where he now stood, the man felt confused by the arrangements. He felt frustrated to have been broken out of prison only to now feel like a prisoner again. The veiled woman controlled his newfound freedom. Some of the makeup on her arms had flaked away, revealing green skin. He assumed that was also makeup, but who colors their arms, anyway? If left to him, he would mix up a little aluminum tri-ammonium-phosphate and slip it into the hot tea she drank incessantly. His concoction would end her in less than two minutes.

“Dr. Displezie,” the woman wheezed with great difficulty, “what you are about to witness can be shocking the first time one sees it. I implore you not to cry out or make noises. We do not want to be caught by the park’s assistance officer Solograms. They could make things difficult.” She cleared her throat, rubbed her right eye with the knuckle of her index finger, and continued. “The air will grow oily. That is to be expected. The same can be said for the other side—”

“The other side?” he interrupted. The woman did not appreciate being cut off. She sighed heavily, her intolerance on full display.

Displezie often thought of the other side. To him it meant death and whatever afterlife or penance awaited once one’s heart stopped beating. His life’s work sent many to this place. But he wished for himself never to see it. He endeavored with daily exercise and a vegan diet to put off the event for as long as possible.

“You will arrive to a place that looks similar to that from which we will depart,” she said in her strained way. “There will be no change to you, only relocation. The mortals call it world-jumping.”

“Mortals?” For the first time, Displezie reckoned this female creature was more than a magician.

She reached into her robe-like overcoat—Who wears an overcoat in the Florida heat? he wondered—and produced a long, thin piece of dark wood. It was embellished with intricate carvings that seemed ancient. It might have been from India or North Africa, perhaps the Caribbean islands. Not a stick. Not a straw. Not a baton. It was a wand of some kind. An extremely old wand with a dark stain on its tip.

She waved it as if drawing a circle in the air. The motion invited the air to turn oily. To his astonishment, the oil then melted and appeared to separate from itself. As a chemist his mind ran to all possible explanations for the phenomena he was witnessing. He saw atoms separating from their bonds and re-forming. He envisioned molecular changes. But nothing he could imagine could produce the effect he was witnessing. This dissolving air was something beyond chemistry. Again, thinking about the wand she held, he could find only one explanation: magic.

The melting hole was being stretched by gravity, like ripping a plastic bag. Impossible! Displezie thought. Air cannot be cut. It cannot be stretched! But he was observing this clearly. Through the widening gap he saw daylight, blue sky, and a most beautiful castle.

“This is quite a trick,” he whispered.

The entire circle opened. A person wearing a colorful costume reached for Displezie’s hand and tugged.

“Trick?” the green-armed woman complained. “You think me a carnival performer? How utterly disre-spectful!”

Disrespectful or not, he was pulled through the swirling hole. For a moment, only a moment, Displezie hesitated. But if this was heaven or hell, it looked pleasant enough. And it smelled of French pastry! Why not go?

He stepped through.

*  *  *

A different place. He faced another woman. She wore a coiled seashell around her neck. Her long dress imagined another time, a century or more before. But it was her voice that made her special. Musical. Lifting. He envisioned it as more a beam of warm light than sound.

“We have built a laboratory,” this stranger said. “You shall have whatever ingredients necessary to realize the formula. You will account for your actions in a journal so that others may duplicate your efforts. These entries will be checked daily and reproduced. Should they fail to arrive at your same results, that will be the end of it. And by it, I mean you. Do we understand each other?”

Displezie could listen to her talk all day and not grow weary. He found her voice enchanting. Not only light, but it also sounded like flowing water. Water like the ocean. A voice like quiet waves.

He was led through an amusement park empty of people. Signs were a mixture of English and French. They entered a shop through which they arrived at a fake wall that led to stone steps. Down they went. The lab looked more like a dungeon, but it was filled with the proper equipment.

“It is sufficient,” Displezie said, looking around the lab. “Depending on what you are asking me to create, it may take some time. Such efforts require patience. Testing. Trial.”

“Time is pressing,” the woman said. He had hoped she might tell him what this was all about. She did not. Instead, she absentmindedly touched the seashell, pulling it left and right at the base of her neck. It was something done of habit. He found it distracting. Her skin was smooth there, blue veins showing faintly.

“I will do my best,” Displezie said.

“You must do better than that,” she sang. Though of course she had not sung, only spoken, but they were much the same.

“What is better than one’s best?” he asked ironically.

“You must work as if your life depends upon it.”

Displezie’s throat went dry. For a moment—only a fleeting moment—he wished he had never left the prison.
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OVER THE NEXT FEW DAYS, Eli passed four coded messages between his parents and his aunts and uncles. He found it thrilling. He had never enjoyed anything quite so much. Even so, it came as a surprise when his mother took him out for a walk with Wattie. Most interesting, his mother was not wearing her WORMS wristband and had asked Eli not to wear his. She doesn’t want anyone listening! he thought. Does not want anyone tracking our movement!

The day was hot, which meant the fake grass on all the lawns caused the air to smell like plastic. The flowers, which were real, struggled to overcome the odor, but there was more fake lawn than real flowers. Eli suspected, but could not tell for certain, that the sounds of birds chirping were probably coming over hidden speakers along the street. There were birds around a lot of the time, but big ones, not the little ones with the musical songs. Wattie walked ahead of them sniffing the concrete curbs. He would even lift his leg at times pretending to pee. He barked if a sound, movement, or smell caused him to alert. He was a watchdog and companion all in one; his battery was good for over sixteen hours of continuous use.

“We have something more to ask of you,” Eli’s mother said.

“Okay,” Eli said, wondering what was going on.

“To do something for us. You and Blair.”

“Okay.”

“Aunt Charlene and I will go with you, or maybe just one of us will. We’re not asking you two to do this alone.”

“Okay.”

“I wish you would stop saying that until I’m finished.”

“Okay. Sorry! All right. I get it,” he said.

“It was Blair’s idea. She gets all the credit. Well, and you, of course, because you have been passing all the messages.” She looked down at him. Wattie wagged his tail, possibly thinking she was looking at him. “We need to break a spell. That’s what it’s all about. Blair came up with the idea of using the Fairy Godmother.”

“The Notorious FGM?” Eli blurted out.

“The thing is, we grown-ups cannot be seen contacting her—FGM. It would tip our hand, give us away, spill the beans. But if it’s you kids—”

“I get it, Mom,” Eli said, brimming with far too much energy.

“We will apply for a hologram guide for two days in Disneyland. That should not raise suspicions. It will look like we are taking our children to Disneyland, nothing more. But while Charlene and I use the guide, you and Blair will try to contact Cinderella.”

“I thought it was FGM,” Eli said.

“Yes, it is. But the Fairy Godmother only uses her magic to help Cinderella. I suspect we will need Cinderella as your go-between. Kind of a facilitator. I think you will find her agreeable.”

“Cinderella. The real Cinderella,” Eli said.

“I realize this is a bit of a shock. It shouldn’t be dangerous. We wouldn’t ask you to do anything like that. It is risky. If you’re caught breaking park rules, our families will lose our park passes. Probably forever.”

“Oh great! So, no pressure!”

Amanda chuckled and threw her arm around her son as they walked. “You will follow our plan, Eli. No improvising.”

“No problem,” Eli said.

“I’m not so sure about that. You sound a little too eager.”
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BEING IN THE MAGIC KINGDOM late at night made Eli and Blair so happy. The fireworks exploded overhead. It seemed all the park guests had stopped to enjoy the display. “It’s so different at night,” Blair said.

“The best,” Eli said.

“Remember,” Amanda whispered, “you’re here to do a job.”

“They can have a little fun, can’t they?” Charlene asked. At the last minute, Amanda had thought it might look too suspicious if she—Finn’s wife—entered the park.

“Not tonight they can’t,” Amanda said. “The park is closing in just minutes. Our guide is waiting back at the restrooms. He will lead the two of us out of the park. We will tell him that you two left earlier.”

“I have to admit,” Charlene said, not seeming to hear Amanda, “every time I come here, no matter how often, I love it.”

“Head in the game, please! We’re going to split up now,” Amanda said.

“Blair,” Charlene said, “you and Eli will circle around the castle to Princess Fairytale Hall.”

“I suppose there’s a secret knock,” Eli said sarcas-tically.

Charlene laughed. “As a matter of fact, there is: The name Cinderella starts with a C and ends in an A. So, three knocks for C, then pause, and one knock for A.”

“And, I suppose,” Eli said, “the door is going to magically open.”

“Lose the attitude, Eli,” Blair said. “It’s the Magic Kingdom. Magical things happen here.” She addressed her mother. “We ask for Cinderella?”

“I doubt you will have to. By the way, it’s Cindy. She goes by Cindy among her peers after hours. Though when in her company you two will address her as Princess. Follow proper decorum, please. You will be in the presence of royalty.”

Eli snorted.

Blair shot him a harsh look. “Got it,” Blair told her mom.

Eli said, “We’ve got this. No improvising.”

Amanda did not appear convinced. “You need to get over there right away, ahead of closing. Hide nearby and wait for the park to empty. Take precautions. Once you are with Cinderella or, hopefully, the Fairy Godmother, park security won’t mess with you.”

Charlene wished the kids luck.

With closing hour upon them, thousands of park guests were headed away from the castle. Eli and Blair worked against the flood of people. At the Hub they took the path toward Tomorrowland, then a narrow path past some statuary to the far side of the castle.

Blair asked, “What’s your favorite ride?”

“All of them,” Eli answered.

“When I was little, my favorite was It’s a Small World.”

Eli shuddered. “Don’t say that to our parents! You know the story of the Kingdom Keepers in there.”

“I’m not sure I believe the part about the dolls coming alive,” Blair said.

“I hope I don’t ever have to find out,” Eli said. There were other stories: fossils breaking free of walls, real ghosts in the Haunted Mansion, attractions starting up after hours. Earthquakes caused by spells.

Blair led Eli to the Prince Charming Regal Carrousel where they hid among smiling horses attached to carrousel poles. They waited for the departing crowds to thin.

“Are you nervous?” she asked in a soft voice.

“I’m hungry.”

“I can’t believe we’re going to meet Cinderella.”

“I can’t believe I missed dinner.”

Solograms patrolled, encouraging guests toward the exits.

Five minutes passed, feeling like an hour. Ten minutes. Twenty. A hush hung over the empty park. It was eerily quiet.

“Creepy,” hissed Eli.

Blair nodded. She pointed to the Fairytale Hall.

“All clear,” Eli said.

“I’ll go first,” said Blair. “You stay here in case I’m caught. If that happens, it’s your turn.”

“You’d better not get caught.”

“Stick with the plan no matter what,” she said.

“It has to be both of us, Blair. It has to be!”

“Just stick with the plan,” she said.

Eli watched as Blair checked in all directions. She then headed past the sign and down a path. He heard a dog bark. The dull woofs mimicked his thumping heart.

He waited. And he waited.

Another rumph from a dog.

Eli raced across to the waiting-line entrance, where a chain blocked the way. Blair stood facing a blood-hound.

“Meet Bruno,” Blair said. “I’ll bet it’s against the rules to bring your pet to work, but I’ll bet he belongs to a Cast Member.”

“Awkward,” said Eli.

“He just stands there looking at me,” she said. “I tried undoing the clasp on the chain, but he growled. How are we supposed to get to the door?”

Faint laughter found its way through the night air. “Someone’s coming this way,” Eli said. “We can’t be caught here.”

“I’m open to ideas!”

“If I can speak to a cat, why not a dog?” Eli said.

“Well, don’t just say stuff like that! Try it before we’re caught!” She and Eli could hear two Cast Members talking in the distance.

Eli lowered to his knees and looked directly at Bruno. Closing his eyes tightly, Eli thought: We need some help here.

Biscuit? Bone?

We need to get into the attraction and find Cinderella, Eli thought-spoke.

Food scraps? Bone? the dog spoke back to Eli.

I will scratch you behind the ears. Wattie liked that very much.

The bloodhound licked Eli and charged off, skirting around the building. Blair and Eli ran to keep up.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Blair said, exasperated. “He heard you?”

“He’s hungry. I had to negotiate.”

The walkway switched directions several times. Arriving at a large wooden door, its top arched, Eli stepped forward and knocked three times. He paused and then knocked once more.

The door swung open. They faced an entryway, a holding area, with hanging tapestries. Bruno wagged his tail. Eli bent down and scratched behind both ears; the dog looked as though he might fall asleep.

Two Gothic arches flanked by columns led into a larger room. Images of the Disney princesses hung on the walls. A large chandelier was fashioned after a crown. More doorways led off this central room.

Their footfalls echoed. They arrived at a display containing a single glass slipper on a royal-blue pillow with woven white piping. The glass slipper! Eli thought. Blair sighed.

Of all the connecting rooms, only one was illuminated by electric light.

“Come in, please.” The soothing voice was unmistakable. It was a cherished voice, known by millions of boys and girls across the globe. For it was the voice of a princess.

Goose bumps!

They entered the open doorway. The wood wainscoting and satin curtains with matching tassels created a majestic space worthy of royalty.

The princess stood atop a lush green carpet.

Cinderella, wearing a bashful-blue gown, smiled widely as if greeting old friends.

She is amazing! Blair thought.

Eli said, “We are—”

“The children of the Children of Light. Yes, I know. I know your parents. Word gets around.”

Blair curtsied, having no idea why. Seeing this, Eli bowed as he experienced a feeling not unlike floating. They both stayed down awaiting her reaction. She waved them to standing.

“How may I be of service?” Cinderella inquired.

The idea that Cinderella might be offering her services took away Blair’s tongue. She could not get a word out.

Eli also had trouble getting his words out. “It’s just that we think—that is, we hope—that maybe the Fairy Godmother might be able to help us with something. We know it’s ridiculous to ask. It’s just that if she could, maybe this problem we’re having would go away.” He did not stop there. Eli spoke for another fifteen seconds, eventually making no sense whatsoever.

Cinderella covered her mouth with her gloved hand as she chuckled. Eli apologized.

“Don’t worry. I understand your request. And I celebrate the child in all of us,” Cinderella said. “Might you be so kind as to introduce yourselves? And might I know which of the Children of Light are your parents?”

Eli and Blair talked over each other as they made their introductions. Cinderella appeared to be enjoying herself. Perhaps, a little too much.

“Once again, how may I help?” she asked, barely holding back a laugh.

Blair composed herself. “It is said that the Fairy Godmother only works her magic on you or for you. Spells. Transformations.” She recalled her mother’s instruction on how to speak to a princess. “If it pleases you, Princess, I—we, our parents—wondered if maybe, if there was any chance, some possibility, that we might speak to her through you to—” She paused as if forgetting her point.

“Request her services,” Eli said, finishing for Blair.

“Exactly,” Blair said, nodding at Eli to thank him.

“Your parents made this request?” the princess asked. “If that is the case, then why am I speaking to you and not them?”

“They are …” Eli said. “That is … they are temporarily—”

“In trouble,” Blair said. “With their superiors. They’ve been put on leave. Do you know what that means?”

“Yes, I do. They are not working at the moment. And I see why they might send their children to do their bidding.”

Again, Blair curtsied. Again, Eli saw this and bowed.

“Enough of that,” the princess said. “We are all friends here.”

Cinderella just called me her friend! Blair could barely stand.

“Fairy Godmother? Did you get all that?” the princess called into the room.

“Loud and clear” came a giggly voice from behind that caused both Eli and Blair to spin sharply.

Where had she come from?
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FAIRY GODMOTHER HAD RISEN to rock-star celebrity among the Disney community over the past several years. First, there had been a Disney film about her early years and how she became so powerful and good. Then rumors—and some social media video—surfaced of her using her wand to rescue and save two drowning puppies in the Rivers of America. The video grew in popularity. Late-night television hosts mentioned it. Various politicians tried to associate themselves with the “infamous FGM.” Music and fashion celebrities shared photographs of their meetings with the good fairy at Disneyland and Disney World. Baseball caps bearing her initials sold out. T-shirts. Colleges and high schools hosted FGM cosplay events and dances that became all the rage.

Eli could hardly believe he was standing five feet from her.

Fairy Godmother sat down on a chair that materialized out of nowhere. She brushed her dress, folded her hands, and blinked.

“Who have we here?” FGM said in her lilting voice.

The two introduced themselves.

“Oh yes! I know your parents, too!” she said. “I helped organize a gathering of my friends for them back when there was a wee bit of trouble in the parks. And now, here you two are.”

“So, please explain the situation,” Cinderella said. “To the both of us.”

Blair described the possibility of a spell having been placed on a top Disney executive. She told them how their parents felt it important to remove the spell.

“Super important,” Eli said.

“The executive works in the Disney Studios in Burbank, California,” Blair said.

“If the Children of Light believe it’s important, it must be.” Cinderella’s eyes were wide and earnest as she said, “Would you do that for me, Fairy Godmother?”

“Remove a spell? Disenchant? Depends on the spellbinding,” FGM said. “Burbank is a good few thousand miles away. A long-distance disenchantment is always difficult, even for a magical being with my abilities.” She giggled brightly. “You say this executive may have been enchanted despite the weekly testing for such things?”

“It appears that way,” Blair said.

“Well, I never believed in those tests anyway, to tell the truth.”

“Could you have her do it for our parents?” Blair asked Cinderella.

“Well?” Cinderella asked the fairy.

“I suppose there’s no harm in trying,” said Fairy Godmother. “Name and occupation, if you please.”

“Mr. Walter Wright,” Blair said. “I don’t know what exactly he does for—”

“It’s all good. Walter and I are old friends. My goodness. You say someone got to Walter?”

“It seems that way,” said Eli.

“What a bunch of gobbledygoop. Nonsensical senselessness. Walter’s the chieftain, the commander, the governor. Bad play, says I, to anyone spelling the boss. Should be off-limits.”

Eli and Blair looked to Cinderella, who smiled.

“Now, do not get crochety, if you please, Fairy Godmother. These children have come here after closing, at some risk, I imagine.”

Fairy Godmother, resplendent in her pink cravat and white hair, removed her hooded cape. FGM raised her wand, mumbled something incoherent, and closed her eyes.

A man appeared—or at least the image of one. He wore a fine suit. His silver tie carried a subtle pattern of dozens of Mickey Mouse ears in black silhouette to where they were hard to recognize. His brown shoes were as shiny as a newly minted penny. The thing of it was, he was in a sitting position with no chair beneath him. His arm stretched forward, the fingers of his right hand pinched in a familiar grip, but there was no pen there. It took Eli a moment to realize the man was working at a desk.

FGM slowly opened her eyes. A slight smile overtook her face, signaling pride over her accomplishment. “Well, the old lady still has it,” she said, giggling again. “Who might have known?” She circled the wand. A blue shimmering light surrounded the man like an eggshell, and he the yolk. “My goodness, but it has been years since I have seen this enchantment.” She wasn’t speaking to Eli or Blair or even Cinderella. Only to herself. “Which was it now?” She looked above as if summoning help or listening for a voice. “Fiddely-middley-timidly-two. Onezie, donezie, through and through.” She waved the wand and aimed its point toward the man’s image.

The blue glimmer dented like a giant bubble, not a shell at all. It did not break or pop. FGM did not look pleased.

“I am quite sure that was the one,” she said, her voice tighter and lower. She tried for a second time. “Fiddely-middley-timidly-two. Twozie, woozie, not for you.” The wand pointed. The bubble dented. Nothing. No change.

“Well, no great surprise,” she said. “Virtual spellbinding will never replace the real thing. I am afraid we must be in-person if I am to have so much as a smidgeon of success.”

“You have to see him?” Blair asked.

“Is that so difficult to arrange?” FGM inquired. “You both sound a bit put off by the notion.”

“It’s just—” Blair said. “He is a very long way away from here.”

“And he’s an important man,” Eli said.

“I am who I am, you know,” said Fairy Godmother. Cinderella stifled a laugh. “I must see him alone, you understand? This is not a stage show. It is years of training. It requires concentration. Focus. A modicum of privacy. I can travel at the flick of a wand from park to park by Fairy Light if that’s what Cindy wants. I could bring you two with me for that matter. But can the meeting be arranged? Yes or no? Because to be quite honest, the digestion suffers greatly at the moment. Sinuses, too.”

Blair said, “We can ask if something can be arranged.”

“Then ask—so long as it pleases you, Princess?” FGM looked at Cinderella.

“Yes, dearest Godmother, I wish for you to help these two. You will consider their requests, my requests. Should anything give you pause, a wink should do it. I’ll be with you in a flash, and we may discuss the matter. Do you find that an agreeable plan?”

“Most unusual, Princess, but not disagreeable.”

“I will leave it up to the three of you, then.” She addressed the two children. “You ask if the meeting can be arranged. It is not difficult for you to find the Fairy Godmother within the Magic Kingdom, so when you know the answer, seek her out. Wonderful meeting you both. Do pass along my felicitations to your parents. I wish them well.”

“Uh … yes!” Eli said. “Of course!”

“Thank you! Thank you so much!” Blair said, once again curtsying but this time with a wry smile curling her lips.

Success!
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IN AN UNDERGROUND ROOM outfitted as a chemistry lab, Oregono Displezie pushed his glasses up his nose and sighed. He nibbled on a baguette. He would have preferred some Chinese food, his favorite. Somewhere not too far away, sweet music played. He had never guessed that Disneyland Paris would be such a pleasant and welcoming place. But here he was in some basement lab doing the bidding of witches.

She of the dreamy voice entered with the practiced walk of a fashion model. As always, her delicate fingers toyed with the seashell strung around her neck. “I do not appreciate being summoned.”

Do not torture me with that beautiful voice! Displezie thought. “I asked only that we talk,” said he.

“You talk. I shall listen.”

But I could listen to you for hours. Days, if you would let me. “There’s too much humidity in this room. It is throwing off my formulas. Do you understand?”

“You take me for stupid? You cretin. I could turn you into a snail and eat you with butter and garlic for dinner. How dare you!”

“I was not sure how well you understood science, that’s all.” He felt afraid of her. How could someone so beautiful terrify him? He had no desire to be an escargot.

“Humidity. Formulas. Is that all?” She was irritated.

“And the lighting,” he said timidly. “The lighting is poor.”

“Dr. Displezie,” the woman said calmly. Her clothing whispered as she moved forward. She smelled of lavender along with a clammy hint of seawater. She whispered like a snake. “You will find me a useful ally.” She paused, her chest swelling beneath a deep breath. “A most disagreeable adversary.” He took her wry smile as unsettling. Like the grin of a pit bull. “Do not test your luck.”

“I am testing many formulas,” he replied. “None of them is labeled luck.”

“If you are striving for amusement, you are an abject failure.”

I only want better working conditions, you twisted sister! he thought. Oregono Displezie could lose his temper without warning. What happened after that was never pleasant.
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LATER THAT NIGHT, WITHIN EPCOT’s Morocco Pavilion, a place where they did not belong, Blair addressed Marty, Lily, Eli, and Eli’s good friend Marissa. “We shouldn’t be doing this. You know that, don’t you, Eli?”

Blair and Eli had been awaiting word on how or where Fairy Godmother could meet with Walter Wright. In the meantime, Eli had formed yet another of his plans.

“Yet here we are,” said Marty, “so maybe we make the most of it.” His deep brown eyes looked like coal in the darkness that surrounded them. An inherited trait had resulted in Marty’s hair going pure white at the age of thirteen. With his mother’s help, he regularly dyed it. Currently he wore a mop of dark brown hair, though his ghostly roots showed.

Cloaked in sharp shadows and with no other people about, EPCOT felt a lot spookier than it did by day.

“Where’s Charlie?” Eli asked Blair, Charlie’s sister.

“Sleeping. I tried to wake him up, but you know Charlie when he’s asleep.”

“He’s never around,” said Lily.

“You know Charlie,” Blair said. But that was the thing. None of them knew Charlie all that well because he rarely joined them for any of their adventures.

“I promised my dad I would never use the wand again,” Eli said.

“I thought they hid it from you,” Lily said.

“He wired it up under their bed. Took me some time to find it, but there it was.”

“And there it is, in your hand,” said Blair.

“Our parents aren’t allowed to go to work right now,” Eli said. “They’ve lost their security clearances. That means they can’t do much of anything about this guy who escaped: Displezie. The Overtakers went to a lot of trouble to help him get out. But why? What good is he to them? Blair and I are working to change the mind of the Disney boss who ordered the Villain Realms to be built. Maybe he knows why this Displezie guy escaped. Maybe it’s important. Maybe not. But we can’t follow or challenge or fight the jumpers without more of Walt’s ink. And there’s only one person I know who still has ink.” Eli kept secret that the dried ink currently on Mickey’s wand was losing its power. No reason to frighten his friends. “I’m going to jump through to North Africa, convince Kamala to share some of the ink, and jump back. I’m going to ask if the Shroud will help patrol our homes and keep our parents safe.”

When in North Africa a few months back, Eli had formed a relationship with the Shroud, a group of former Cast Members who, like the Kingdom Keepers, were determined to protect the magic of the parks.

“It seems extreme,” Blair said.

“Our parents need our help. Are you all clear on what to do?”

The others sighed and moaned.

“We stop the jumpers if they try to get through,” said Marty.

“We take turns making up where you are if your parents ask about you,” Marissa said. “Lily will say you’re helping with homework.”

Blair sounded uncomfortable. “I don’t like lying to my parents.”

“You can say you think I’m here or I’m there. That’s not exactly the same as lying,” Eli said.

Excitedly Lily spoke next. “And I tell them that after you helped me, I think you said you were going into the parks to meet—”

“Me and Blair,” said Marissa.

“We say that we spent a long time in the parks together,” Blair added.

“After that I asked you to sleep over,” Marty said.

“If you’re not back by tomorrow morning,” Lily said, the worry heavy in her words, “we tell them where you went.”

“And we’re all in big trouble,” Marty said.

They could hear EPCOT’s Sologram assistant officers speaking in electronic voices. The virtual guards checked all the attractions throughout the night. The kids had encountered such assistant officers before. They were nothing to fool with.

Eli spoke quietly. “They’re getting close. We have to do this now.”

The Sologram voices grew louder.

“So, do it,” Marty said. He and the others stood back. They crouched defensively in case any jumpers came through as Eli cut the air.

Eli swung the wand. Nothing happened. He tried again.

“What’s going on?” Marty whispered to Eli.

Eli swung the wand hard. This time air before him cracked, melted, and sagged open. He sighed in relief. But if I can’t make the ink work, how will the wand bring me home?

Blue sky and buildings the color of sand showed through the shimmering air. Holding the wand firmly, Eli stepped through.

Lily counted to fifteen out loud. Marissa had her eyes shut as if praying.

The oily air began to heal. Eli, and the world beyond, was gone.

*  *  *

The familiar smell of spices brought back memories. Eli did not have the time to relive them. It was midmorning in the North African theme park he had previously visited. Old and worn by wind and sun, the park was a ghostly place that had once hoped to be part of Disney, but that had been decades ago. A costumed park character stood facing him, the man’s wooden staff held in hand. Dressed in fake armor and wearing synthetic-leather boots laced up his shin, this soldier was apparently on guard for anyone—like Eli—jumping through from EPCOT.

Eli instinctively swung his wand. The air blurred but did not open. The character he faced pivoted away from the partial shimmer that Eli had drawn.

“Witchcraft!” the character shouted. Only then did Eli realize the man was afraid of the cut in the air.

Eli did not like his chances of battling a man with a long wooden staff. He wanted to avoid being cracked on the head with it. The wand held high, he sliced the air yet again. A wet line appeared, but nothing more.

A second park character, a guard, came from nowhere. Eli charged the guard, driving his shoulder into the man’s chest. The guard bent over. The character swung his staff but miscalculated and hit his own partner in the arm.

Eli tried the wand for a third time. The air briefly shimmered. The character wound up and swung the staff again. Eli ducked and moved to avoid the weapon. The stick punctured the shimmer Eli had drawn. The shimmer sucked the staff through. It disappeared. Stunned by what had happened, the guard helped his partner to stand. The two men turned toward Eli.

Eli dropped into a baseball slide. His left leg stretched for home plate. He kicked the guard’s ankle. The man swore loudly, staggered, and collapsed.

Eli tried to widen the portal with the wand but failed. The tip of the wand stuck in the slice. Eli tugged but could not pull it loose. The shimmer was consuming his wand just as it had the staff.

A hand clasped firmly around Eli’s wrist. He struggled, believing it to be one of the two men. But, looking up, he saw that the hand belonged to an attractive woman with dark, brooding eyes. He knew the eyes. He knew the face. He knew the woman.

“Hadiza!” he said.

The Shroud combatant wore a hooded cloak. Members of the Shroud were sworn enemies of Carnius, this park’s leader, whom Eli had helped capture months before. But if Carnius had been jailed, why did Hadiza have to hide herself?

Eli was flooded with questions. Had Carnius escaped? Had he been let out of jail? Had he ever gone to jail in the first place?

“Kamala? Is she okay?” Eli asked. A direct descendant of Princess Jasmine, Kamala had assembled the Shroud, the group to which Hadiza belonged. But Kamala had lied to Eli, keeping the vial of Walt Disney’s magical ink all for herself.

“She is fine. Not close, but never far,” Hadiza answered. She often spoke in such riddles.

The two men struggled to their feet. Hadiza spun a walking stick like a propellor. The two ran off.

“Come!” Hadiza called. But she wasn’t talking to Eli.

Six Shroud fighters, also holding walking sticks, approached.

“Those two will return with more of Carnius’s people,” Hadiza said.

“I am hoping for Kamala’s help,” Eli said. He chose his words carefully. “There is trouble in the kingdom. Our parents—the Children of Light—could be at risk. I need Kamala to give me some of the ink. I would also ask that a few of you return with me to EPCOT to help protect us if needed.”

Hadiza looked away. Eli grew nervous. Had he asked for too much? Blair was right: He shouldn’t have jumped here. He felt horrible for having broken his promise to his father.

He apologized to Hadiza, which brought her attention back onto him. “It is too much to ask,” he said. “I am sorry.”

“Hush,” she said. “It seems to me not so much to ask. But it is not my decision.”

“Of course,” Eli said, brightened by hope.

“It is the matter of speaking with Kamala.”

Over the clamor of their voices, Eli’s heightened hearing identified the sound of many feet pounding the stone street close by.

“They’re coming!” Eli said.

“We must hide you,” Hadiza replied.

“No, I have to go back to EPCOT. I made a mistake by coming through the Vanishing.” The Shroud had their own name for the shimmers drawn by the ink.

“Our friend is near,” Hadiza said calmly, despite the guards’ approach.

A phalanx of costumed guards approached at a run. Eli turned and cut the air. It took him three tries with the wand before he finally cut a shimmer. The air swirled and melted.
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THE SOUND OF PUMMELING horses’ hooves grew louder. Eli jumped through the shimmer. But his foot caught on the lower edge. It felt as if he were tearing though plastic wrap. He fell through onto his forearms. The air was suddenly thick with humidity. Florida. EPCOT. The Morocco Pavilion. He’d made it back.

A horse sailed over him, the hooves nearly hitting Eli’s head. Horse and rider had jumped through with him. As the disturbed, oily air closed and healed behind Eli, Marty hurried from the shadows. The horse skidded to a stop. The rider, a woman, turned in the saddle to look back at Eli.

She had strong shoulders, sunbaked skin, jet-black hair, and a sharp, royal chin. She wore jeans and a brown T-shirt. Her knee-high riding boots were well worn.

She had seemed ageless when Eli had first met her in the North African desert. Today she looked younger and a lot like Jasmine.

Kamala, leader of the Shroud, dismounted. She passed the reins to Marty—as if Marty was her stable boy. Kamala hurried toward Eli, and he greeted her with a hug. He welcomed her to EPCOT. Kamala took in their surroundings.

“I have always wanted to see EPCOT,” she said breathlessly. “I am glad to see you as well.”

“Same here,” Eli said. “Hadiza and others of the Shroud—”

“I saw you,” she interrupted. “I heard you. I am pleased I can be of help.”

“How did they—did you—know I was coming through?”

“Yes. There is one among you here whom I trust to provide me information,” Kamala said. “That is for another time.”

Like who? Eli thought.

“We can’t stay here,” Marty said. “The Sologram officers will have spotted us by now.”

Eli considered their situation. They might hide Kamala easily enough, but her horse?

“Can your horse hold the three of us?” Eli asked, his mind whirring.

“She’s an Arabian, Eli. She will ride for three days and three nights without water or grass. She is called Firefly. She is my lifelong companion.”

“We should only need about twenty minutes,” Eli said, “but good to know. I’m taking you to the Animal Kingdom. I have a feeling you’re going to like it there.”

*  *  *

At 2 a.m., with the Disney parks closed for the night, the corrals and stables behind Animal Kingdom were quiet. Marty kept watch out front as Eli and Kamala located an open stall inside a large stable. Kamala removed the horse’s saddle and bridle. She put the horse into the stall, filling a bucket of water chained in the corner and placing a scoop of grain into another bucket.

The Shroud’s leader and Eli sat down on some hay bales. Kamala chewed on dark strips of jerky. She offered Eli some. It tasted salty and was hard to chew. They ate sweet dates. Kamala’s snacks reminded Eli of his visit to the Shroud’s desert oasis months before.

Eli explained the threat that more Villains’ Realms presented. They were a danger to the Disney parks and the Disney magic. He told her that their parents, as the Kingdom Keepers, had stopped the Overtakers once before. The Overtakers would consider the former Kingdom Keepers their enemies—the biggest threat to their being able to change Disney forever.

“I shall send six Shroud to protect them,” Kamala said without a second thought. “One for each of your homes. More, as necessary. All you need do is create a Vanishing in the air. Draw the mathematical symbol that looks like this.” She drew a plus sign with her finger. “This will be your signal that more warriors are required.”

Eli had witnessed firsthand the skills of the Shroud. They could easily defend his and the other parents. He thanked the leader profusely. Kamala raised a hand to stop him from babbling. She reminded Eli of the debt she felt she owed to him for Eli having saved her life. It amounted to a lifetime of protection and friendship. Eli did not see it that way—he had simply spotted a snake. Hadiza and others had stopped the thing from striking. But he didn’t object to the offer.

“Are you familiar with The Odyssey?” Kamala asked Eli.

“I don’t think so.”

“A story written long ago by a writer named Homer.”

The only Homer Eli knew of was Homer Simpson. He thought better not to mention it.

“It is a story of one man’s travel home from war, of wandering. Of guests and hosts. Of a giant horse that changed a war. Trials, failures, success. Also, of tests and omens.”

“Okay,” Eli said, having no idea why she had brought up such a book.

“You are about to embark on such a journey, my young friend. One among us has seen such an omen.”

Eli found it difficult to swallow. He could have taken it as a bunch of nonsense, but he knew better. He knew Kamala’s ancestry.

“You and your companions will be tested greatly. You will be required to use your best instincts. You must learn whom to trust, and whom not to trust. To be kind to those who deserve such kindness regardless of your situation. To believe the omens and to make your decisions accordingly.”

“I think there’s probably someone better for this,” Eli said. “My dad, maybe.”

“It is your path,” Kamala said. “Such is the nature of life. We cannot walk another’s path. It is ours and ours alone.”

“I’m sure that’s true, but I don’t think I’m exactly ready for a trip.”

“A journey is more than travel, more than places. We can journey in our dreams, can we not? By hearing a story. Journey without ever leaving our home. Your journey will take many paths. You must prepare yourself. The time is at hand.”

I’d really rather not!

“Know that the Shroud and I will never be far behind. Your parents and family will be kept safe while you are away.”

I’m not going anywhere. Really, Eli told himself.

She passed Eli a very small vial. “Here is some of the treasured ink. We will never be far.”

“I don’t understand,” Eli said. It was more than that: He was scared. Kamala was frightening him. “A journey where? When?”

“That is for you to tell in your own stories, just as Odysseus told in his.”

“You’re saying I should read the book,” Eli said. “Is there a movie?”

Kamala looked at the boy curiously. She smiled. “Most of all, you must trust.”
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TWO DAYS HAD PASSED SINCE Eli’s talk with Kamala and his return to EPCOT. After a long talk with his parents, he had returned Mickey’s wand to his father. One of his parents’ colleagues had agreed to send Eli Walter Wright’s schedule. It would be texted to Eli’s wristband once he arrived in California. This way Eli, Blair, and FGM could find a good time to intercept Walter. The construction of the Villains’ Realms had to be stopped.

Now Eli was about to take a trip, just as Kamala had predicted. He had no way of knowing if this was the only journey. Maybe there was another ahead. He fiddled with the tiny vial of ink in his pocket. Using a chopstick, he tested if he could draw a shimmer without the wand. Though it drew an oily image in the air, the air did not open.

“Keep the wand with you,” his father said.

“The wand is too valuable to the Overtakers,” Eli said. “Not worth the risk. Besides, Fairy Godmother can take us with her. Something called fairy light. We won’t need the ink or the wand.” He passed his father Kamala’s vial of ink.

“Fairy light? You don’t say,” his father mumbled. “You’ll report to me over your WORMS. If there’s trouble, I’ll help.” Eli and his father hugged.

Later that night, Eli and Blair snuck into the Magic Kingdom and approached the castle.

“Are we ready, dearies?” FGM said calmly. She, Cinderella, Blair, and Eli stood in the same royal room as before. “I must warn you: Fairy light can be unsettling the first few times. You haven’t overeaten, have you? Not easy on the stomach for some.”

“Oh, do not scare them, for heaven’s sake,” chided Cinderella.

“I’m only doing my job. No desire to clean up any messes.”

“I think we’re good,” said Blair, holding her backpack. Eli clutched his more tightly.

“I have spoken with their parents,” said Cinderella. “They have given their permission.”

“Well, then,” said Fairy Godmother. “Let’s not keep the gnomes waiting!”

“She is just kidding,” said Cinderella to the two children. “No gnomes.” She looked at FGM. “Really, Godmother! Let’s not overdo it!”

“If you please,” Eli whispered to Cinderella. “Is it going to hurt?”

“Hurt?” the princess gasped. “Heaven’s no! It’s quite magical, really.”

“Then let’s please keep our heads down,” said FGM. “My arrival may cause quite a stir, if I do say so myself. You two step aside and wait for the crowds to clear.”

“Do you need us to protect you?” Blair asked.

“Oh my!” said a disappointed FGM. “You two take everything so seriously. Where’s the joy in that?”

Cinderella giggled.

“That’s enough tongue-wagging for one day,” said FGM. “Time to get to it. Stand close to me, dear ones. Hold tightly to your rucksacks, and don’t look up.”

“You mean down,” said Eli.

“Oh, no, my dear boy. I most definitely mean up.”
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TRAVELING BY FAIRY LIGHT, Eli witnessed both daylight and nighttime simultaneously. Small green fairies flew around him like butterflies while the scents of fresh grass and flowers enveloped him. He did not look up because FGM warned him not to. But he wondered if it had been a joke after all—for he had no sense of up or down, high or low, here or there. No sense of time. No sense of present or past. There was only now: a warm, comfortable presence, like his mother hugging him, or wrapping himself up in a soft blanket. What he could see—and it wasn’t much—was a blur like the Northern Lights: pinks, oranges, turquoise, and aquamarine blue. He heard what sounded like a waterfall. That, and the childish giggling of the sweet fairies who seemed to be carrying him. Every now and then he got a glimpse of Blair, spinning and smiling alongside of him, though she might have been a dream and not real at all.

Finally the blur sharpened. Images appeared. The sound of a carrousel was close by. There was Blair, also smiling, not three feet away. A rooftop with ramparts. A castle. The Disneyland castle! They had traveled from Disney World to Disneyland in only seconds!

And FGM looking so pleased with herself.

Eli’s WORMS buzzed. His father had sent him a message: Walter Wright has been placed under heightened protection. There is a park warrant out on FGM for having used her wand on humans. Keep her disguised!

It would be difficult, if not impossible, to get Fairy Godmother close enough to the Disney executive to disenchant him. Their plan was already falling apart, and they’d just arrived in California.

Blair convinced FGM to wear a scarf over her white hair to prevent her from being easily recognized. Fairy Godmother led the two kids across the park to an extremely large gathering. They were about to witness a “surprise sneak peek” of the progress on the Disneyland’s Villains’ Realm construction. FGM expected Walter Wright to attend. She wanted Eli and Blair to study how many staff or Cast Members accompanied him. Wearing the veil over her face as a disguise, she sat nearby enjoying a cup of hot tea with milk and honey. She promised not to leave her chair. Eli and Blair were to report back to her at the conclusion of the event.
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THE SWEET SMELL OF POWDERED sugar wafted beneath Vanessa’s nose. Her long brown hair hung down to her hips, heavy in the humid air. She reached up to touch her shell necklace.

While the park guests in Disneyland marveled at the attractions, Vanessa’s undivided attention fixed on the massive construction site. She had come to California from Disneyland Paris to check on the progress. Today, part of the tall wall hiding the ongoing construction was being removed temporarily to allow guests a sneak peek at the new attraction. Vanessa was familiar with the towering black fortress under construction, how it looked off-balance, as if about to fall. Perfect for a villains’ lair.

Two bald men—were they men?—approached her. Identical twins, they were dark-skinned, tall, and far too thin, with legs like toothpicks. One could study the two men for several minutes before realizing they had no eyelids. This provided them an excited, slightly alien look. But it was the irregular rows of sharp, spiky teeth that hinted they weren’t men at all. They looked more like walking eels. Their legs had somehow sprouted from where legs sprout. One held up his wristband to show Vanessa a photograph. Vanessa twirled her seashell necklace as she studied it.

“An older woman wearing a veil. Why do I care?” the sea witch said nastily.

“She look family.”

“Do you mean familiar? Flots,” the sea witch said, addressing the other man-eel as she eyed the image more carefully. “You know better than to bother me with such trivia.”

“She be giggling, Miss V.,” Flots said. “Giggling to herself. Me know that laugh. That there be the godmother, Miss V. The Hairy Godmother.”

“It’s Fairy, not Hairy!” decried Vanessa. She took a closer look. “I must admit it could be her.”

“This here pict-a-sure is all over zonal media,” said Jets. “Her and these two kids in Dizzyland.” He clicked his wristband, so proud to own one. A hologram image of FGM, Blair, and Eli walking down Disneyland’s Main Street appeared.

Vanessa startled. “No,” she whispered. “Can’t be.”

The twins stepped back. When this woman was displeased, bad things happened. “First of all: It’s social media, not zonal, you wiggle worm,” Vanessa said. But what irritated her was not the stupidity of Flots and Jets. It was difficult to find good help. Instead, it was the two teens with the older woman. The children had both been in the NorAf park only months ago. They had disrupted her plans in Morocco! Worse, she and the other Overtakers had been battling their parents for nearly twenty years. The Children of Light had repeatedly upset the villains’ plans to overtake the Disney parks.

“Why would those children want the help of the Fairy Godmother?” She spoke softly to herself, and the twins overheard. But they knew better than to answer. “That old bat has not an original thought in her snow-covered head. She’s more giggles than bite. It makes no sense.” Vanessa drew an interminably long, deep breath. “It’s these two children making all the trouble, just as they did before. And their parents before that!”

A minute or more passed. Now the smells were of cheese and butter. “The children may be vulnerable if they are away from their parents. Do you under-stand me?”

The twins looked at her blankly. Nincompoops! she thought.

“Find the three of them. But watch out for Fairy Godmother. Do not let the old biddy raise her arms toward you. She is a worthy opponent. Keep her hands and arms behind her back. You will bring them to me.” Vanessa expelled a sigh of discontent. “In the meantime, I will get back to Disneyland Paris as quickly as possible to check on our chemist’s progress.” She hesitated and spoke again, this time in a whisper.

“Those children are up to no good.”

Flots turned his head so that his right eye could see her more clearly. “Buts isn’t it us supposed to be doing the no good?”

“Shut it, you wiggling, spineless nematoid. We’ll show them no good! Sardines for you both when you bring them to me.”

Jets licked his tongue. “Yumsters!”
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“EVERYONE SAYS WE NEVER see you,” Lily told Charlie Maybeck. He and Lily were about the same age. Charlie was shorter and thinner than Lily and darker skinned than his sister, Blair, with intense eyes and an electric smile.

They changed monorails at Walt Disney World’s Transportation and Ticketing Center, switching to the recently constructed Animal Kingdom line.

“I’m illustrating a bird book,” Charlie said once they were seated. “And my parents got me a road bike, a real road bike, and I’m up to twelve miles a day. I’ve heard my mother tell people I’m super busy, but not really. I’d just rather do my stuff than sit around the CommuniTree pool in the summer.”

“I like the pool,” Lily said.

“My parents talk about when pools were water. I like swimming at the beach better than the pool.”

“I’ve never swimmed at the beach,” she said.

“Swam. You ought to come with us sometime. It’s fun.”

“Sounds like it.” They disembarked the monorail and headed for an entrance that Lily had never seen. “You sure this will work?” she asked.

“I volunteer at the animal hospital on Saturday mornings,” Charlie said.

“You are busy,” Lily told him.

“Not really.” Charlie’s wristband got them through a secure Cast Member entrance.

“I’ve never been backstage here.”

“It’s super cool,” Charlie said. “They bring a lot of animals back here each night. They give them medicine or feed them or clean them.” They walked by corrals, enclosures, and Quonset huts. “Sometimes I clean stalls. Sometimes I get to watch an operation in the hospital or see a birth. It’s really cool.”

Lily felt envious. Charlie was doing stuff she had never thought about. He seemed older than even Eli and Blair.

She tried to explain to him about Kamala. For now, she avoided the part about jumping through shimmers—he’d figure that out soon enough. “She … runs a petting zoo. Her horse had a problem, so she’s looking after her while she gets better.”

“A petting zoo?” Charlie could hardly contain himself.

They found Kamala in an otherwise empty stable. Eli had chosen the spot well. They climbed up a ladder into a hay loft so they could talk privately.

“We’re supposed to tell you that you will be able to go home soon,” Lily told her. “Whenever your horse is better, we will send you back through a shimmer.”

“That is welcome news,” Kamala said. “It should not be long.”

“You will need to go back into EPCOT,” Charlie said.

“I know the way now,” Kamala answered. “This will not pose a problem.”

“It will be dark as ink,” Lily said. “That’s what my mom says when there’s no moon in the sky. And late. Probably after ten o’clock.”

Kamala smiled. “Not so late for me, child.”

“Eli’s not here right now, so we’re working things out,” Charlie said.

“Please tell Eli that once home I will send Shroud to protect you and your parents. I will also offer him some more of the ink, but we’ve had a problem. My crew left the ink out in the sun. It was not for long, but the ink warmed. It has not been as strong since. It requires more drops. More patience.”

As Lily began explaining that Eli and Blair were trying to stop the Villains’ Realms from being built, Kamala shushed her.

A Cast Member walked through the stable. The girl stopped to look in on Kamala’s horse and then continued past.

What Charlie had not told Lily was that he enjoyed being by himself. He hadn’t wanted to be rude. But the truth was: He thrived in a library. Most of all, he enjoyed problem solving. The prior talk of the escaped convict, a chemist, had bothered Charlie as much as it did Finn and Eli. Why a chemist? Why take such a big risk as a prison break? Something said in the past few minutes had caused Charlie’s mind to drift. It had something to do with the escaped convict or chemistry or … He couldn’t place it. “What were you just talking about?” he asked Kamala and Lily. They looked at him blankly.

“As I was saying,” continued Kamala, “I see the Cast Members in the stables several times a day. Thus far, my horse has not raised any alarms.” She paused to look out from the loft. “Does Eli need my help? Where has he gone?”

“Eli and Blair are in a place called Disneyland. It is in California, a very long way from here. We can’t waste the little bit of ink we have to jump there. We need it for emergencies,” Lily said.

“I possess enough ink to return,” said Kamala, “but it must be from where I arrived.”

“EPCOT,” said Charlie.

Lily addressed Kamala. “We will try to get you back to Morocco tomorrow night or the next.”

Charlie spoke quietly. “Once you’re home, how can we signal you if there is trouble?”

“An excellent question,” Kamala said. She concentrated, her eyes squinting. “Make the water in the Morocco fountain red.”

“Dye it?” Charlie asked.

“Do not ask me how, but our fountain and this fountain are nearly the same. We will see the coloring in our park and will take action to help you.”

“But even if you jump, how will we find you?” Lily asked.

“Do not concern yourself with that, dear child. I will find you.”
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A FANFARE OF HORNS SILENCED the Disneyland crowd. Man-made, knee-high fog swept across the pathway. The crowd cheered as sections of the fence were removed.

“Behold the most evil place on earth” came Maleficent’s voice over the loudspeaker.

A dozen Disney villains strode through the fog toward the guests. Judge Frollo led the way, followed by witches, sorcerers, and dark fairies. Those in the crowd whistled and cheered.

“It isn’t even finished being built. Listen to these people! They can’t wait!” Blair called above the roar.

Eli said, “Why celebrate the villains at all? It’s like everything our parents fought for doesn’t matter anymore.”

“That’s the point of our being here, Eli. Right? We have to make sure the construction of the Realms is stopped. That this construction is never finished.” She lowered her voice. “Behind us on the right!”

Eli glanced over his shoulder. “He’s late to the party. So what?”

The Big Bad Wolf looked slightly comical standing with the guests instead of the villains being introduced.

“Check out the two string beans behind the wolf,” she said “They look almost like—”

“Aliens! I see them!” Eli said, suddenly concerned. “Are those Disney characters?”

“Not that I’ve seen,” Blair said.

“Check out their teeth,” Eli said. “Stitch has weird teeth like that.”

“Definitely not Stitch. Wasn’t there a ride with aliens in the old days?” Blair said.

“They look more like snakes with legs,” Eli said, meaning it to be funny.

“You’re right,” Blair said.

“I was kidding!”

“But you’re right! Not snakes, Eli. Eels! Their eyes are on the sides of their heads.”

“A man-eel,” Eli gasped. Ursula has the power to transform humans, animals, creatures. What are her sidekicks called? Flat-something. Jester?”

“Flotsam and Jetsam.” Blair could barely speak the names. “She gave them legs, just like she gave Ariel.”

“This is bad,” Eli said. “Seriously bad.”

“Agreed.” Blair took a longer look at the Big Bad Wolf. What she saw nearly stopped her heart: The Big Bad Wolf began changing. His neck bulged. His legs withered. His face stretched and twisted. His clothes became fur, his hands, paws. No longer a Disney Character, he transformed into a wolf on all-fours. A very big wolf.

“Eli! Look!” Blair gasped. Eli did not hear her over the roar of applause for the event speaker.

She watched as guests formed a circle around the animal. They clapped and took pictures. To them, the wolf’s transformation was all part of the show.

Blair knew differently. She punched Eli in the arm, finally winning his attention. She physically turned Eli to see the wolf.

What Eli saw was a drooling, twitchy, red-eyed wolf the size of a Great Dane. The animal pushed aside guests as it took several long strides. It stopped, nose twitching and sniffing. Its head stopped. The wolf’s red eyes were looking directly at Eli and Blair.

“Run!” Eli shouted.

The wolf charged, knocking down men, women, and children. Two strollers nearly tipped over. Anything and everything in the wolf’s path fell away.

“Ursula did this!” Blair shouted, running alongside Eli. She and Eli apologized as they forced their way through the crowd. The guests stepped back, some cheering the chase, some terrified.

Eli and Blair hurried through the tunnel beneath the Disneyland Railroad track. Following the path, they reached the promenade in front of It’s a Small World. Behind them, the drooling wolf followed, gaining on them.

“It’s closer!” Blair announced. She steered Eli toward the Matterhorn Bobsleds, turning in the direction of the King Arthur Carrousel. It was no use. Eli was slower than the more athletic Blair. The wolf was upon them. It nipped at Eli’s heels, its jaw clapping.

Eli skidded to a halt. He pivoted and thrust his open palm toward the wolf. “Stop!” he hollered.

To his great surprise, the wolf skidded, tripped, tumbled, and rolled. It came to standing on all fours, lowered its head, and snorted.

“Keep going!” Eli called out to Blair. His lungs ached from running. He gasped for air. “I’ll catch up.”

“As if!” Blair said. “We are not separating!”

Eli knew it was absurd, but he felt as if he had caused the wolf to halt. Is that possible? His mother possessed a supernatural ability to push. It was a family secret, like Aunt Jess’s dreaming the future. Unexplained abilities. His mom had been asking Eli for several years now if he had experienced anything unusual happening to him. His parents knew about his incredible hearing. They asked him about it constantly. But this? Eli tried it for a second time: He extended his arms, palms out. He did so slowly, and purposefully, as if he knew what he was doing.

The wolf was staring at him, head dipped lower, eyes angry yet suspicious.

As the wolf’s head lifted, Eli closed his eyes and felt a powerful heat form in the center of his chest. It moved up his arms, into his shoulders, and out his fingertips. The stunned wolf lifted off the pavement. It flipped and landed squealing.

“Eli! What was that? Did you just do what I think you did?”

Eli twisted around to face the stone wall of Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride. He pushed. The energy bounced off the wall, driving Eli backward. It was like riding a skateboard. He skidded in reverse at a remarkable speed, sliding past Peter Pan’s Flight and the Sword in the Stone before it occurred to him to lower his palms. He came to a stop in front of Snow White’s Enchanted Wish. He was maybe twenty yards behind Blair, who eyed him with both fear and excitement on her face. She ran to catch up.

“Sliding backward? How did you do that?” she called.

“It’s all in the genes,” he said.

The wolf was back to standing. His eyes glowed red. Impossibly, he seemed to grow bigger.

“The moat!” Eli said breathlessly. “Wolves can swim, but they aren’t fast.”

“Swim?” Blair replied, clearly not liking the idea.

A bluebird flew between them, nearly striking Blair. Its wings blinded Eli. He leaned back to avoid it, and he fell.

Blair looked on as the angry, scuffed-up wolf opened its maw and rushed Eli.

But it wasn’t a wolf that landed on the boy. Instead, a butterfly struck Eli in the forehead and bounced off.

The wolf had transformed in front of Blair’s eyes. The butterfly fluttered off and skimmed the bushes.

There, on the castle bridge, her short wand in hand, stood Fairy Godmother. A bluebird feather lifted from her hair, caught the wind, and fluttered out over the moat. FGM was smiling, immensely proud of herself.

Eli and Blair exchanged looks. Blair displayed a look of relief mixed with confusion. Eli, though, was clearly afraid. He grimaced and whispered harshly, “The Overtakers know we’re here.”
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FAIRY GODMOTHER TREATED Blair and Eli to an overnight in 21 Royal, Disneyland’s most exclusive suite. This, because of some good news via the information Finn’s friend had just sent through: Walter Wright was scheduled for meetings in Disneyland’s Team Disney building midmorning the following day. He had agreed to serve as the grand marshal of a rare morning parade in the park.

The exquisite apartment of 21 Royal included a magical mirror, a massive bathtub with an astonishing stained-glass window, crisp sheets, and chocolate candies left on pillows.

After showing them around, Fairy Godmother insisted that “without a doubt” Mr. Wright would stop at the Tiki Juice Bar for a Dole Whip Float. His love of the snack was nothing short of Disney lore. “We can do what must be done there and then.”

“You can’t remove the spell in public,” Blair said, “can you? Isn’t that a little too obvious?”

“Our guests love a good show, my dear.”

“But we know Walter has Cast Member security looking after him. They won’t let you near him,” Eli argued.

“No, perhaps not,” FGM said whimsically, “but I cannot help it if the girl behind the counter is … well … me.”

“You?”

FGM produced her small wand, seemingly from nowhere. She faced a tall mirror and ran the wand from her head to her waist while her lips mumbled words so softly, they couldn’t be understood. Suddenly where FGM had stood was a lovely twenty-something woman with playful eyes and a wry smile.

Eli and Blair stepped back in shock. The young woman laughed. The sight of FGM’s wand in the woman’s hand gave her away. It waved again and there stood FGM.

“Meet Alexandra! If Walter has people with him, it will be your jobs to distract them long enough for a little witchery trickery.” FGM laughed just as the young woman had. “Shouldn’t take but a flick of the wrist and a few words of wisdom.”

*  *  *

It was a smaller parade than usual because of the morning hour. The crowd was light but adoring. A new Villains’ Realm float followed, one carrying Ursula, Maleficent, and Cruella De Vil, who waved to the bystanders. The villains on the new float were both cheered and booed.

Walter rode alone in the backseat of an antique car. He smiled and waved at guests and seemed to be enjoying himself. Wristband cameras flashed. Music played.

As FGM had predicted, Walter’s car slowed and stopped the Disneyland parade near the Tiki Juice Bar. Cast Member security had cleared the bar prior to his arrival. Walter Wright posed for photos with guests on his way to the counter. It was intended to appear casual but came off as highly coordinated. Among Walter’s adoring fans were Eli and Blair. Both wore Disney ball caps, the brims curled and pulled down tightly to hide their faces. Standing beneath the Adventureland sign and close to the Tiki Juice Bar, the two watched as Walter stepped up to order. He approached Alexandra, who greeted him with a friendly smile.

“Is that Indiana Jones?” Blair shouted as she pointed. Everyone, including Walter’s handlers, spun to look.

Everyone but Eli and Blair. They watched Alexandra as she presented her left hand holding a Dole Whip Float, and her right, holding her wand. The woman’s lips moved. She recited a spell so softly that it sounded more like a breeze.

“Speciosus, formosus, praeclarus!”

Blair lost her balance, placing her hand onto Eli’s shoulder. Eli caught her.

“What’s wrong?” Eli whispered, helping Blair to stand. “Are you all right?”

“That can’t be the right spell. Look!” Blair choked out.

Walter Wright was no longer solid. He looked more like a ghost. His business suit had become a dress. As they watched, hair grew from his scalp, over his ears, and down his neck.

“I think she’s maybe forgetful. She didn’t change him back,” Blair croaked out. “She just changed him.” A woman wearing a dark evening gown stood where Walter had been.

One of the man’s staff members cried out, “Walter!” But of course, Walter did not hear the handler because Walter was nowhere to be seen.

Instead, Queen Narissa stood where Wright had been standing.

“What’s happening?” Blair said breathlessly.

“Narissa transfigured herself into Walter to protect him. She was the one riding in the parade. They tricked us!”

Narissa’s dark blue, sparkling evening gown clung to her figure in rows of plates that looked like a lobster tail. She took a sip from the Dole Whip Float clasped in her hand. “Mmm.” She smacked her lips. “So very tasty.”

*  *  *

Good things take time. Bad things happen quickly.

Queen Narissa was in no mood for games. She found herself holding a pineapple ice cream float. She glanced around: Tiki Juice Bar. She did not appreciate being transfigured without her permission. She let go of the ice cream; it splattered onto the floor. She raised her hand at Alexandra, who still held FGM’s wand.

“Silly old fool,” Narissa said.

Alexandra pointed the wand, but Narissa pulled off a seriously limber move, leaning away from the wand’s force. A bush outside vaporized. A puff of smoke rose into the sky.

Onlookers were pushed back by Walter’s handlers.

Narissa recited a spell. Alexandra raised the wand in time to shield herself. The spell bounced off, looking like heat waves rising from a summer road. Another try by the transformed FGM. Narissa closed her hands around the swirling spell. She crushed it into the size of a golf ball. It made a sound like poof. Dust rained down onto the floor.

Tossing the remaining dust in the air, Narissa turned and sped off. Alexandra slipped from behind the counter and followed her.

Narissa recited a spell. “Reperio lemma miha!”

Alexandra transfigured back into the Fairy Godmother. She looked confused and out of sorts.

Narissa threw another spell. “Buru obere anụmanụ.”

Fairy Godmother vanished. The crowd applauded.

Eli and Blair recoiled as Narissa cast a look in their direction.

A hedgehog skittered across the pavement. Guests cried out, dancing, running, jumping to get away.

The cute, furry little thing lifted its head to Eli and Blair. It squeaked. It stood up on its hind legs and squeaked again.

Blair reached down, cupped the hedgehog in hand, and hurried away. She called over her shoulder, “Go back and find her wand! She’s going to need it!”
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ELI SLIPPED FGM’S WAND into his pocket. He and Blair had nowhere to go to sort things out. Disneyland guests crowded the paths between attractions as costumed Cast Members strode past. For most, it was just another day in Disneyland. For the hedgehog-juggling Blair and the anxious Eli, the park seemed full of villains.

They purposefully avoided the Main Street hub that fronted Sleeping Beauty Castle. Instead, they joined the throngs headed toward Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge, a thirty-year-old attraction that remained one of the most popular in the park. They hoped to find a bench in the shade along the way.

“They’ll be coming for us,” Eli said.

“I know that,” Blair said, snapping at him. She was also feeling the pressure of the moment. “Poor FGM keeps squealing.”

“I noticed,” Eli said. “Maybe you’re not holding her right.”

“Could be.” Blair plunked the uneasy hedgehog into Eli’s chest. “Here, you try.” The animal was tiny and had quills. She rose on her hind legs to look out from Eli’s bowled hands. Her head twitched one side to the other and she squealed.

“Maybe you’re not holding her right,” teased Blair.

“Ha, ha, very funny.” Eli searched for a bench. But, more than that, he wanted somewhere to let the hedgehog down without losing her. “Do you remember her locking the Twenty-One Royal?” Eli asked Blair.

“Ooo! I do not! That’s a good idea. And if we want to avoid being seen we could slip through the Cast Member entrance there and race up those back stairs.” It was the method Fairy Godmother had used to access the suite.

“Let’s try it,” Eli said. Another loud appeal from FGM, the hedgehog. “What is wrong with her? Why does she keep doing that? It’s so random!”

Blair pulled Eli out of the crowd. She scanned the area furiously and believed them safe from villains for the time being. “What if it isn’t random? What if—”

“She’s trying to tell us something?” Eli said.

“Exactly.”

“Such as?” he asked.

Blair studied the area carefully. “I don’t know,” she said, looking around. They had crossed the bridge approaching Big Thunder Mountain Railroad. Earlier, near the Storybook Land Canal Boats, they had encountered a sea of umbrellas and kiosks offering merchandise and treats. The hedgehog had cried out there as well.

“I’m not sure a hedgehog is capable of thinking,” Eli said. “Ouch! She bit me!”

“I think she’s talking to you,” Blair said.

“Not to be rude,” Eli said, “but I can talk to animals. She is definitely not talking.”

“Okay, but maybe that is part of the spell. Queen Narissa can be devious!”

This time the hedgehog nibbled; she did not bite.

“I think the hedgehog agrees with you,” Eli told Blair, “although I could be wrong. I think her nibbles mean something.” The hedgehog lightly bit him again. “Okay … News update: The nibbles do mean something.”

Blair stepped up to Eli, looked down at the hedgehog, and said, “We should go to Twenty-One Royal.”

The little animal nibbled Eli sweetly.

“I’m thinking that’s a yes,” said Eli.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Blair said.

“Eels!” Eli warned. Blair followed him as Eli hurried into the shadow of the trees lining the walkway. He put his back against a tree trunk. Blair did the same, only a few feet from him.

The strange man-eels rushed past on the path.

“Flotsam and Jetsam,” Eli said quietly, once the two had passed. “We know whom they serve. Ursula, also known as Vanessa.”

“Agreed. And since they aren’t in the water,” she said, “then it has to be Vanessa, not Ursula. She’s walking around somewhere out here, on two legs.”

“Do you think she turned the Big Bad Wolf into that real wolf?” Eli inquired.

“Yes. She has all sorts of powers. She can hypnotize, teleport, transform her appearance. I wouldn’t put anything past her.”

“Like taking over for Maleficent? Like working with Carnius? Like leading the Overtakers?”

Hedgehog let out an ear-piercing squeal.

“Well,” Eli said, “I think she just answered that for us.”

Approaching 21 Royal, Blair slowed. “Do you see what’s just ahead?”

“The suite. The restaurant. Twenty-One Royal. That’s our destination, after all.” Eli cuddled the hedgehog and scratched her head; he was beginning to like the animal.

“No, I mean New Orleans.”

“So?”

“Tiana has mad abilities,” Blair said. “In the book The Stolen Jewel she can talk to animals.”

“I’m telling you: The hedgehog is not talking, only nibbling.”

“To you,” Blair said.

“Snap!” said Eli.

“Tiana is also adaptable and smart.”

“And she kissed a frog,” Eli said. “I get it. But there’s a big difference between a frog and a hedgehog. For instance, a hedgehog has six thousand quills. A frog has only slimy skin.”

“So? What if she can turn the hedgehog back into the Fairy Godmother?”

“First, we’d have to find Tiana,” he said.

“Which is why I’m looking in the direction of New Orleans Square.”

“You can be infuriating,” Eli said.

“You can be willful, prideful, and stubborn. So what?”

“You would like to go find a character we know very little about and ask her to kiss our hedgehog?”

“Is that creepy?” Blair asked.

“You think?” Eli said.

“Then what, Mr. Know-It-All?” Blair was at wit’s end. “And when are we going to talk about what you did back there? The thing you did to the wolf? The thing with your hand?”

“Pure coincidence,” Eli said, not wanting to get into a discussion about his newfound ability. I don’t know what’s happening to me.

“Uh-huh,” she said. “And I’m Sleeping Beauty.”

“Wait a second!” Eli said. “Disneyland. Sleeping Beauty Castle. The Three Good Fairies are in the castle. They protect Princess Aurora from Maleficent. Those wands of theirs are used in some powerful magic. That’s our backup if Tiana isn’t into kissing a hedgehog.”
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BLAIR LED ELI TOWARD Disneyland’s Cafe Orleans. Both remained alert for a sign of the man-eels whom they had seen walking this same general direction.

“I’d rather be heading to the castle than getting closer to those two creeps,” Eli said.

“Think about it. Why would they be heading into New Orleans?”

“Cajun food?” Eli said.

“No! Vanessa must have a contact there. An Overtaker.”

“Dr. Facilier,” said Eli.

“The headmaster of Dragon Hall. He can cast spells with his pink powder. He can talk to spirits. He’s charming and he’s tricky. He would make a great partner for anyone trying to mess up the parks.”

“All the more reason to turn around and head for the castle,” Eli said. “Problem number one is FGM. We need her.” The hedgehog squeaked and nibbled his hand. “See that? She agrees with me.”

“We need to talk to Tiana,” Blair said. “I have a feeling about this. I know I’m right. Go to the castle if you want. I’ll meet you there.”

“We are not splitting up,” Eli said begrudgingly. He sharpened his listening for anything and everything unusual. “But if this fails, we try to find the Three Good Fairies.”

“Agreed.”

They entered New Orleans Square.

The air felt as heavy as a wet wool sweater. Despite this, Eli felt a chill. “Something’s not right,” he told Blair.

“I feel it, too,” she said.

“The eels.”

“Yeah. No doubt.”

“Close by.”

“Uh-huh,” said Eli. “Cafe Orleans is right there. So close.”

“I think I should take our friend,” Blair said, “in case you need your hands to, you know—”

“Push!” Eli said proudly.

“Yes. But don’t get cocky! Pass her here.”

Eli huffed as he handed the hedgehog to Blair. “She’s shaking. She’s scared, too,” he said.

Blair stroked the creature, trying to calm it. “What do the man-eels want with us?”

“I’m pretty sure it’s more like what they want to do to us. My guess is that Ursula, acting as Vanessa, is behind the Villains’ Realms construction. She is afraid of our little friend, there. Maybe even us.” The hedgehog cooed. “Afraid of FGM’s powers.” Another sound, more like a grumble. “That makes us their target.”

“Wonderful. Just wonderful,” said Blair.

A golden mask was strung between two sides of the narrow street. The two-story storefront buildings displayed wrought-iron balconies with hanging flower baskets. Potted plants stretched beneath antique lanterns atop streetlight posts. The kids passed beneath a covered walkway, stores on either side. Eli saw Blair slow down and cuddle the hedgehog more tightly. “What’s with you?” he asked.

“Flotsam and Jetsam look like people. Tall, thin, a little weird, but people. I’m not feeling good about that.”

“You sense them nearby,” Eli said.

“I sense them,” she replied. “Eyes open wide.”

They followed the path around and passed Mlle. Antoinette’s Parfumerie. Facing the square again, they had come nearly full circle. There were trumpets on a lamppost and a cart selling colorful parasols. “If we’re going to find her,” Blair said, “we start in there. She’s a waitress in her own restaurant in the movie, after all.”

Flotsam and Jetsam appeared from behind a tall eucalyptus tree, the branches of which spread high across the path. Their faces were long and thin, their pointed teeth in rows. Their eyes were perfectly round and a little close to where their ears should have been. But these two did not have ears, only straw hats meant to hide their odd features.

“We’ll take that there critter off-a-yuz.”

Eli glanced at Blair. “I hate it when you’re right.”

“Here, kitty-kitty,” said Jets.

“Shut it!” wheezed Flots, his voice like a leaking air hose. “Youz give us the critter, we best be on our way. Vanessa wants us back in Paris, where the chemist is, ATHAP.”

“It’s ASAP!” said Jets, whacking Flots’s shoulder. “And shut it!”

Eli and Blair exchanged a look. They were talking about Displezie!

“No thank you,” said Blair. “We’re just going to get something to eat.” She nodded toward the restaurant across the lane.

“You must be mistaking us for someone else,” Eli said, his teeth nearly chattering.

“Kids who were seen with a certain fairy,” said Flots. “A lady fairy. That there hedgehog.”

“You think the hedgehog is a fairy?” Blair said. “Seriously?”

“Don’t much matter,” Jets said. “It’s what the boss thinks that counts. She is who—”

“Shut up, you neckless son-of-a-nematode.”

“I am not a nematode! I am an Anguilliformes.”

“Say that one three times fast,” said Flots.

“Anguilliformes, Anguilliformes, Anguilliformes.”

“You’re not supposed to actually do it, you slinking salamander.”

“Into the store!” Blair hissed as the man-eels continued to argue. Slowly Eli and Blair backed up and then ducked inside the parfumerie. Flotsam and Jetsam continued to bicker outside. Eli passed the hedgehog to Blair, who put it under her shirt and crossed her arms.

“I hope you have a plan,” Eli said, “because we just cornered ourselves in here.”

“May I help you?” a Cast Member called from behind the counter. She had freckles, a warm smile, and long brown hair.

“These are the samples?” Eli asked, lifting a small bottle. He passed one to Blair who kept her arms crossed. She nodded, catching on to Eli’s plan.

“Yes. Help yourself! Try whatever you like. There are some test strips there.” The Cast Member came out from behind the counter.

Flots and Jets appeared in the doorway. “There you be!” Flots said.

“Now,” said Blair.

She and Eli sprayed the perfume into the man-eels’ eyes. The two of them squealed. The Cast Member shrieked. The hedgehog fell to the floor and growled.

Eli and Blair ran hard, back the way they had come. Blair glanced over her shoulder: Flots and Jets, blinking furiously, their eyes running, were flat on the pavement, squirming like snakes to propel themselves. The hedgehog was following at a fast waddle.

“Keep going!” Blair cried out. Guests shouted and jumped out of the way of the odd-looking reptiles writhing across cobblestones toward the running kids.

Eli stopped, turned, and used both hands to push, wondering if it would do any good.

Chairs lifted as if caught in a windstorm. The crawling two-legged eels lifted, bent back, and were blown a good twenty yards away.

“Sheesh,” Eli said, looking at his own hands. He hurried to catch up with Blair.

“I told you! You have a power, Eli!”

“Yeah, but how is that possible?”

“How is any of this possible?” she asked, steering him around and pointing to an open door that led into a restaurant’s kitchen.
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THE CHEF HOLLERED AT the two kids to get out of his kitchen. Scanning the area, Blair led Eli through cooks and waitstaff to a swinging door leading into the dining room. She threw an arm out and stopped Eli as she scooped up and hid the hedgehog. “There!” she whispered. “In the corner! A Cast Member playing Charlotte. She might know.”

Charlotte stood, hands behind her back, leaning slightly forward over a table of four.

Blair bravely moved toward the table, standing back to allow the Cast Member to complete taking the food order. Eli followed. Charlotte turned and saw her way blocked by the kids.

She said, “The restrooms are to your left and down—”

Blair interrupted. “We need Tiana’s help.”

The waitress looked concerned. “Are you at risk? Are you unsafe?” She pulled Blair and Eli aside and whispered. “Are you here against your will?”

“Thank you. No. We’re good. Have you heard of the Kingdom Keepers?” Blair asked.

“Of course. Wonderful stories.”

“They’re our parents,” Eli said. “We have come from Walt Disney World. There’s a situation. We need to speak with Tiana. The real Tiana. Can you help?”

“A problem for the parks, including here in Disneyland,” Blair said.

Charlotte looked overly suspicious.

“We need to speak to the real Tiana,” Eli repeated.

“We don’t expect you to believe any of this,” Blair said. “But maybe we can play make-believe. If the real Tiana were in her Bayou Adventure, where do you think we might find her? It’s a big ride.”

“Where are your parents? Who are you with? And you know there are no animals allowed in the restaurant.” Blair had tucked the hedgehog under her shirt, but the squirming gave it away.

“Please,” Blair said.

“You wouldn’t believe us if we told you,” said Eli.

“Look, I love everything Disney, but can we all agree Tiana is not real?” the Cast Member asked.

“Would you tell the Kingdom Keepers that?” Eli said.

“But those are stories,” Charlotte said.

“I thought so, too,” said Blair. “But no, they’re not. My father was one—is one I suppose.”

“My father, too. And my mother is a Fairlie.”

Charlotte looked at them. She chuckled in disbelief. “You are both taking this a little too far.”

Blair looked at Eli, then at a drinking glass on a tray atop a wait stand. “Do it,” she said.

Eli shook his head. “It’s not a magic show.”

“Do it,” Blair repeated.

“I don’t exactly have it perfected.”

“Show her.”

“Show me what?” Charlotte said.

Eli concentrated as he lifted his hand. Not too strong! Only the glass!

“Look there,” Blair said, pointing to the glass.

The drinking glass slowly tipped and fell over on the tray. Eli had hoped for more; he had yet to understand how to control a push.

Charlotte, however, sounded impressed if not frightened. “How did you do that?”

“Please,” Blair said. “Where would Tiana be inside Tiana’s Bayou Adventure?”

“We’re kind of pressed for time,” Eli said.

Charlotte whispered incomprehensibly. She cleared her throat and tried again, her eyes never leaving the glass on the tray. “She won’t be at Tiana’s Bayou Adventure.”

“Ugh!” Eli said to Blair. “I told you this was a waste of time!”

“However, she would definitely be in Tiana’s Palace,” the waitress said. “The guests think she’s a Cast Member, which is pretty funny if you think about it. It’s on Orleans Street. You probably passed it on your way in.”
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GETTING INTO TIANA’S PALACE was not going to be easy.

“The restaurant is closed for seating,” the receptionist said. “We hope to see you tomorrow.”

The front of Tiana’s Palace rose three stories, though Blair’s knowledge of Disneyland history recalled the restaurant had taken the place of a clothes store: Le Bat en Rouge. “It’s a false front,” she said. “The upper windows are only for looks. We aren’t going to get inside using them.”

People remained at the tables inside, finishing their dinners. The sounds of conversation, the clinking of glasses and tableware poured out onto the New Orleans street.

“A Cast Member entrance would get us around to the kitchen door,” Eli said.

“We just tried that, Eli. We nearly got ourselves in trouble.”

“Then what?” Eli groaned.

“Argos,” Blair said.

“Where’s that?”

“Not where, but who,” she said, correcting him. “You need to read more. Argos was Odysseus’s loyal dog. Kamala told you that you were on a journey. I happen to know you can talk to animals, Eli. There are birds throughout the park. Squirrels. Chipmunks. Maybe a bunny or two.”

“So?” he said.

“I think you should try calling them into Tiana’s Palace.”

“What? Why?”

“It is called a diversion,” Blair said. “Can you imagine a bunch of animals charging into a restaurant?”

“That would be funny!” Eli said. “I suppose no one would pay any attention to us. It’s a good idea, Blair.”

“Thank you! We’ll walk right through the front door while everyone is freaking out.”

It was true that Eli had once spoken to several hundred chameleon snakes. He had also had conversations with rodents, a cat named Desamora, and some monkeys in Animal Kingdom. But they had all been right near him at the time. Could he summon animals at a distance by just thinking something in his head? “I’m not so sure I can do this, Blair.”

“Trying is better than crying. Not winning is not failing. But not trying is quitting. At least, that’s what my father always says.”

“Yeah. Okay. I get it.” Eli found a wrought-iron bench and sat down. Blair joined him. “You keep watch for trouble,” he said. “I’m going to close my eyes.”

“No problem,” she said. Blair reached down and took his hand in hers. “I’ve got you.” She gave his hand a little squeeze and Eli clung to hers.

First, he tried to think what to say. He couldn’t just call out, Here, bunnies. Here, squirrels! Here, birds! How could he lure them?

He opened his eyes and looked at Blair. “What do bunnies, birds, and squirrels have in common?”

“They’re all always either sleeping or eating.”

“Good one!” Eli said. “And what do they like to eat?”

“Lettuce and nuts,” she said without hesitation.

He nodded, closed his eyes, and focused. Whoever is hungry, he thought-spoke, using the same technique he’d used with Desamora the cat, Tiana’s Palace is offering a lettuce and nut buffet. All you can eat. First come, first served. So, come and get it!

He heard nothing spoken back to him. He squinted an eye open, looking around.

“Anything?” he asked Blair.

“Not yet,” she said.

“An optimist says not yet,” he chided her. “A realist simply says no.”

“Not yet,” she repeated. “I have faith in you, Eli.” She squeezed his hand again. “Sometimes I think I have more trust in you than you do.”

That wouldn’t take much, he thought. He concentrated as his eyes fell shut. Lettuce and nuts. All you can eat. Tiana’s Palace. Who wants free eats?

Me!

I do!

I love me some lettuce!

“I … hear … something,” he whispered to Blair, his eyes still pressed shut.

Come and get it! Eli thought-spoke.

In the distance, out by the square, Eli heard people shouting:

“Check it out!”

“Look at all those birds!”

“What are those on the ground?”

Eli nudged Blair and pointed, but she was already looking in the same direction.

“Hold on tight!” Blair said.

“What?”

“Hold on to the bench and do not let go!”

A wave of animals: birds flying, rabbits hopping, squirrels sprinting, and a wild turkey rambling, filled the New Orleans street, wall-to-wall. They swept over, under, and around the two kids gripping the bench. Feathers and fur swirled in the air.

Blair and Eli waited for the rush to pass and jumped to their feet. All the animals pushed, pecked, and fought to fit through the restaurant’s front door.

From inside came the shriek of pure panic.

“Okay,” said Blair, “I think that worked a little too well.”
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OVERRUN BY WILD ANIMALS, Tiana’s Palace emptied of customers and staff. One woman remained. She stood next to the door to the kitchen facing Orleans Street, her expression one of confusion. Not anger. Not fear. Confusion. How had over a hundred animals stormed her restaurant in a matter of seconds? Her eyes fell upon the two teens in the middle of the torn-up restaurant. Both were staring at her.

“Can I help you?” she said politely.

Her voice sounded exactly like Tiana’s. Blair was so excited that her voice caught. She smiled, coughed, and said, “We are so sorry, Princess. We’ll help you clean up. Promise. We had no idea it would be this bad.”

“Excuse me? Who are you?” Tiana said, exasperated. “What are you saying? You caused this?”

Eli and Blair began picking up plates, glasses, and bowls. They stacked them on the tables. Blair introduced herself and Eli as a daughter and a son of the Children of Light.

A sudden heaviness hung in the air. “The Children of Light?”

“Yes, ma’am,” answered Eli.

This resulted in another long silence broken only by the clinking and clacking of tableware.

“Is that a hedgehog in your arms?” Tiana asked. She laughed, which somehow allowed the two teens to giggle nervously along with her.

“The hedgehog is why we are here,” explained Blair. “We’re hoping you might help us.”

The woman scrunched her face. “You the two children that Flotsam and Jetsam have been chasing around the park?”

“We are,” Eli said.

“This is making so much more sense now. Security is looking for you and those two eels. They have done nothing but make trouble.”

“You know about Flotsam and Jetsam?” Blair asked. She muttered to Eli, “I knew it was really her!”

Tiana overheard and grinned. “It really is me,” she said. “But would one of you two kindly tell me where a hedgehog fits into this?”

“We were hoping you might kiss her,” said Eli.

Tiana looked like she had bitten into a lemon.

“Wait, if you are the real Tiana, why are you working in the restaurant?” Eli asked.

“Can a person not work in her own restaurant?” Tiana said. “For what it’s worth: Food service is a very demanding occupation. Extremely hands-on.”

Blair punched Eli in the arm playfully. She started to curtsy but caught herself. “He is sooooo sorry for doubting you, Princess!”

“The hedgehog is growling,” said Tiana.

“She has been doing that a lot,” said Blair. “So, will you kiss her? Turn her back into herself?”

“I’m sorry, not to be rude, but no. I won’t do it,” she said. “I am constantly being asked to kiss frogs, rabbits, children of all ages, and yes, house pets. All because of one kiss a long time ago. I can see it on your faces. I’m sorry to disappoint you. That frog—that was a specific situation. People do not seem to understand that. I don’t have magic lips. I have a prince I love, a restaurant to look after, and a pair of lips that are just like everyone else’s. Believe me. No magic.”

Eli moved around the room gently pushing the tables and chairs into place. He knelt and pushed fallen items out from under the same tables. He was finally getting control of his ability. Tiana looked on in amazement.

“You really are whom you said you were,” she said mischievously.

Blair held out the hedgehog. “This is Fairy Godmother. She was trying to break a spell that involved Walter Wright. Well, it was Narissa posing as Walter Wright. They tricked us. We don’t know where Mr. Wright is actually. But things got out of control. Queen Narissa spelled Fairy Godmother.”

“And, voilà,” said Eli, gesturing to the animal.

“That Narissa can have some very bad days,” Tiana said. “She could use a vacation.”

“We can’t do what we came here to do,” Eli said as he continued to organize the furniture, “without disenchanting the Fairy Godmother. Not to mention it’s unfair to leave her as a hedgehog.”

“My kiss will leave some lipstick, nothing more.”

Eli was crestfallen. “We have one last shot: the Three Good Fairies.”

“A good choice for spell breaking,” Tiana said.

“The man-eels are Ursula’s,” Blair said. “It makes sense Queen Narissa would also be an Overtaker.”

“Those are Disney villains who want to take over the—”

Tiana interrupted Eli. “I know of the Overtakers only too well. No need to explain them to me. I’ve heard a great deal about Ursula and Dr. Facilier working hand in hand,” Tiana said. “However, Narissa’s involvement is new to me. The doctor runs a poker game every Friday night only blocks from here. All sorts attend. The thing about gambling of any kind, everyone loses. They end up in debt to Facilier. He collects by requiring them to do things for him. He has gained a great deal of power in the past few years. No one messes with Facilier.”

“The reason we are here,” Eli said, “is to stop the construction of the Villains’ Realms. We need Walter Wright for that, and we need Fairy Godmother.”

“That attraction will be the downfall of all of us,” Tiana said. “There are rumors men like Facilier, witches like Ursula, can move between the different Realms. That they will soon be able to spread their poisonous ideas everywhere at once.”

The hedgehog released another ear-piercing cry. It was the same shrill sound she’d been making off and on since her transfiguration.

“Does she not like mirrors?” Tiana said.

Eli asked, “Why do you say that?”

“She cried out as she looked at that mirror over there.” Tiana pointed.

“A mirror?” Eli said. Addressing Blair, he asked, “Do you think the other times—”

“We were walking past mirrors! Or maybe windows that reflected,” Blair said.

“Maybe the poor thing just wants to see itself,” Tiana said. “Although I think she is going to be very disappointed when she does.”

The hedgehog nibbled on Blair’s hand. “Ouch!” Blair said, reacting.

“A small nibble or a hard bite?” Eli asked.

Blair shook her hand. “It didn’t really hurt, it just surprised me.”

“Show her the mirror,” Eli said. “Remember what she did in Twenty-One Royal?”

Tiana, Blair, and Eli approached one of the many tall mirrors hanging on the restaurant’s walls. Blair extended her arms and placed the animal onto the floor in front of the mirror. The hedgehog could not stop chirping and growling.

“I believe she is upset with you two,” said Tiana.

Eli took out Fairy Godmother’s wand from where it was hidden beneath his shirt. He placed it at the hedgehog’s front feet.

The hedgehog looked at herself in the mirror. Her little lips moved silently. Her feet nudged the wand. The kids jumped back. Tiana did not. The tiny animal grew to the size of a football. Pieces of clothing appeared and grew with the changing form. Some of the quills behind the hedgehog’s head took the form of white hair. Now the size of a pool toy raft. Even bigger, growing steadily. A skirt. Ankles. A blue smock.

In the mirror, there appeared the face of an older woman.

“OMG!” said Eli.

“No,” said Blair, smiling. “FGM.”
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“OH DEAR. THAT’S BETTER.” Fairy Godmother brushed herself off and fluffed her white hair. “Prickly creature, the hedgehog. I hope that may be my last experience as one. Tiana! How good to see you!”

Tiana curtsied.

“As for you two: It took you long enough. I brought your attention to each and every mirror we passed and yet—”

Eli apologized. Blair hung her head.

“No sense dwelling in the past. If I did, I’d be reviewing for years and years. That is so tiresome.” Her smile warmed the room. She waved her wand. She spoke a spell. The restaurant flew into a swirl. Every dish, every spoon returned to its place, sparkling clean. “That’s better,” she said. “Now, where were we?”

“You were going to disenchant Walter Wright,” Blair said.

“Indeed, the elusive Walter,” said FGM.

Tiana said, “We, the restaurant, just catered several meals for him for on board his hovercraft. Jambalaya. Crawfish stew.”

“Hovercraft?” Eli said.

“He is flying to Disneyland Paris for another Villains’ Realm sneak peek,” Tiana said.

“That’s where Vanessa is taking Displezie!” Eli blurted.

“Leaving when?” Blair said, sounding somewhat panicked.

“I’m sure he’s on his way by now. We delivered the catering hours ago.”

“We missed him,” Fairy Godmother said.

“We missed him,” Blair and Eli said in unison.

“But wait,” Eli said, “they only just announced the construction of the Realms.”

“Do you not know?” Tiana said.

“Know what?” Blair stepped closer to Tiana.

“We must be careful,” Tiana said. “We must not be seen. It is a closely guarded secret, one you will understand when you see it.”

“You will show us this secret?” Fairy Godmother inquired.

“Correct,” Tiana said. “You have to see it to believe it.”

The park had emptied by the time Tiana led them out through the restaurant’s kitchen. The chaos at the restaurant, the “health concern” of the animals charging into a restaurant, resulted in the park being shut down for “maintenance.” Tiana took deliberate care when moving shadow to shadow, wall to wall, garden to garden. For Eli, the elaborate route emphasized the ghost-town silence of the park, reminding him of all the Kingdom Keepers stories. He continued to struggle with the reality that his parents and aunts and uncles had been the subject of the stories. It was easier for both him and Blair not to believe they had such a close connection to the famous Keepers. To accept the truth was nearly impossible.

“Watch for the man-eels,” Blair whispered.

“Yeah,” said Eli.

Tiana avoided the central hub in front of the castle, instead taking a long way around to Fantasyland. The longer they walked, the more eerie Eli found the empty park. Some crows squawked and flew overhead. Eli took this as a bad omen. Soon, sounds of activity arose. Machines, yes, but more than that: people. Walking. Sawing. Hammering. Drilling. And all without a single word being spoken or heard. Tiana held a thin finger to her lips, requiring silence. As they poked their heads out from behind a food and beverage kiosk, Blair bit down and clamped her mouth shut to keep from gasping.

“Impossible,” Eli whispered, unable to stop himself.

Down the path and to the left something incredible was underway. To the naked eye it looked as if a film had been sped up. Reality was running in fast forward. Solograms, droids, drones, and all sorts of machinery moved so quickly that their images blurred. They traversed so fast that they slid from spot to spot. They did not walk or run, or if they did, it was at such a rate as to be unmeasurable to the eye. They carried metal, lumber, long rolls of materials, stacks of pieces and parts and things. All of it stuck together through the work of furious arms and hurried tools. They looked like ants whose nest had been disturbed. But through all the chaos emerged a clear and simple task. The pieces added up. The parts fit. Workers swarmed and stepped away: a doorway emerged, a window, a ramp. Half of an entire floor as they looked on. Some high, some low. Some building a frame. Others erecting a surface. The attraction grew before one’s eyes.

“It’ll be finished in a few weeks at this rate,” Eli whispered.

“They only work like this at night,” Tiana said, “so that no one can see this speed. By day the attraction hides behind the tall walls. The workers don’t work so fast by day.”

“Villains’ Realm,” Blair said, her voice cracking. “The Fortress.” She cupped her hand and whispered hotly into Eli’s ear. “We have to get FGM to Disneyland Paris—to Walter Wright.”

Eli nodded. Her words had given him a chill. Or was it the spectacle before them: the incredible pace of construction?

“They will have it completed soon,” Tiana said. “It was scheduled to take eighteen months.”

“The workers are under spells,” said FGM in a hushed voice.

“If we don’t do something right now, it’s going to be too late,” said Blair.

“Let’s hope it isn’t already,” said Eli.

Fairy Godmother smiled. “All is well, dearies! A wave of the wand and we too will be in Disneyland Paris. No passports required. Are we ready?”
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“IFIGURED IT OUT!” Charlie announced. His chin was covered in red, white, and blue sprinkles. Lily, Marty, and Marissa barely looked up from their liege waffles as they stood outside EPCOT’s Connections Café. A couple of them tried to say something, but they instead sprayed half-chewed waffle in Charlie’s direction.

“Chemist,” Charlie said.

“Displezie,” said Marissa, wiping her mouth with a napkin.

“Correct,” said Charlie. “Remember what Kamala told us?”

“She told us all sorts of stuff,” Marty said, licking his lips and eyeing the waffle hungrily.

“She said that they left the ink out in sun,” Charlie said proudly.

“Sure,” said Lily. “I remember that.”

“What about it?” Marty asked. “I’m trying to eat a waffle here.”

“And the sun caused the ink to weaken,” Charlie said, testing the others.

“Are you going to tell us?” Marty complained. “Or are we supposed to guess?”

“I need to see if you come to the same answer,” Charlie said.

“Answer to what?” Lily asked.

Marissa spoke, explaining to the younger child: “Charlie is testing what’s called a theory: a bunch of ideas meant to explain something.”

“Like a quiz!” Lily said excitedly.

“Exactly.” Marissa focused on Charlie. “Go on.”

“The sunlight, maybe the heat, caused the ink to weaken,” Charlie repeated.

Lily was eager to be the first to answer. “It changed the ink!”

“The sun made it weaker,” Marissa said. “So what? She said you could use more of it and that it still works.”

“Wait a second, Charlie,” Marty said. “You’re saying she wasn’t the only one who left it in the sun.” His waffle was gone. “The witch. The Overtaker who got Displezie out of prison. Maybe she had the same problem of weak ink.”

“Displezie is a chemist!” Marissa exclaimed.

“Oh … my … gosh!” Marty didn’t seem to know there was powdered sugar on the tip of his nose. He didn’t seem to know that he had shouted the words so loudly as to draw attention to himself and his two friends. “The Overtakers want Displezie to fix the ink.”

“Or make more of it,” Marissa said. “Maybe they are also running low.”

“I don’t exactly get it,” Lily said, though no one seemed to hear her.

Charlie looked pleased with himself. “If Displezie can make their ink stronger, or make more of it, the Overtakers will have an army of jumpers. They can move from park to park. They can escape a battle if things are going wrong.”

“It would give them all the power,” Marty said. He sounded sick. He felt sick. Maybe three waffles had been too many. Maybe Charlie was right.

“We’ve got to tell Eli!” he said.

Marissa suggested: “It might help us if we knew where to find Dr. Displezie.”
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FOUR HOVERCRAFTS FLEW nearly silently, crisscrossing the night sky in France. Only seconds earlier he’d been standing in Anaheim’s Disneyland. The sudden change was almost too much to take.

He reached to check his wristband to see what time it was in France. But he and Blair had turned off their devices. On the off chance the Overtakers might have a way to track him, he didn’t want to use the WORMS.

“Whoa,” Blair remarked, her head tipped so far back Eli thought she might fall over.

“Whoa,” Eli said. “I’m starting to like fairy light.”

“It is always so beautiful here,” Fairy Godmother said.

“And massive.” Eli heard German, Spanish, Chinese, and Farsi being spoken. But mostly French. “No Sologram guards,” Eli said, scouting the surrounding area. “That’s good.”

“How do we find Mr. Wright in such a big place?” Blair asked Fairy Godmother.

“Don’t forget about Displezie,” said Eli. “He has thick black glasses, a shaved head from prison, and he looks like he belongs in a stalker movie.”

“Got it. Let’s split up and look around,” Blair said. “Remember, we can’t do anything to stand out.”

“Might I suggest we meet at the compass hub outside Fantasy Gardens thirty minutes before closing?” Fairy Godmother said. “I can go places you two cannot. I can ask questions you cannot. I should be able to find our Walter.” Her wand materialized in her hand. She cupped it so that it hid behind her forearm. “I can be quite persuasive.”

Eli and Blair grinned. “No kidding,” Eli said.

“I assure you, I am not kidding,” said Fairy Godmother.

*  *  *

With Disneyland Paris closing soon, Eli continued his search of Adventureland. He had less than ten minutes before meeting up with FGM and Blair at the compass hub. He felt useless. A failure. Over an hour and a half of wandering around and all that he had seen were park guests thoroughly enjoying themselves. So disappointing.

Things between him and Blair often felt like competition. Both wanted to beat the other at being first in line or first to know something. He knew that when they met up Blair would have found out something he had not. Wasn’t there anything he could find before they met?

At that exact moment he spotted a blue top hat ahead in the crowd. It might have been coincidence, or the work of Desamora the cat genie, but Eli believed it had to have been the power of positive thinking. He had seen that hat earlier. He had recognized the character immediately. He had turned and run as the hat and the character wearing it had transfigured into a large wolf with glistening white teeth: the Big Bad Wolf.

Other than Flotsam and Jetsam, this was the best lead he could have asked for. Blair was going to love this. Eli swung his head like a weathervane, looking for trouble. Disney villains and bad characters came in bunches, like mosquitoes or cockroaches.

He picked up his pace, staying behind taller grown-ups, finding it an advantage to be shorter and more easily hidden. The Big Bad Wolf was also busy looking around, the hat swiveling like a lawn sprinkler. Eli liked seeing the Big Bad Wolf concerned about his surroundings. Confidence was the greatest weapon of all. If the wolf was distracted, maybe Eli could follow him without been spotted. He stayed behind a dad pushing a stroller, shadowed a young kid holding a dozen balloons, and then walked behind two boys with their arms around each other’s shoulders. The boys offered a good screen. Eli moved to within a few yards of the Big Bad Wolf, who was being stopped for autographs. Those asking for the wolf’s signature apparently did not notice that the wolf had no Cast Member host. Had they noticed he had no handler, maybe they would have realized this particular Big Bad Wolf was no character at all. This one was the real thing.

Time was running out. If Eli continued following the wolf, he was likely to miss Blair and FGM at the park’s compass hub. But if he did not follow the wolf, he might lose their only hope of finding Displezie, no matter how distant that hope might be. There was no guarantee the Big Bad Wolf knew anything about Displezie or Walter Wright. But someone, something, had transfigured him into a real wolf. The man-eels, Flots and Jets, were absolutely Vanessa’s stooges. Ursula/Vanessa possessed superhuman strength, could transfigure their appearance, could hypnotize. And, apparently, could turn a character into their original form—such as a Big Bad Wolf.

Eli’s confidence was not what it once had been. He had made it through the conflict with Carnius in North Africa as much on luck as wiles. His newly found ability to push excited him—thrilled him!—but his lack of control was concerning. He could not count on his pushing to save himself. Not yet, at least. Friends like Blair, Marty, and Marissa gave him more credit than he deserved. He felt stronger and more capable when around them. Here, facing the wolf alone, uncertainty and yes, fear, weighed down on him.

As if sensing Eli’s vulnerability, the wolf spun around quickly. He looked directly at Eli, who shuddered head to toe. Eli raised both palms, his only possibility for self-defense. Elbows bent; his right hand was held higher than his left. Saliva dripped from the wolf’s mouth, like a dog waiting to be fed. The wolf took a step toward Eli; Eli did not move. His hands remained up; his focus undeterred.

The wolf’s cream-colored snout, black button eyes, and monstrous maw maneuvered to track Eli as some young fans raced up to the wolf.

“Who’s afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?” he asked in a deep growl. The five young kids waved their hands frantically. But it was to Eli the wolf had spoken. “I’ll huff and I’ll puff, and I’ll blow you away.”

Eli knew better than to turn his back and run. It was not so much bravery as common sense: With his back turned, he had no power to push the wolf.

The kids clamoring at the wolf’s waist prevented the villain from rushing Eli. The wolf filled his lungs with air. He sucked in so hard, so deeply, that the kids’ hair stood up. Several maps were lifted out of the hands of guests, along with a hot dog and some french fries. The wet lips at the end of the wolf’s snout formed into a perfect, tight circle. His eyes bulged; his shoulders rose. He released an outburst of wind, a tempestuous tempest of terrifying velocity.

Eli summoned a push that began in his belly and rose into his shoulders and upper back. He felt a scalding heat move down his arms and out his palms. The wolf’s storm bounced off an invisible shield moving up, left and right. Guests skidded away from both sides of the blast. Birds squawked and flew a hundred feet higher. Tree branches waved. Hats, maps, sunglasses, and a few wigs and toupees soared. Those standing behind Eli never felt a thing; they cheered and applauded over the unexpected treat of in-park magic on display. The wolf staggered, driven by the reflection of his own torrent of wind.

Eli knew what came next: Questions. Cast Members. Park security.

“Beware, boy. You were lucky this time.” The wolf, also not eager to face questioning, stole into the Discovery Arcade.

Eli understood he should get away as quickly as possible, but he could not resist. He hurried to a column on the side of the arcade’s entrance.

Peering inside, intent on following the Big Bad Wolf, Eli felt a crushing disappointment.

The wolf had disappeared.
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“ARE YOU SURE ABOUT THIS?” Blair asked.

Eli wasn’t sure about anything. It had taken him several minutes to catch up with Blair and FGM at the compass hub. They were now approaching the arcade, but was he too late? “I saw him go in there. I’ll go check it out if you want?”

Behind them, the lights of Disneyland Paris began shutting down. An eerie thing to behold. Only the streetlamps were on in the arcade now and hundreds of other lights had gone dark.

“In for a penny, in for a pound,” Fairy Godmother said.

“What does that even mean?” Blair said.

FGM replied, “If you’re going to stick your foot through the door, you might as well go all the way in.”

“And be seen, and get caught,” Blair said.

“My dear girl, do you suppose I should allow such a thing? What good is a fairy godmother if she does no good?”

“I’m not sure I understand,” said Blair.

Fairy Godmother magically proffered her wand. “Do you think it coincidence that we managed to come over here without interruption from a single Cast Member? It is past closing hour, you understand?”

“I was wondering about that. I thought nobody bothered us because we’re with you.”

“Well, yes and no,” Fairy Godmother said. “I am an important part of the community here. There is no question about that. But rules are rules. You two being here in the park after closing is not within those rules. However …” She lifted her wand slightly.

“You put a spell on them?” Blair gushed, overly impressed.

“I wouldn’t call it a spell, exactly. A simple enough moment of enlightenment. They might see their favorite pet or place, person, or thing. Something they find thrilling. It might be the smell of a flower or the melody of a favorite song. Believe you me, in that moment of intense appreciation they experience only that marvelous sensation, be it sound, taste, or vision. They do not see, hear, or participate in anything else around them, including two children with a particularly fetching character in her robin’s-egg-blue cloak and vest. For a minute or so they are besieged in a place most magnificent and impenetrable.”

“That’s poetry!” Blair said.

“I try,” said Fairy Godmother through a smile as wide as a pumpkin’s.

“It’s dark, but I hear people in there,” Eli said. “I’m going in.”

“Not without me you aren’t,” said Blair.

“Wingman,” Fairy Godmother said, claiming her place with them both. “I will pave the way where I can. Mind you, there are limits to my charms. Spelling a Cast Member is elementary. As you saw previously, taking on a fellow character, especially those on the doom and gloom side of the fence, can be challenging. I will give it my all, which is all I can give.”

“Fair,” said Eli. “Remember: Our way out is down Main Street and through the Liberty Arcade.”

“There’s a secret passage there,” Blair said.

“Not so secret,” said Fairy Godmother. “Though one must admit it is not all that well known.”

The three entered the arcade’s long, sheltered corridor. The floor tiles were the color of old bricks. Lighted globes sat atop green streetlamps. More lights lined the hammer beams of the arched ceiling while others shone from the collar-braces. The look and feel of the arcade was that of another time, when Walt Disney might have been a child on the arm of his mother in Missouri.

Every so often FGM would flick her wrist. The three would walk past Winnie the Pooh or Olaf without being noticed.

“It’s all Disney characters,” Eli said in wonder. “They’ve come alive after closing just like in the Kingdom Keepers stories.”

“Careful,” Blair said, “that’s our parents you’re talking about.”

Fairy Godmother whispered, “I’ll bet Olaf has a cold.” She laughed at her own joke.

Belle carried a cardboard box containing lettuce and vegetables. She smiled at Eli and the others, giving no hint they did not belong.

“She saw us!” Blair said. “She smiled! Belle smiled at me!”

“I’m not a one-spell wonder,” said Fairy Godmother. “We can allow some to see you.”

Rapunzel said hello to Belle as they passed. She entered a store beneath a sign that read Milliner. The store’s windows were filled with every kind of hat. The store signs carried images of what they sold: a candy cane, a mortar and pestle, a knife, a dress and bow tie. One sign had a carving of a foot. Another, a deck of cards.

A man with a deep voice was calling out, offering shaves. Three Blind Mice hurried out of a store and dodged their way through the crowded arcade while bumping into ankles and walls.

Blair said, “This can’t be real, right? You’ve put a spell on us!”

“I have not,” said Fairy Godmother. “We are in this together!”

“Ink,” Eli said. “All these stores. Do any sell ink?”

“Second store to the right and straight on till morning,” Blair said.

“You are butchering a Peter Pan quote,” Eli said.

Blair pointed to the sign hanging over the second store on the righthand side of the arcade. The carving was of a hand holding a pen that was dripping ink.

“A paper store,” Eli said.

“Ink,” said Blair. “Ink, Eli! We have been such idiots!”

“Speak for yourself,” Eli said.

“Ink. Chemistry. Displezie is a chemist! A brilliant one. Why would the Overtakers help him escape prison? So he can make more—” She did not finish the thought, but left it hanging there for Eli.

“Complete and total idiots,” Eli said, shaking his head in disgust.
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DISNEYOGRAPHY, READ THE NAME on the door. The store abounded with thank-you notes, decorative cards, pens, pencils, and leather-bound notebooks marked Spells and Incantations. Whatever the store carried by day, its contents apparently differed by night. A small brass bell on a spring chimed as the door was opened. Eli and Blair entered. Shoulder-height rolling shelves formed aisles between them that aimed at a cash register desk in the back. A door behind the cash register hung open.

Hundreds of items crowded the shelves. Maps and puzzles. A pile of small notebooks was labeled Dream Diary, causing Eli to think of Marty. Behind the cash register desk, the shelves held dozens of bottles of ink with all kinds of interesting labels: Dragon’s Blood, Toad Jam, and Snake Bite.

Eli and Blair pretended to be shopping as they moved down different aisles toward the desk.

“I can’t be in two places at once” came a man’s smooth, throaty voice. It filled the room, but the man was apparently invisible. Then he stood up from behind the counter. His was a drawn face filled with oversize teeth and a jutting chin. His eyes were keen and observant, as if he’d never miss a thing. But it was his blue hat that identified him.

Seeing Dr. Facilier in person gave Eli a sick stomach. If this was a Cast Member, his likeness was uncanny. Eli knew Facilier to be a lying and tricky Disney villain with few equals. He was called by several names. He gave Eli the shivers.

As he and Blair arrived at the cash register desk, Eli caught a flash of something orange through the open door to the back room. The same orange color all the men had been wearing in the prison escape video. Eli wanted a closer look.

“I’m not accustomed to seeing children at this hour,” said Dr. Facilier. “Are you lost, by any chance? Need your fortune told?” Five playing cards appeared as if by magic in his left hand. “Want to play a trick on a frenemy? I have poppets and pins for sale. Instruction is free of charge!”

Blair picked up on Eli’s interest in the door behind the counter. Perhaps she could distract Facilier long enough for Eli to poke around. “I’d like my fortune told,” she said brightly. “How much?”

“We can negotiate fees if and when you are a satisfied customer. I don’t mind a good trade.”

“I think I’d rather pay cash,” said Blair, her face scarlet, her lips trembling. She caught Eli’s attention. “I get anxious in small spaces. Could we maybe do this at the table out in the front of the store?”

“Perceptive one, aren’t you?” Facilier said, a nasty smile twitching across his mouth. “I don’t mind a reading where others can see us. It is good for business. But be forewarned, child: I cannot promise a happy ending. You understand that, my dear?”

Blair had gone breathless. My dear. The way he’d said it gave her clammy skin and a lump in her throat. “Perfect,” she managed to cough out.

Facilier turned a key on the old-fashioned cash register and came around the desk. He eyed Eli. “You slip anything into your pockets and you will wish you hadn’t. Comprenez-vous?”

Eli did not speak French, but he knew well enough to nod.

“Be good or it will be bad.” Facilier grinned, thinking himself clever. He gestured toward the front of the store. Blair glanced over her shoulder at Eli. She had gone as pale as old bone.

Blair coughed into her fist. He took the subsequent look she gave him to mean the cough was meant as a signal. Eli cleared his throat. She nodded and allowed Facilier to guide her forward, her skin crawling.

Eli stole into the back room.

*  *  *

Three walls of the storage area held more paper, pens, and pencils, all in square wooden cubbyholes. Each was labeled in smooth handwriting. There was a small table in the center of the room littered with receipts and letters, and an old telephone. A crumpled orange cloth lay on the floor. Eli picked it up and dropped it the moment he read the word prisoner printed on the back.

Displezie!

Some half-empty paper boxes from Chinese takeout were strewn about, marked Lucky Fortune Cookery. Eli had not heard of it. A restaurant here in Disneyland Paris? he wondered.

All the pieces began to fit into place. Whichever villain had busted Displezie out of prison must have taken him to EPCOT and jumped him through to Disneyland Paris before authorities could catch up.

Displezie had to be nearby. Eli noticed a skid mark on the stone floor. It was drawn in a perfect arc away from the corner of the nearest cubbyhole shelf. A secret door? Nervous that he was taking too much time, that Facilier might catch him, Eli’s attention flicked between searching for a trigger to open the shelving and keeping an eye on the store behind him.

Click. His finger tripped a button deep within a cubbyhole. The shelf popped open. Eli tugged it away from the wall and peered inside. It was heavy but moved silently. He peered in. Empty. He entered cautiously.

The dark space smelled musty. It was small, its shelves crowded with dusty boxes, rags, and jars containing dead mice and rats suspended in fluid. Disgusting! A stone spiral stairway led down into the dark. Eli listened carefully, in no hurry to descend. He switched on his wristband and used its flashlight mode. He took a first, tentative step, knowing time was running out. Facilier was going to catch him, and then what?

Lower, and lower still. He faced two doors at the bottom, one to either side. He opened the one to the right: brooms, a mop, a sink, and bucket.

He opened the other.

For a moment Eli felt unable to move, unable to think. He faced lab tables with beakers, Bunsen burners, titration pipettes, scales. It looked like a glass model of an amusement park. There were stools and dark stains on the floor. A blackboard with chalk that had been erased, leaving arcs of gray dust.

Seeing this room, Eli knew that Blair had been right about Displezie working on the ink. This was a chemistry lab. It had most of the same glassware and items as the lab at his school. It appeared to have been hastily abandoned. The half-eaten food he’d seen upstairs suggested a quick exit.

Vanessa saw us in the park and sicced the wolf on us, Eli thought. When that failed, they decided to move Displezie!

He heard a distant cough. Another. Blair’s signal. Eli hurried up the stairs, slipped out of the hidden room, and pushed the shelving closed.

*  *  *

“You are far from home,” Dr. Facilier said to Blair as they sat down in front of the window looking out on the arcade. There was no sign of FGM; she had slipped out of sight.

Dr. Facilier’s long, spindly fingers were outstretched.

“Show me your palms and tell me, what brings you here?”

Blair didn’t like the idea of her fortune being told. She could decide her own future.

Dozens of Disney characters milled about the arcade passageway. Sight of Chip and Dale briefly stole Blair’s attention.

“A school trip to Paris,” Blair said. “My friend and I missed the bus back into the city.” She didn’t dare look the man in the eye. Something told her that he would see her lie.

“The trouble with lies is that they aren’t the truth,” he said. “They fool only the person telling them.”

Blair caught him staring at her WORMS wristband. How stupid could she be? He wasn’t reading her fortune but studying her.

“If you own that device, you live in Disney World or Disneyland. Your parents must work for Disney,” he said. “I find that most interesting. Once again: What are you doing so far from home, child?”

“I’m not a child, and I see what you’re doing,” she said.

He studied the lines on her palms. “I see danger ahead for you. I cannot speak for your friend, only you. You should go home now. You will be safer there.”

Blair stiffened. She struggled to stand and leave this man, this place, but felt held in the chair by a super-natural force.

“You are searching for something,” he said.

“Isn’t everyone?” she said. “Happiness? A new friend? My mother says we are all searchers.” She tried again to get out of the chair. Again, she couldn’t stand up. Was it that her legs were weak and shaking, or was it because of him?

“Your mother is most wise.” Facilier’s voice sounded raw and raspy. He leaned closer over the table. “An animal, I believe. Something living. This is the nature of your search.”

Displezie! Blair thought.

“It will not be found here in this place. A longer journey is required.” Odysseus, Blair thought. “This new journey is the source of the danger that awaits you. Again, I suggest you and your friend should go home.”

“I don’t have any travel plans, other than joining my class in Paris,” she said. “After that I’m going home, as you’ve said. I think it’s tomorrow or the next day. Soon. I can’t remember. Our teacher told us, but who listens to teachers?”

“You are a clever girl,” Facilier said dryly.

“My palms told you that?”

“No. Your palms tell me you are in danger. You are a child playing an adult. This can be fraught with problems. Trouble. You will be hurt.”

“Someone will hurt my feelings? News alert: I’m in middle school. My feelings get hurt every day.” Blair dared to look at Facilier. His eyes were quite big for his skinny face. They were bloodshot on the edges, like a person who has been crying. His nose flared as he breathed calmly. He frightened her, though she fought to not show him this. She looked away.

“Words can hurt but we mustn’t let them wound.”

Whatever that means!

Daisy Duck, who had just arrived, called out that she was ready. Facilier quickly collected the cards and stood. He spoke privately to Blair, his voice rasping. “But there is no teacher, is there? No return to Paris. You are lying about all of that, you lying little girl.” Blair cringed. She hated being called a liar—even when it was true—and despised being referred to as a little girl. “Stop this foolishness at once. Return to your parents.” He drew in a deep breath. “Tell them not to send children to do their bidding.” His thin frame distorted, his chest filling like a balloon. “Do this now, while you still can.”

*  *  *

“You’re quiet,” Eli told Blair as they followed FGM out of the arcade. A few minutes later they sat down on a low wall. Eli was happy to be in shadow and not easily seen.

“Am not,” Blair said.

“You usually talk more.”

“I do not,” she said.

“You didn’t like having your fortune told.” Fairy Godmother made it a statement. “Don’t worry about it, dearie. They make up all that stuff.”

Blair did not want to talk about it.

“Has either of you heard of Lucky Fortune Cookery?” Eli asked.

Fairy Godmother shook her head. Then Blair shot Eli a confused look and did the same.

Eli told them about his discovery of the hidden chemistry lab and the orange jumpsuit. He told them about the half-eaten containers of Chinese food and the restaurant name.

“Wait here,” FGM said. She walked through the arcade and into a pastry shop. A moment later she emerged from the shop and rejoined Eli and Blair. “The cooking world is a small fraternity, my dears. Especially in the world of Disney. I spoke to the Cast Member at the boulangerie—the bakery—and she told me that the Lucky Fortune Cookery is located on the Pacific Wharf in California Adventure.”

For a long moment, none of them spoke. The silence that descended between them was filled with the chirping of birds and the distant voices of Cast Members cleaning up after a long day at the park.

“So,” Blair said, “someone in the back of the paper shop here was eating take-out from a restaurant in Disneyland.”

“California Adventure,” said Eli. He knew at once that this was part of his journey. Kamala had understood that stopping Displezie and the Villains would not be easy. Eli had to return to Disneyland.

“Probably a jumper delivered the takeout food,” Blair said. “It could have been Vanessa, Flots and Jets, Facilier, or anyone else on Vanessa’s team. What matters is that someone jumped from Disneyland to here.”

“And then, whoever was eating disappeared,” Eli said. “If they knew we were here looking for him, maybe they moved him.”

“I’ll bet you’re right! Facilier did not seem upset,” Blair said, nodding. “He was calm and cool. Relaxed. I suppose even if he knew we were poking around, he also could have known Displezie was no longer here. He baited me by telling me a longer journey was required to find what I was looking for.”

“But why would he do that?” Eli asked.

“To scare you,” Fairy Godmother said. “So often the best tool at one’s disposal is another person’s emotions. Facilier wanted you afraid so you would not continue with this journey—the task at hand.”

“You’re right!” Blair said. “He told me to go home a bunch of times.”

“I am a good fairy, dearie. I am always right. You will learn to trust that.” FGM giggled.

“So, what now?” Blair asked.

“We think like our parents would think,” Eli said, “and by that, I mean when they were Kingdom Keepers.” He had realized there was no choice in the matter: The only clue pointed to Disneyland and California Adventure. He explained his reasoning to FGM and Blair. “The first place we need to check is California Adventure.”

“I advise you to think carefully, dearies. I am afraid that I and my apprentices are only to be found in Disneyland’s Bibbidi Bobbidi Boutique. I have no place in California Adventure. I cannot help you there. Please, let us wait a moment.” She waved her wand, her lips moving silently. Blair gasped. Eli stepped back.

A bubble grew before them. Inside stood a glowing Cinderella.

“Fairy Godmother?” Cinderella said, her voice airy and distant.

“Your Highness, a slight problem, if you will.” She explained the need to continue their investigation in California Adventure. “Do you think it might be possible for me to—”

“Absolutely not!” said Cinderella, aghast. “One cannot go to where one is not. Rule number one.” Cinderella’s image grew faint. “Is that all?”

“There is the matter of the children continuing their journey,” FGM said.

“I see,” said Cinderella. “Very well. Leave that to me.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” FGM moved her wand slightly, and Cinderella was gone.

FGM smiled warmly at Eli and Blair, puckered her lips, and furrowed her brow. For the first time, she spoke with a level of concern. “I can only go to where I am allowed. Without a presence in California Adventure, I cannot travel there. I cannot take you there!”

Blair said, “Can’t you just send us using fairy light?”

“If only it worked like that, child. I am overwhelmed with regret, dearies. I can take you back to Disneyland, but from there you are on your own.”

Eli was about to complain but reconsidered. FGM had helped them so much, and Cinderella had been so definite.

Fairy Godmother took their hands and sighed. “From adversity comes strength,” she said.
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WATTIE STARTLED FINN AWAKE. Finn shook Amanda, who sat up in bed.

“Wattie detected a perimeter breach,” he told his wife.

“Who would be wandering around at this hour?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.

Finn tapped his WORMS wristband and moved through menus.

A hologram image projected above his wristband.

“Is that a carriage out front?” Amanda gasped breathlessly. She was already out of bed and pulling on her robe by the time Finn spoke.

“Not just any carriage!”

Wearing robes and slippers, Finn and Amanda stood alongside the brilliant white carriage waiting for something to happen.

Finally a coachman climbed down off the back of the carriage and opened the side door.

“Enter,” spoke a woman’s voice.

Finn helped Amanda up and into the carriage. He followed. They sat facing Cinderella. Neither spoke.

“It has been a while,” the princess said to Finn. He introduced Amanda, who bowed her head in deference to the princess. There was no room to curtsy.

“I am sorry to inform you that I have had to prevent my fairy godmother from continuing with your son and his friend to California Adventure. It is not allowed, I’m afraid.”

“California?” Amanda said.

“We thought you should know,” the princess said.

“Of course,” said Finn. “And we thank you for it.”

“I would if I could, but there are rules. You understand.”

“Eli is all right?” Amanda asked. “He and Blair?”

“Right as rain,” she replied. “Fairy Godmother’s journey ends with them in France or possibly Disneyland. She can be sneaky.”

“Walter?” Finn asked Cinderella.

“That work has not been completed, as I understand. However, their hope remains.”

“Well, that’s something,” Amanda said.

“But they wanted to return to Anaheim,” Finn said, thinking aloud. “That’s closer than Paris!”

Cinderella said, “By the look of it, the children were disappointed with my decision to separate them from Fairy Godmother in their quest. Again, I am deeply sorry.”

“We understand,” said Amanda. “It’s heartening to hear they are all right.”

“We lost contact with them,” Finn said. “I suspected they didn’t want to risk being tracked. Knowing they’re okay is a gift, so we thank you.”

“If I can be of any help,” Cinderella said. “You must know I would do anything within my powers to assist the Children of the Light.”

“We thank you,” said Finn. He nudged Amanda, who appeared starstruck by Cinderella’s presence. “We will be leaving now.”

“Right!” Amanda said.

They climbed out of the carriage. The coachman closed the carriage door. Horse hooves clattered on the pavement as the carriage turned around and headed in the direction of EPCOT.

“I wish we’d taken a photo,” Amanda said.

“We’re forbidden from meeting with Philby and the others, but we need to reach a decision. Eli needs the wand and ink. We must make that happen.”

“I have an idea,” said Amanda. She turned her head toward the front door of their house. Finn followed, looking in the same direction.

Wattie stood in the doorway wagging his alumi-num tail.

“Brilliant,” Finn said.
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LILY, MARTY, CHARLIE, AND MARISSA stood atop a roof in EPCOT’s France Pavilion. They looked up at the Eiffel Tower’s blinking lights. They had climbed a backstage ladder to get there. If they were caught by Solograms they would be in big trouble.

“We’re not supposed to play with matches,” Lily said.

“We’re not playing, Lil. This is a science experiment I did in school. Well, Mr. Grumfeld did it, but I was watching. It’s called phosphorus. I may have borrowed some phosphorus from Mr. Grumfeld’s lab closet.” Despite that Marty often played the role of technical expert, he barely knew what he was doing. But he was the only one in the group with the nerve to try stuff. Marty used the ink Uncle Finn had given him. The wand was tipped with ink and ready to create a shimmer.

“Lil,” Charlie said, “our parents planned this. They know what we’re doing. Uncle Finn is watching us. Eli needs the wand and the ink. That’s our mission: Get Eli the wand and ink.”

Marty nodded slightly to Marissa, whose eyes drifted to Lily. Marissa nodded back. She and Marty shared a secret.

“Snacks? Clothes? Water bottle?” Marty said, reading from a checklist. He, Charlie, and Lily all wore small Disney backpacks stuffed with clothes and other items. “I have a flashlight, some Band-Aids, rubber bands, and a compass in case our wristbands don’t work over there.” Marty found it difficult to swallow. His throat was dry and raw.

Lily said, “Marty, you’re ready with the floss-for-us, in case we need it?”

Marty did not correct Lily’s mispronunciation.

He held up the plastic cup containing a small amount of the red powder and a book of matches.

Marty pulled on the straps of his Magical Map backpack. He held the wand.

“Solograms!” Marissa called out, pointing toward the England Pavilion.

*  *  *

Two minutes earlier, Wattie had been running quickly toward EPCOT’s France Pavilion. The Whitmans’ robotic dog was aimed at four Sologram guards headed toward the Eiffel Tower. The sniffing dog passed the United Kingdom Pavilion moving so fast its feet barely touched the cobblestone pathway.

Finn, occupying a chair in his home’s living room less than a mile away, watched the holoscreen video. It showed two perspectives: one looked down on the dog from above. This was shot from a drone being run by Philby, who sat in a chair next to him. The other image was video from Wattie’s two “eyes.”

The dog reached the bridge in time to show the kids up on a roof of a building in France. It looked to all—Charlene and Amanda were in the room with their partners—as if the kids had made it to the roof as planned.

The drone view revealed Solograms advancing on France. Solograms, being only projections, did not always run. They could also move in chunks of distance as their projections shifted one GPS coordinate to another. The four guards disappeared and reappeared as they steadily drew nearer. Suddenly two of the guards showed up straight ahead.

Finn selected a zigzag pattern for Wattie’s movement. The Sologram guards were not programmed for such sudden changes in direction—but their artificial intelligence soon overcame the problem. What began as random moves transformed into a pattern designed to intercept the robotic dog.

Wattie crossed the bridge from the UK Pavilion into the France Pavilion. He leaped, Finn directing him, behind a row of potted trees, blocking the approaching Solograms.

Wattie passed through a pair of shadows. Two women in jeans and dark shirts swept past the robodog. Their coordinated movements and actions impressed Finn. Elite soldiers? Solograms? Definitely well trained. He recalled Eli’s thorough description of women combatants in Morocco. Only then did Finn identify the two as members of the Shroud.

Finn watched as the two Shroud realized they couldn’t fight hologram projections. Next, the women combatants leaped to block the path of a pair of Sologram assistant officers. But the Shroud passed through the Solograms. Frustrated and confused, the Shroud hesitated a few seconds too long.

One of the assistant officers raised its arm and pinched its fingers together. A bluish zap of electricity stunned one of the Shroud.

Finn directed Wattie toward the Eiffel Tower and up the backstage stairs climbing toward the rooftop. The Solograms materialized in front of the dog. Finn and Wattie had to buy time for the kids to pass through the shimmer.

Wattie looked around quickly. How to stop the Solograms? Finn knew the answer: The Overtakers had once attempted to shut down an entire power plant to prevent the Keepers’ holograms from projecting. Projectors required electricity.

Wattie leaped off the metal mesh stairs and onto a narrow platform. Three thick black wires ran from a gray box mounted to the wall. Wires. Electricity.

The Sologram officers jumped onto the platform with Wattie. Finn understood to protect the kids he had to make a sacrifice: Wattie bit down hard into two of the wires. Sparks exploded from the box. Wattie collapsed. Finn’s video went dark.

The park’s lights blacked out in sections. First, the west side of World Showcase—Canada, the UK. Then France, Morocco, Japan, and on and on around World Showcase Lagoon, until finally Mexico went dark.

The assistance officers sparked and vanished.

*  *  *

A sudden flash surprised Marty, Lily, Charlie, and Marissa. The lights on the Eiffel Tower went dark.

Marissa took hold of the confused Lily. “What just happened?” she said.

“I think that’s called parental support,” Marty said, lifting the wand.

Marissa held Lily tightly as Marty waved Mickey’s conductor baton like a wand.

He said, “In a minute we should jump through to Disneyland Paris. If we succeed, we will give Eli the wand and ink like Uncle Finn asked. If we can’t find Eli there, we will be back here this same time tomorrow.”

The air melted open. Marty and Charlie jumped through as Lily struggled to join them. Marissa held her back.

“Let me go!” Lily complained.

“It’s too dangerous, Lil. You and I should stay here to keep them safe.”

As the oily air began to heal, a tearful Lily whispered softly, “Make sure you come back, Charlie.”

*  *  *

Not far away, on the other side of ECPOT’s lake, horses’ hooves clapped the pavement in the pitch-dark. Only seconds before, the EPCOT lights had gone dark. The sound of air conditioners had gone silent. The horse and rider trotted into the Morocco Pavilion. The rider raised her hand and drew a glowing spiral into the air.

An oily opening appeared in front of the pavilion’s magnificent fountain. The air separated, turning night into daylight, beyond which was an old, tired amusement park. Kamala tapped the horse’s side with her heels.

Together, rider and horse jumped through to Morocco.
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MARTY WISHED HE COULD keep Mickey’s wand forever. He had drawn a shimmer all by himself. He and Charlie stepped through to a spot in front of the Disneyland Paris castle.

“Let’s get out of here before we’re spotted,” Marty said. They hurried to hide among some trees near a small fountain.

“What now?” Charlie asked. “Uncle Finn said their wristbands are turned off, so we can’t use Find My Friends.”

“No,” said Marty.

Besides Eli, Blair, and the Fairy Godmother, the two boys had been told by Uncle Finn to watch for Vanessa, Cinderella, or any of a handful of important Disney villains.

“Until you’re looking for someone,” Charlie said, “you forget how big the parks are.”

“Agreed.”

“Look!” Charlie whispered.

“Amazing!” said Marty. Carrousel horses were eating grass on the other side of the hub. The horses carried the carrousel’s golden poles through their middles. Mary watched as her little lambs also fed off grass not far from the horses. Barbosa walked up Main Street while chatting with two pirates.

“Does Barbosa count as a villain?” Marty asked.

“I’m not sure, but I think we should avoid him,” said Charlie. “Let’s go.”

Shadow by shadow, doorway by doorway, the two boys kept out of sight while following Barbosa and the pirates toward Town Square. As the three slipped into a Main Street restaurant, Charlie pointed. “Look!”

“That’s Cinderella,” whispered Marty.

“Yes, it is. Probably the real Cinderella since the park is closed.”

“Let’s go!” Marty led Charlie up Main Street USA, toward Town Square. The boys arrived just in time to see the princess enter the Discovery Arcade.

Charlie said, “She can’t possibly be the real Cinderella. Right?”

“You just said it was!” said Marty. “Make up your mind, Charlie.”

“If we’re caught, they’ll throw us out. We don’t speak French and we don’t know anything about Paris. If we turn on our WORMS to translate, our wristbands can be tracked.” For the first time, Charlie sounded frightened. “We need a real plan.”

“This is the plan. The plan is to find Eli. How about you stay here, and I check it out? If you see someone coming, you hoot like an owl.”

“Because there are a lot of owls in Disneyland Paris,” Charlie said, rolling his eyes. “I’ll meow. I’m way better at meowing than I am at hooting.”

“Meow, then. If you absolutely have to leave, then we meet up outside the ice-cream shop.”

“Deal.”

Marty hurried toward the entrance of the arcade.

The Three Blind Mice passed him. Marty found it difficult to stay focused. He stuck his head around the corner and peered inside.

No way! he thought. He blinked furiously to clear his eyes and looked for a second time. Halfway down the arcade Cinderella walked past a woman who looked a lot like Fairy Godmother. Next to her stood two kids. Marty could only see them from the back, but he had no doubts.

Marty motioned for Charlie to join him. Nothing changed; Charlie wasn’t moving.

“Charlie!” he called in a husky voice. “Hurry!”

“Meow!” came Charlie’s reply.

“Charlie Maybeck, you get over here right now!”

Charlie peeked around the bush and shook his head.

“Right … now!”

Charlie hurried across the path and skidded to a stop next to Marty. “This was not the plan!”

“Blair and Eli.” Marty took Charlie by the shoulders and pushed his head past the corner.

“Blair!” Charlie whispered.

“We don’t run. We walk perfectly normal. You see all those characters?”

Charlie nodded enthusiastically.

“We keep to this side and look into the shop windows so our faces can’t be seen. Got it?”

Charlie nodded again.

“Okay. Here we go.”
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A FRACAS OCCURRED DOWN the arcade. Eli turned to see if they were being threatened. “Blair, that’s Charlie and Marty!”

Blair whirled around. “What? Where did they come from?”

“Across the arcade,” Eli said. “The man-eels. They’ve spotted them!”

“Fairy God—”

Eli was cut off by Fairy Godmother raising her wand. “I take it the two boys are friends of ours?”

“My brother!” said Blair.

The man-eels moved fluidly. They slimed their way across the bricks toward Marty and Charlie, who, walking quickly toward Blair and Eli, did not see the two eels.

Eli signaled Marty, who waved, misunderstanding. Charlie spotted the man-eels first.

He was too late.

Charlie stepped in front of Marty to shield him.

Seeing Flotsam and Jetsam, Marty groaned. “What are those? And why are they coming toward us?”

Fairy Godmother flicked her wand sharply.

Flots and Jets changed direction slightly and entered a hat shop. It was as if they had never seen Marty and Charlie.

Eli signaled the two boys to join them. There were brief and awkward hugs as Fairy Godmother looked on. Introductions were made. Charlie and Marty couldn’t stop staring at the real notorious FGM.

“It’s all right, boys. I’m not going anywhere. You can stop staring.”

Marty blushed. He handed Eli Mickey’s wand and the small vial of ink. “Your father wanted you to have these. Something about going to California Adventure.”

“Got it!” Eli thanked Marty, accepting the wand.

Marty said, “Charlie figured out that they took Chemist Guy to help with the ink.”

“Yeah,” Blair said. “We just figured that out ourselves.”

“We think Displezie might be in California Adventure,” Eli said, slipping the wand beneath his shirt to hide it. “Now we can do something about it.”

“Maybe,” Blair said.

Fairy Godmother smiled as she said, “All this is well and good. Let us find a place to take a moment for some tea. Don’t you think?”
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IN THE PINK TWILIGHT of an early morning, Blair passed the torn baguette to Marty, who liberated a piece of the bread and started chewing.

“Yum,” Marty mumbled through a mouthful. Fairy Godmother had delivered four warm milk teas as well. The grass, damp with dew, shone silver as the sun continued to rise. They were encircled by bushes, close to the castle. A fine hiding place.

“Thank you for taking care of us,” Blair told FGM. “You really are a fairy godmother.”

“So they say.” FGM giggled. “Now, then, there’s nothing like a good plan. But, if I must admit, it’s not my finest strength. Eli, you will please lead the conversation.”

Knowing FGM could not accompany them to California Adventure, Eli considered their options. “We have enough ink to make the jump to California Adventure, and maybe enough left to get home.”

“My task remains to disenchant Walter,” said FGM. “For that, I will need an assistant. I choose Charles.” She turned to Charlie. “You will stay with me, if you don’t mind.”

“Mind? Are you kidding me! Is that all right, Blair?” Charlie asked his sister.

Blair muttered, “I guess.”

“You need not worry, Blair. I shall take good care of Charles.”

Eli didn’t need Fairy Godmother to transport anyone. Marty had handed him the wand and ink. “Okay. If Charlie stays, I can draw a shimmer through to California Adventure. We need an attraction here in Disneyland Paris that connects to a similar one in Disneyland or California Adventure.”

“If Charlie stays here,” said Marty, “then I suppose I’ll go with you and Blair to California Adventure. Right?”

“Makes sense,” Eli said. “If we can find anything that connects here to there and only here to there.”

Blair spoke up, though timidly. “The castles connect.”

“How’s that?” Marty asked.

“In Disneyland it’s Sleeping Beauty Castle. Here, in France, it’s Le Château de la Belle au Bois Dormant. Americans may not make the connection, but if you speak French that translates to ‘Sleeping Beauty Castle.’” When no one interrupted her, she continued. “In Shanghai it’s the Enchanted Storybook Castle. In Hong Kong it’s the Castle of Magical Dreams. But in France and Disneyland, it’s Sleeping Beauty.”

“I never knew that,” Marty said.

“I don’t know about trying to draw a shimmer into a castle,” Eli said.

“It worked with the Eiffel Tower from EPCOT,” Marty said.

“Yeah, but that’s identical with the Eiffel Tower here,” Eli countered. “The two castles are not identical. Not even the same size.”

“Give me two seconds,” said Charlie. He whispered into his WORMS wristband. “AI search: Overlaps between the castles, Disneyland, and Disneyland Paris.”

They all saw what came next: A fire-breathing dragon rose as a hologram above Charlie’s wristband. He quickly shook his wrist. The image zapped and turned off.

“What … was … that?” Marty said.

“Okay, so here’s the deal,” Charlie said. He pointed in the direction of the park’s glowing castle. “There’s a dungeon underneath that castle.”

“No way!” Blair said.

“Way,” said Charlie. “And in that dungeon there’s a dragon. A very big dragon! A dragon that comes to life.”

“This is just perfect,” muttered Eli.

Charlie continued. “In Disneyland’s Sleeping Beauty Walkthrough, at the back of the castle, there’s a scene that comes after the storybook tells of Maleficent turning herself—”

“Into a dragon,” said Blair.

“Correct. In that scene, the dragon appears high atop a tower. It leans down and it spits—”

“Fire,” said Eli.

“You all know it’s impolite to interrupt, right?” Charlie looked somewhat hurt.

Eli said, “Maleficent and a fire-breathing dragon.” He wasn’t pleased.

“That’s your way back,” said Charlie.
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THE STORY OF KINGDOM KEEPER terror inside It’s a Small World was legend. It had been told to kids by their Kingdom Keeper parents around campfires, across the kitchen table, and in the backyard looking up at stars. None of their children had come to fully accept that their parents were the models for the famous holograms, that the stories that had gone around school for years involved their own moms and dads. Now, with the park closing, the four friends stood outside Le Château de la Belle au Bois Dormant with the infamous FGM looking like a teacher taking her students on a class field trip. Eli had a bad feeling about going into that castle. If the dolls in It’s a Small World could come alive, what was to stop a fire-breathing dragon in a dungeon?

No one wanted to go first. Eli stepped up.

“Stay close together. We only need to be in there long enough for me to open a shimmer.”

“You make it sound so safe,” Marty said.

“Sorry,” Eli answered. “But Dr. Facilier knows we’re here. That probably means all the Overtakers do, too. Maybe that includes a dragon. Maybe not.” He turned to Fairy Godmother, Charlie standing at her side. “You’ve helped us so much,” he said. “Thank you!” Blair hugged FGM, who drew a gloved finger below each eye.

“Now, now, dearies. No need to get an old fairy sentimental.”

Blair hugged her brother, thanked FGM, and looked at Eli. “Lead the way.”

“We’re right behind you,” said Marty.
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A SMALL WATERFALL CASCADED from the stratum of rock that supported Le Château de la Belle au Bois Dormant. The water fell a short distance, its sound soothing. Below the waterfall, three kids followed a paved path that curved as if circling the castle. But in fact, the path terminated at a rock-framed dark hole that looked like the entrance to a mine shaft. A small wood sign read La Taniere du Dragon.

Before Eli could ask, Blair translated. “‘The dragon’s lair.’”

“Perfect,” said Eli sarcastically.

“It’s dark,” Marty said.

“We noticed,” said Blair.

Eli removed the wand and held it before him. The small vial of ink from his father remained in his pocket.

“The park is closing,” Marty said. “No one’s going to be in there.”

“We are,” said Blair.

“I mean, anything could happen,” Marty said.

“Way ahead of you,” said Eli, hoisting Mickey’s wand.

The darkness gave way to flickering light fixtures high on the walls that were shaped like dragons. Water trickled in the distance. The path turned this way and that, the three kids dodging stalactites and rock outcroppings that interfered with their advance. In a few spots they could see through to a bigger space, a cave or cavern, but the path continued to twist.

“This would make an excellent place for an ambush,” Marty whispered. Eli stopped and frowned at him. “Just saying,” Marty added.

“Well, don’t,” said Blair. “If you can’t say something positive, then—”

“So, you’re my parents now?” Marty challenged. “Sheesh!”

“We need to stay positive, that’s all,” Blair replied.

“Exactly,” said Eli, who led the way.

There it was before them: a cavern covered with stalactites from the roof and stalagmites from the floor. There was a dark water pond surrounded by piled stones at the base of the far wall.

As Blair’s eyes adjusted, she said, “That’s not a rock on top of the rock.” There was indeed a large rock protruding out into the black water. The boys had thought it was two rocks stacked one atop the other.

“Those aren’t roots!” Marty said. For there were three large stems coming out from the wall.

“That’s a hole in the wall,” Eli gasped.

“That’s its head,” said Blair.

“And one of its talons,” croaked Marty.

One could make out a length of a neck with scales leading to what had to be hidden inside the gaping hole in the wall. They were looking at a dragon!

The dragon’s head lifted off the rock. Its maw fell open and its eyes flickered yellow.

“Bad idea!” announced Marty as he turned to run.

Eli grabbed him by the arm and swung him around. The dragon head lurched toward the kids, its hundreds of sharp teeth on full display. It roared, a deep-belly groan that warned of certain death. Eli’s hands shook as he tried to open the vial of ink.

“Here,” Blair said calmly. She took the vial from Eli, uncorked the top, and held it steady so that Eli could dip the wand.

The dragon’s head moved closer, its neck extended. The dragon pushed forward. Its snout was maybe two feet from Eli, whose entire body was shaking. “Now I know how a marshmallow feels,” he said.

The dragon’s maw fell open farther to where the kids could see down its throat.

Eli waved the wand like opening a zipper. The air grew oily. It began to melt like molten wax. The dragon’s eyes pinched shut. It inhaled in a halting wheeze that sounded as if it was gasping for air.

The air parted and sagged open. Darkness beyond, mottled with a blue haze.

“Jump!” cried Eli, holding the wand at the bottom of the opening. “Now! Hurry!”

Blair pushed Marty through. She glanced back, extending her hand to Eli as she leaped into the gap in the air. Eli took her hand and sprang for the withering opening.

Behind him, a blast of orange heat splashed onto the rock wall, exploding out and nearly burning him as he rolled away from the closing shimmer.
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“THE SECRET TO A GOOD pudding is the sugar,” said Fairy Godmother. Charlie had no idea what she was talking about. He typically lived in his own world, his own imagination. He liked to read books about scientific discoveries and important lives. He had studied the first expedition to Mars by attending online college courses. He knew more about it than his teachers did—the meteor shower on day forty-one (he had also seen both the films), the water shortage in month two after a solar-panel outage. All the stories, hardships, and victories. He particularly liked books about rescues. Space rescues. Ocean rescues. Cave rescues. He imagined himself a hero, saving lives, coming up with the solution to a life-threatening problem.

He had never imagined himself hanging out with a fairy godmother of indeterminate age who randomly giggled to herself without explanation. But here he was in Disneyland Paris, as the legend’s sidekick and her second set of eyes.

Like Charlie, Fairy Godmother existed in her own bubble of a world. She liked everyone, feared no one, and found humor in most things. She was fun to be around, though dangerous as well since she had little concept of suspicion or risk. She was like a child on a slide who simply shut her eyes and let go, plummeting down with a wild laugh and no idea of how she was going to land. The good thing about being with Fairy Godmother was that Charlie felt needed. He could play the role of guide dog and guard dog. He was important.

“Where are we going?” Charlie asked. They appeared headed to the absolute end of the park’s Fantasyland. “I think this is a dead end.”

“Oh, dearie, it is very much alive, I assure you.”

“I thought you were going to try to disenchant the head guy.”

“Walter, yes. But first we must find him.”

“I’ll shut up now,” Charlie said.

“Your questions are welcome, Charlie. They keep me on my toes.”

Charlie was not sure what that meant. “Okay,” he said.

“I learned a little something thanks to Eli and Blair. Most useful to me. Remember this, Charlie: You must learn one new thing every day or you are not living. You are coasting. And when one coasts, one runs out of steam.”

“Sure. I guess.”

“Before you go to bed each night think about the one or two new things you have learned that day. Focus on them. Remember them. Put them to use. If you do not exercise your knowledge, you lose its strength.”

“What did you learn?”

“Are you familiar with the definition of reflection?” she asked.

“I guess. Seeing yourself.”

“That one is true. But how is it possible?”

“I don’t get it,” he said.

“The science of it,” she said.

A fairy godmother talking about science seemed upside down to Charlie. FGM was all about magic and spells.

“Do you see your reflection in the dark?” she asked.

Charlie had never thought of that. A mirror was useless in the dark. A photograph could not be seen in the dark. “Light. You’re talking about light.”

It sounded as if she hummed agreement. “The light bounces off a surface. A mirror. Water. Shiny objects. One-way reflection is described as ‘casting back’ or ‘backscatter.’”

“Is that right?” Charlie had little interest in this. His concern was finding Walter Wright. Was he supposed to refocus her on that task? Was that his job as a sidekick?

“That botchagaloop, Narissa, turned me into a Hemiechinus auritus in the middle of a disenchantment. That goes against every rule of spell casting. Quite dangerous to the subject, to be sure. Bad sport, I tell you.”

“Turned you into what?”

“A hedgehog!” FGM released a high giggle. She could make herself laugh over anything. “She had me in quite the predicament. That is, until Eli and Blair carried me around the park, and I began seeing mirrors everywhere.”

“Reflections.”

“See? You are paying attention, Charlie. Good boy.”

Charlie did not like being called a boy, but he let it go. A fairy godmother could basically call him whatever she wanted.

“I disenchanted myself,” she said proudly. “I am not sure why I had not thought of doing so prior to that. I have most certainly transfigured and transformed with the best of them. Dozens, a hundred or more, perhaps. But never like that. Never myself in a mirror.”

“O-kay,” he said.

“I am rambling. You think I am rambling.”

“A little bit, maybe.” He did not want to insult the notorious FGM.

“What is the one thing no one can resist?” she asked.

“Candy?”

She hurled a laugh, threw it around so that it bounced back off the walls and laughed back at them. “A child. A young person, Charlie. To wit: you.”

“Me?”

“Now you are catching on.”

“Not really,” he said.

“Oh, but you will.”
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“I’M FALLING ASLEEP,” declared Blair. She, Marty, and Eli sat on the floor of Disneyland’s Sleeping Beauty Walkthrough. They faced an animation of the Maleficent dragon appearing atop a building spitting fire toward the ground.

“I’ll take first watch,” said Eli. “You two sleep if you can.”

“I’ll take the next,” Marty offered. “Wake me, whenever.”

The night passed slowly, Eli worrying about every click and pop he heard echoing down the walkthrough. He hoped all was well with Lily, Charlie, Marissa, his parents, and Hadiza. He could feel he was close to the troubles now—the threats to the park—right or wrong. He sensed a kind of looming danger like he had felt in the dragon’s grotto. It ends here, he thought. One way or the other, it ends here.

Daylight did not reach down the walkthrough. It was the sounds of the park preparing to open that alerted the kids to their situation. They carefully timed their leaving the walkthrough to match the arrival of early entry guests who ran in all directions hoping to make the most of their thirty-minute advantage.

Entering California Adventure required them to use the gold passes on their WORMS, something that had the possibility of alerting the Overtakers. Their parents might receive notice of the use of the passes as well. If they had hoped to enter the parks secretly, those hopes were now dashed.

“We’ve got to be super careful,” Eli said as they looked for a spot to observe the Chinese restaurant without sticking out. They found seats at a table beneath an umbrella near a rack full of surfboards. It offered a partial view of Rita’s Baja Blenders and the entrance to Lucky Fortune Cookery.

“I’m hungry,” Marty said. “If I have to look at anyone else coming out with piles of food I’m going to eat the umbrella.”

Blair looked up from a park map. “Do we agree we are probably outnumbered?”

Eli nodded. “Yup.”

“I mean, let’s say we see someone with a pile of takeout. We have to follow, right?”

“Right,” said Marty. “If we want to find Displezie.”

“There could be a lot of big takeout orders,” Blair said.

“Agreed,” said Eli.

“So, let’s say we think we find Displezie. What then? We need help for sure, right?”

“Your point?” Marty was irritable when hungry.

“Tiana is in Disneyland. The attraction. The restaurant. She helped us before. I could go over there. I could maybe ask her for help.”

“Good idea,” Eli said.

“It’s worth a try,” Blair said. “You do not move on Displezie without me.”

“Agreed,” said Eli. “So, hurry back.”

Blair joined the throng of park guests and disappeared quickly.

“Just us now,” Marty said.

“Right,” said Eli. “Got it. Three minus one is two.”

“No need to get nasty,” Marty said.

“I’m just saying, it’s kind of obvious it’s just us, Marty.”

“There you go again.”

At nearly that same instant, a Caribbean pirate left the restaurant café holding two bulging bags of takeout food. Costumed Cast Members ate backstage. This pirate was breaking the rules. Worse, he brushed off park guests trying to get his autograph. Upon closer look, his beard and tattoos appeared real, not part of a costume. He was not a Cast Member, but a real pirate. An Overtaker.

The boys followed the pirate, keeping well back. They stopped at the exit to watch the pirate cross the plaza and enter Disneyland through a Cast Member entrance, away from where guests entered.

“Do we follow?” asked Marty.

“We can. But we know where he’s going. There’s only one attraction he can enter without raising questions. Suspicion, even.”

“Agreed.”

An announcement came over the loudspeaker interrupting the boys.

“Today,” declared the man’s voice over the public address system, “is another magical day in California Adventure! Our afternoon parade has a gift for all our guests! We are introducing a new float from one of the greatest stories ever told! Soon to be a major motion picture from Walt Disney Pictures: The Trojan Horse!”

“I didn’t know California Adventure has its own parade,” Marty said.

“Wait!” Eli said sharply. “Kamala’s message to me. My journey. The Odyssey. Hurry! The Trojan Horse is in that story.”

“The parade!” said Marty.

“The parade!” echoed Eli.

*  *  *

“I do not like such surprises!” the director of the afternoon parade told her Cast Member assistant. The two walked past all the floats as they overlooked the assembly of the parade lineup backstage. Her calm eyes appealed to the young man for help. “Please double-check this new float is fully approved.”

In her five years of running the new California Adventure parade, no such exhibit had been added without months of discussion, review, and crowd testing. An unexpected float presented technical problems as well: Magnetic sensors in the parade path “spoke” to the route’s audio system and changed the music as each scene neared. This meant the only position for the new entry was at the end of the parade lineup. The parade director did not like the idea of replacing Mickey and Minnie’s grand finale with something new and unexpected.

Her assistant returned, slightly out of breath. “It is as you suspected: The addition is only to our parade. No other parks. Very last minute.”

“Something is not right about this,” the director said.

“It has all the proper approvals.”

“Not mine,” said the director. “I do not like this one bit.”

*  *  *

Tiana offered a slight wave of her hand in Blair’s direction. Blair nodded back. Powdered sugar rained down from her beignet and caught on her T-shirt. She tried to speak but sprayed white powder across the table.

She recognizes me. Blair wondered how that could be possible. She scribbled out a note on a napkin.

My friends and I were sent here by the Children of the Light. Tiana (you?) helped us once. Can you help us here?

As she circulated through the tables of diners, Tiana passed Blair. She offered the girl a smile.

Blair passed her the note.

Without hesitation, Tiana scooped it up and slipped it into her pocket. She winked at Blair and continued on.
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“AND YOU ARE?” asked Walter Wright, seated at the oblong conference table.

“Charlie.” He remained standing.

Surprisingly, or maybe not so surprisingly, Charlie had found Walter Wright in the most obvious place of all—his office at Disneyland Paris.

“The receptionist said you can help me find someone. A missing boy.”

Charlie kept his left hand in his pocket, his fist gripped tightly—but not too tightly. “Eli Whitman.”

“Should I know that name?”

“I think you do. His father is Finn Whitman.”

“Aha! Of course.”

Charlie bristled at the man’s invented surprise. He had to know about Eli.

“He and my dad were both Kingdom Keepers. I’m Charlie Maybeck.”

Walter Wright’s eyes tightened. But they strained as well, looking like there was a voice in the man’s head that wanted out.

“What can I do for you, Charlie?”

“Eli. The missing boy?” Is this man not paying attention?

“Of course!”

“You’re looking for him,” Charlie said.

“Do not make assumptions, young man.”

“I wonder if I could close the door,” Charlie said. “So that no one can overhear?”

Mr. Wright nodded. “I’ll get it.” He stood and walked over to shut the office door.

Seeing the man’s back turned to him, Charlie knew this was the moment he had been waiting for. He slipped his hand out of his pocket and opened his fist, setting the small butterfly onto the conference table. As Charlie’s right hand retrieved a circular mirror from his opposite pocket, a wand appeared in front of the butterfly. Mr. Wright closed the door and turned around.

“What is that? What’s the meaning of this?”

Charlie lifted the small mirror and held it in front of the butterfly, whose wings began flapping.

“Explain yourself and that mirror, or I’m calling security!”

Charlie identified the problem. He had messed up by holding the mirror at a slight angle. The butterfly could only see the ceiling. Charlie corrected himself. Just as Mr. Wright reached for the door, the butterfly flew to face the mirror properly. Suddenly Fairy Godmother appeared standing on the conference table, the mirror at her feet.

“What am I doing up here on the table?” she screeched. “The floor! I told you to put the butterfly on the floor!”

Mr. Wright did not get the door open before his knees gave out and he sank a few inches.

Charlie helped FGM to use a chair while he held her hand and she stepped down.

“Now, where was I?” she asked no one in particular. “Oh yes!”

“Is that you?” Walter asked.

“Contra, incanta!” FGM waved her wand like she was painting a wall: head to toe, up and down, in front of Walter.

The man shuddered. He blinked, burped, and his eyeballs rolled.

“Is he all right?” Charlie whispered.

“Incantare leniter.” FGM slowed the speed of her wand.

Walter released a second burp and smiled.

“Esse te ipsum nostis te ipsum,” recited the fairy.

Walter looked himself up and down, appearing disoriented. “That’s better,” he said.

“Third time is the charm,” said Fairy Godmother. “I should have known this one would be tricky.”

“Fairy Godmother?” Walter clearly did not remember what he was doing in a room with a small boy and a Disney character.

“I believe you have not quite been yourself lately, Mr. Wright.”

“Me? I? Where are we?”

“Disneyland Paris,” Charlie said.

“My goodness,” the man said.

A knock on the door, followed by the receptionist poking her head inside. “Are you? Is that?” The woman could not take her eyes of the notorious FGM.

“In the flesh,” FGM said.

“What is it?” Mr. Wright asked the receptionist.

“Ah yes! I am just confirming your request for the two hundred brooms, sir.”

“What request? Which brooms?”

“For Shanghai Disney Resort,” she said. “The Villains’ Realm order that required your signature.”

Mr. Wright looked bewildered.

Charlie said, “That does not sound good.”
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MUSIC FILLED THE PARADE route. Park guests were packed in along the path. Kids were sitting on their parents’ shoulders. Disney and Pixar characters waved from floats. Guests cheered, took photos, and clapped until their palms were red.

Despite thousands in attendance, no one saw where the brooms came from. It was almost as if they magically appeared. These were no ordinary brooms.

They were the brooms from the Disney movie Fantasia. They were tall brooms standing up straight. They had short arms that wiggled from the broomstick and hands that carried wooden buckets sloshing water. The guests lining the parade path believed the brooms to be part of the show. This trickery had all the makings of an Overtaker attack. Eli and Marty recognized this immediately.

“Trouble,” Eli said.

“With you,” said Marty.

Two columns of brooms marched toward the parade. At the last minute they separated, one column heading to lead the parade, the other to follow at the rear.

“They control the parade now,” Eli told Marty. “They can steer it, slow it. Whatever they want.”

“Can a broom want something?” Marty asked.

“The person controlling the brooms can. In the movie, it’s not exactly clear who is in control. But it is definitely not Mickey. From where I’m sitting, you and I are Mickey.”

“Which is bad.”

“Very bad.”

The applause died down as the brooms soaked the crowds with their water buckets. Water, water, everywhere.

“The buckets aren’t running out of water. It just keeps coming,” said Eli.

“Dark magic,” said Marty. “And look! It’s already beginning to flood!” Residents of Southern California knew a thing or two about epic rains and atmospheric rivers. But this was not rain from above; it was water from below.

Blair appeared on the opposite side of the parade route. Marty called out and shouted a second time. Blair saw the boys. She cut across the parade and joined them. Cast Members were too in shock over the rising water to try to stop her.

The water enveloped the parade like a wave of an incoming tide. Within a minute, the storm drains could not accommodate the amount of extra water. Four inches. Six. Eight. The park was badly flooded.

Guests grabbed their children and fled, but the water was everywhere and growing deeper. The park’s lakes and bayous rose to overflowing.

At that moment the final float, a Trojan Horse, appeared. Atop the horse rode a Turkish prince. An unseen panel in the horse’s left flank suddenly fell open. Stairs folded out and into the water.

Someone shouted, “Troy!” which caught Eli’s attention, since it was in The Odyssey.

Two dozen Shroud fighters hurried down the stairs and spread out attacking the brooms. The Shroud snapped the brooms’ wooden shafts. They smashed the buckets into splinters. Seeing this, park guests took matters into their own hands. They, too, charged the brooms to stop the flooding.

“Eli! Help!” Marty shouted in pain. He knelt in the deepening water. Blair attempted to help him get clear of the parade route. “I slipped. It felt like something snapped,” Marty told her.

Eli hurried over. He and Blair helped Marty to stand.

“I found Tiana!” Blair told them. “Maybe we could—”

But before she could finish, five brooms converged on the three kids, surrounding them. The fat hands hoisted buckets, now aimed at Eli and his friends.

Blair—it was always Blair—understood their situation and the solution before either Marty or Eli.

“Shimmer!” she called out as two of the brooms grabbed hold of her. She pushed off and struggled loose but sensed the next time she would not be so lucky.

Eli managed to get free long enough to dip the wand into the glass vial. He did so quickly and without precision and, in the process, lost hold of the glass vial. It flew into the water and sank.

Eli drew a shimmer, having no idea where it might lead. But he had to do something.

The brooms reeled away from the unusual sight of melting air.

Eli and Blair lifted Marty through and into darkness. Blair turned to Eli.

“Go,” Eli said. “Help him.”

“You too! There’s no more ink!”

“Displezie has ink.”

“We don’t know that. Not for sure. Please, Eli!”

“Sorry about this.” He pushed Blair through the closing shimmer. Blair looked back from the other side. She looked angry. She looked afraid. She reached out her hand in hopes of pulling him through as she had earlier. But her hand caught in the closing slit in the air. Her fingers flailed. Her wrist buckled.

Blair pulled her hand through as the air healed, leaving Eli in a sea of chaos.
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THE CRAZINESS OF BROOMSTICK splinters and capsized buckets floating in knee-deep water revealed the Shroud fighters battling the Magic Brooms. As the struggle continued, Eli recognized one of them.

“Hadiza!” he cried out above the roar.

They met eyes from a distance. Her smile told him that she appreciated seeing Eli. She was glad he’d made it out alive. She cocked her head, signaling for him to keep moving, keep trying.

He struggled to get his bearings. Which direction was the Pirates attraction? Was Displezie hidden there?

I’m here with you, child of a Child of Light. He thought-heard the message. Admira? he wondered, though the voice was deeper than the fairy’s. He scanned the area for an animal or fairy that might be speaking to him.

Eli looked beyond the fighting, the splashing water, the fleeing guests. Beyond the parade, the Shroud, and the chaos. His eyes searched for the source of the message—a voice he knew but could not place.

He saw a woman waist-deep in water. She wore a dress. She had black hair. She was too far away to identify.

Is it you? he asked, for the woman appeared to be looking at him.

It’s me, Tiana, spoke a voice he then recognized. I had a note from your friend. When I heard what was going on out here—the woman standing at a distance waved her arm—I came as quickly as possible.

Uncertain what to say, Eli thought: Thank you.

What can I do to help?

I … Pirates. I need to get into Pirates of the Caribbean, hopefully without being seen. He added, It’s possible the Brooms were after me and my friends.

And these warriors? Tiana asked.

Helping me. Us. Yes.

Come closer, Tiana thought-spoke. She pointed at him from a distance. Speaking this way is exhausting.

Eli waded toward Tiana. The Shroud had pushed what remained of the Brooms toward Cars Land.

Eli drove himself through the water. He reached Tiana and thanked her with his voice.

She smiled widely. “Are you kidding? This is exciting! We’ve never had a flood. Not that I remember, and I’ve been in these parks for decades.”

“We think the pirates are hiding a man capable of enormous powers. A scientist. A chemist.”

“Listen carefully, boy.”

“Eli. I’m Eli.”

She nodded. “Do you know of the Imagineers?”

“I do.”

“Well, a long time ago, when the Imagineers were redesigning the parks, they wanted to save water. They wanted to keep the water clean. So, they connected all the water from all the attractions, lagoons, lakes, and ponds.”

“No way,” Eli said. He realized immediately she did not know the expression. “Sorry. I mean I’m surprised to hear that.”

“Large pipes connect the different bodies of water. How are you at holding your breath?”

“I am a good swimmer,” he said.

“Then I can help you.” Tiana took Eli’s hand and led him through water that got shallower with every few steps. They reached the edge of Grizzly Peak’s water course. “At the bottom of the waterfall there is a stack of rocks that looks like a snowman. The pipe starts there. It is a long swim to the Jungle Cruise lagoon. Perhaps too long.” Tiana closed her eyes in concentration. “I have asked a friend to meet you. To help you along. Accept what she offers.”

She, Eli thought.

“Of course.”

“Beneath the footbridge at Indiana Jones Adventure is another such pipe. This connects to the Rivers of America. On the way there, on the left, you will find another pipe that feeds the water for Pirates of the Caribbean. This leads to an underground area where they repair the attraction’s boats.”

“They’ll never see me coming.” Eli could hardly believe it.

“Never.” Tiana offered another of those radiant smiles. “Does this assist you?” Eli nodded sheepishly. Tiana opened her arms. “You are welcome.” She gave Eli a warm hug and scuffed his hair. “You be careful, Eli, yes? Please?”

“I’ll be careful.” They arrived at the small pond at the base of the Grizzly waterfall. Eli slipped off his sneakers. He tucked Mickey’s wand down the leg of his shorts.

“There will be two ladders between here and the Jungle Cruise. You can catch your breath at these places, but only at the two ladders.”

Eli nodded as he breathed deeply in and out, charging his system with oxygen for the long swim.

“I cannot speak for what happens at Jungle Cruise after hours,” Tiana said. “But much of the park is dangerous to good characters in these hours. With the flooding, they will have already closed the park for the day. You must be extra careful.”

Eli thanked her again. “I’m good.”

“Then listen carefully,” Tiana said. “There is one who holds the secret to the end of the troubles.” Tiana paused. “She is neither human nor beast.” Another pause. “She can hear but not speak, fly but not walk. Find her and do as she says.” Tiana sighed. “Did you get all that?”

“Yes,” answered Eli. But if she can’t speak, how do I do what she says? he wondered. Anxiety took hold of him. He breathed deeply to push it away. “I heard what you said,” he told her, “but I don’t completely understand.”

“These things take time. Please, Eli, watch out for Vanessa. She serves as protector for she whose trouble this is.”

He memorized all of it. It sounded important. But between his pursuit of Displezie and the Fairy Godmother attempting to disenchant Walter Wright, Eli had not given much thought to the Villains’ bigger plan. He nodded, unable to get out a word.

“We, the Disney family, wish to support you and your friends, just as we did the Children of Light. We’ll do what we can to help, whatever form that may take. Please, know that we’re looking out for you along your journey.”

There’s that word again, he thought. Kamala had spoken of Eli’s journey. Now Tiana. Was there a bigger journey he was meant to take? What could be bigger, more important, than stopping Displezie and helping Walter Wright? He wasn’t sure he wanted the answer to that question.

“Okay,” he said.

“Off you go,” said Tiana.

Eli waded into the chilly water. He aimed at the stones stacked like a snowman and dove.
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ELI CONSERVED HIS ENERGY by not swimming too hard. He had to balance how long he could hold his breath against how he exerted himself. Thirty seconds in, there was no light whatsoever. He repeatedly bumped into the corrugated wall of the pipe—a four-foot-diameter drainage culvert. The collisions slowed him down, scared him, and used up more of his breath. A dim turquoise glow appeared far ahead. The ladder. I’ll never make it!

Eli pulled, kicked, pulled. The glow seemed no closer. His lungs burning, searing, he felt the tickle of a cough threatening. One cough and he would inhale a lungful of water. He would drown. Here, in a pipe somewhere beneath the plaza that connected California Adventure to Disneyland.

He pulled again but could not find the strength to kick. He willed his legs to obey. His knees moved. His hands scooped and drew him forward. A foot or two. No more than that.

His lungs about to explode, his vision dimming, Eli fought off the urge to give up.

Go! he told himself. Go!

I will go if you wish, a woman’s peaceful voice thought-spoke, but I would rather help.

A swirl of a woman’s figure twisted in the water. I am imagining this! he thought. A flash of long red hair.

Ariel came face-to-face with Eli. She so startled him he nearly sucked in water. She flipped him over, moved her face close to his, and then grabbed him by the shoulders and rolled him upside down. Eli’s back was aimed at the top of the pipe, Ariel below him. She moved her face close to his and released a stream of bubbles. Eli exhaled and drank in the fresh air. Ariel nodded at him, and he at her. She took his hand, flicked her tail, and they shot forward a dozen yards at a time.

The glow grew brighter and bluer. She placed Eli’s hand onto a ladder he hadn’t seen. He climbed three steps and gulped in fresh air, coughing, laughing, and staring up at a manhole overhead.

“Do you know the Willow?” Ariel didn’t have to work to tread water; must have been her tail that kept her so perfectly afloat.

“Willow?” Eli coughed.

“A Child of Light.”

“Willa! Aunt Willa! Yes. Yes. Of course! I know her well. Our families are all friends.”

“You will say hello for me.”

“Of course.” Eli struggled to steady his breathing.

“When you feel ready,” Ariel said.

Eli drew in a breath and nodded. “Sure. Let’s go.”

*  *  *

It took only seconds for Eli to swim what would have taken him close to a minute. With Ariel at his side, he regained his breath at the second ladder. He thanked her profusely.

“I have friends in the jungle with a boat,” Ariel said. “A canoe.”

“That’s perfect!”

“They will take you.”

Eli nodded. He could hardly believe he was speaking with Ariel. The Ariel! That she was helping him. That they were on the same side of the troubles.

Minutes later, Ariel pulled Eli to the surface.

On the shore two Cast Members, women in khaki uniforms, stood alongside a dugout canoe. When he turned around, Ariel was gone. He waded to shore. The two Cast Members were already sliding the canoe into the water. Eli helped them and then climbed in.
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THE WOMAN SITTING IN THE BACK of the canoe paddled and steered. The one in front pulled hard, swirling the water. “We must paddle against the current,” said the voice behind him. “But it’s easier than swimming,” she told him.

Eli recalled the hidden basement behind Dr. Facilier’s paper shop. “Do you know about the pipe connecting to Pirates?”

“Of course.”

“How far to where the pipe splits off to the attraction?”

“You’ll make it if you swim fast.”

“Hmm.”

Rain unleashed from the sky without warning. It fell in sheets, not droplets. The women paddling him barely seemed to notice it.

“Is this normal?” he shouted above the roar of the rain striking the canoe.

“Not really” came the reply. “But weird stuff has been happening a lot around here lately.”

Eli’s hair was plastered to his face. There wasn’t a dry inch on his body.

“Are we going to sink?”

“We’re almost there,” the woman steering said.

The Cast Member in the front of the canoe raised her paddle. They glided. Eli could see a curved edge of what could have been a pipe. The canoe bumped through some tall grasses and bushes.

“This section has pumps,” said the driver. “They kick on automatically on days like this.”

“Good to know,” said Eli.

The lead paddler pulled on the vegetation to reach the pipe. “It is not completely filled. Not yet, at least. That’s good for you! Plenty of air if you put your lips above the waterline.”

Eli studied the opening of the large pipe. Only then did it occur to him that he should have used his WORMS as a flashlight inside the pipe.

“Over the side you go,” said the front woman.

Eli clambered over the side and held on to the canoe. He looked back to thank the Cast Member. But it wasn’t the Cast Member he saw.

It was Flots and Jets.

They looked like giant salamanders on the opposite bank of the waterway. They were looking at the canoe. They were searching the weeds for Eli.

The two man-eels slipped down the bank and dropped into the water. They moved like alligators.

Eli let go of the canoe and swam underwater as fast as he could. He didn’t care about conserving his air.

He cared about the two eels coming after him.
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THE TUNNEL SWALLOWED ELI like a fish sucking down a minnow. He swam hard, pausing to sip air from the small space at the top of the pipe that remained free of water. The pipe was slimy to the touch, slippery beneath his feet.

He shined his WORMS flashlight ahead, a beacon in the dark.

The noise of the rushing water filled his ears, his head, his chest. He had become part of that sound. He was entirely in it. When he heard a voice, he panicked.

Ursula’s man-eels!

He pulled through the water, desperate to find the pipe on his left, the one leading to Pirates. He slowed, aimed his lips up, and drank in air. The eels are coming! Eli thought.

Closer, and closer still; Eli could sense them behind him. He swam hard, knowing that eels were the much better swimmers. Eels did not need to stop for air.

What am I thinking? He turned, using his legs to tread water. He pushed. The water boiled with bubbles. Eli had created a current, a wave of water that surged toward the lagoon. He pushed a second time, his strength ebbing. The pipe water roared toward the unseen eels and the lagoon beyond.

For a few seconds the water level dropped. Eli turned. He spotted the draining pipe up ahead on the left. He waded, slogging through the knee-deep water. He punched through the currents and aimed his WORMS down the new pipe. The water was brighter up ahead. Lights!

It took him a moment to understand.

Pirates of the Caribbean.
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“WHAT EXACTLY IS THE meaning of this?” Walter Wright’s confusion and discontent melted his face like warm wax. His shoulders slumped forward.

“You have been spelled,” FGM said in a soothing voice. “It is of no concern. It is behind us now.”

“And you are?” the man asked Charlie.

Charlie did not answer, unsure if he should reveal himself to the head of Disney for a second time.

Fairy Godmother filled the silence. “During the time you were spelled, you ordered a Villains’ Realm to be built in every Disney park.”

“I what? Impossible. I have been against that idea from the beginning.” Walter took a seat in front of his computer. “My goodness,” he said, studying the screen. “Five are already completed. Paris and Hong Kong are within a day or two. How is that possible?”

“There is no underestimating the power of the villains,” said FGM.

“Those are the stories we tell, not the reality we live,” he said.

“The eclipse last year was a convergence. We have little idea of the power the universe exerts upon us.”

“Even if the stories are true, it all ended more than twenty years ago.”

“Stories are often repeated,” she said. “The fact is: You were spelled, Walter. The villains have quickly gained ground using magic to build their fortresses. They intend to change the ways of the parks. Of this, there is no doubt. It is as it always has been: force against force, will against will.”

Charlie said, “Please.” His first word spoken to the unspelled man.

“What can I do?” said Walter. “The damage is done. It says here some of the Realms have already opened.”

“Close them,” FGM said. “Maintenance problems. Safety issues. Whatever excuse will keep them closed the longest.”

“But if magic is involved, as you say, what good is a company order?”

“We will not know until we try,” she said.

“And if we cannot close the Realms?” asked Walter Wright.

“Then may the spirits protect us,” said Fairy Godmother.

Or me and my parents, thought Charlie.
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THE PIPE TERMINATED AT a sunken concrete tub in the center of a basement floor. Eli cleared his eyes. He saw rows and rows of picket fences. He blinked furiously, trying to improve his vision. The rows of picket fences snapped shut. He was nose-to-nose with a shark head as big as a garbage truck. The killer fish slithered on the basement floor. It was more than twenty feet long and five feet high. The shark moved slowly across the wet floor, opened its huge maw, and snapped a second time.

Glut! Eli thought. The shark from The Little Mermaid, when Ariel and Flounder found the fork inside the shipwreck. Glut, who nearly made a snack out of Flounder twice! The shark slapped its tail and wiggled its head over the edge of the square tub in the floor. Eli stumbled back, smacking into the tub wall. One more slap of the tail and Glut would have Eli for a late-night snack.

How had Ariel managed to stop the shark? Some of it had been her fast swimming; she was, after all, a mermaid! She had protected Flounder while retrieving her bag with the fork and pipe inside. Eli was no such swimmer. And the tub was not big enough to swim in. Eli could retreat down the pipe, but the eels might be coming for him. What had she done to stop Glut?

Glut gulped the water, lowering the tub by several inches. His right eye was the size of a basketball.

Eli bumped into a ladder fixed to the side of the square tub. Then he remembered: Ariel had tricked the shark into plunging its head through an iron ring and getting stuck.

Eli quickly pushed and tore the metal ladder from the concrete. He held the ladder underwater between himself and Glut, waiting for the exact moment.

The shark’s mouth opened wide. The tail flapped. The fish lunged at Eli.

Eli lifted the ladder, locked his elbows, and pushed. The ladder skipped across the water and into the shark’s open mouth.

Glut bit down hard.

The ladder wedged between the rows of teeth, top and bottom. Glut looked like a roasted pig with an apple in its mouth. Eli raced up the ladder, onto the shark’s head, and jumped. He landed and rolled across the wet floor, racing for the basement’s only exit.
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PIRATES! NOT ONE OR TWO. Not three or four. A dozen or more. Eli was in a corridor that reminded him of another place and a prisoner named Walid. A dark and dank hallway stretched ahead of him, the pirates facing him as a group. They wore bandannas, scars, and mustaches; they carried belaying pins, rope, and ice hooks. They were not playing around; they meant to harm him.

He spotted a pyramid of stacked cannonballs next to a pair of oars and some wooden barrels. There was a basket filled with rope alongside a harpoon on the opposite side of the corridor.

The lead pirate growled his words in a thick Irish accent. “Ye might be in the wrong place, lad, if ye gets me meaning. Which is to say unless ye set sail to reverse ye course, ye might encounter some foul weather in the form of me mates and me. Not to put too fine a point upon it,” he said, fingering the tip of his ice hook, “we ain’t open for visitors. The exit be behind you and the ways you came.”

Eli considered trying to push the pirates, but there were so many, all standing one behind the other. If even a single pirate remained upright, Eli would be hurt or killed. No, the solution required something smarter.

“Now would be a good time for ye to start moving, lad. Me and me mates ain’t known for our patience.”

Eli was not the best baseball player on the CommuniTree Little League team. He was not the best batter, nor the best with a glove. But he could run bases at blinding speeds and even steal a few when the coach gave the signal.

He rushed at the pirates—the last thing they expected. As the lead pirate lifted his ice hook, Eli altered his direction and slid, his right foot extended into the base of the stacked cannonballs. The pyramid came apart, sending cannonballs rolling. The impatient pirates charged the boy without thinking clearly. They stepped onto the loose balls and fell over in a pile. The pirates behind them tripped and tumbled down.

Eli grabbed an oar, planted it onto the concrete, and pole-vaulted over the rolling cannonballs. He used the backs of the fallen pirates as stepping-stones, jumping one to the next until he was behind the pirates and into open hallway. He turned on the speed—third base to home, the throw coming from the outfield.

He faced a single door at the end of the corridor. Light seeped through the gap at the bottom. That, along with the inviting aroma of Chinese food.
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AS ELI BARGED THROUGH the door at the end of the corridor, a head swiveled toward him. The man’s cheeks were hollow, his glasses thick, his face unshaven. Most disturbing: His eyes were dead. Eli had never seen anything like it except in movies or TV. If eyes were a portal to the soul, this man had no soul. It was one thing to face prison guards or pirates, Ursula or Carnius, quite another to oppose a man with vacant eyes.

Laboratory tables filled the room. Each was covered in glass beakers and burettes used in chemistry. Gas flames burned. Funnels dripped.

Displezie dipped a glass rod into a clear fluid, swiped the tip through an open flame, and flicked it at Eli. Burning droplets of alcohol coughed through the air and struck Eli’s shirt. He patted himself, and the small fires quit. But Eli knew the murderous man’s intentions: He was in no mood for conversation.

All the room’s equipment terminated at a single beaker shaped like an upside-down funnel. There, a quarter inch of a rich black fluid had collected beneath a slow drip. Ink! It had to be hundreds of drops to make up that reservoir of fluid. Maybe a thousand drops or more.

Eli considered trying to push all the glass onto the floor. To spill the ink. But that would not do. He needed at least one drop of the precious fluid to get home. To return with the beaker would ensure the ability to jump shimmers for a generation or more.

Displezie dipped the glass rod a second time. Another fire spray was coming.

Eli slid under the first table, within inches of Displezie’s legs. He stood, reached for the beaker containing the ink, and cried out. He had burned his hand. The beaker was as hot as a flame. Without much thought, Eli plunged his wand into the beaker and, as he yanked it out, drew an oblong shimmer.

Displezie’s chin fell in astonishment, his expression something closer to awe. It occurred to Eli that Vanessa/Ursula might never have told Displezie what the ink was for.

Eli was pulled in two directions: He had to get home, but he couldn’t leave Displezie any ink or a working lab. But maybe if he could get home in one piece, he could come back here with reinforcements. Hadiza. Cinderella, and Tiana. Or his parents! The urge to get home won out. Eli ducked through the shimmer.

Something’s wrong! Eli realized immediately. He had not passed into another park as he was used to doing. Displezie’s ink was different. Something was amiss in the formula! Eli found himself inside a narrow slice of reality facing a blurred membrane between Displezie’s lab and himself. In panic, he waved the wand a second time. The shimmer formed at knee height. He had a second chance to do what had to be done. He fell through the oily air, back into the lab.

The chemist’s attention was fixed on healing the first shimmer. Only the rattle of a lab table caused by Eli’s fall turned the man around. But as he turned, the glass rod threw more flames at Eli. The boy blocked his face with his open hand but suffered burns on his fingers.

Eli dropped the wand, bent to pick it up, and was struck by a lab stool that Displezie kicked at him. Eli swung the wand and tumbled through a shimmer he’d drawn on the floor. Again, he found himself inside a kind of membrane, like a collapsed balloon. He was looking up into the lab, directly below Displezie’s shoes. He scooted beneath the lab table—his movement almost like swimming—now seeing the underside of another desktop that he believed held the beaker of ink. He swiped his wand.

A line cut but did not open. The synthetic ink on the wand had dried. Eli was trapped somewhere between reality and whatever existed behind him. Displezie’s shoes moved overhead.

“Where are you?” The chemist’s voice sounded distant and distorted. “Where did you go?”

It felt to Eli as if he were at the bottom of a swimming pool looking up. I’m drowning!

The line Eli had drawn healed without having opened. He spun around, elbows holding off the transparent membrane to keep some air in the space. The translucent film behind him showed shapes and objects: Torches? A cannon? He could not make sense of it. He pivoted around. Somehow watching Displezie’s shoes move through the lab was more comforting than what lay beneath him.

Eli licked his fingers, ran them down the wand, and swung the thing in a circle, just beneath Displezie. A shimmer opened. Displezie fell through.




48


AS SOON AS DISPLEZIE FELL, Eli climbed. He used the chemist as a ladder: He went up the man’s chest, onto his shoulders, and out through the roiling shimmer. Solid ground had never felt so sweet. He was standing on an actual floor. He dipped the wand into the beaker, grabbed a rag, corked the vial, and took hold of it. The warmth spread through the rag but not enough to burn him.

“Stop!” Vanessa occupied the doorway into the lab. She wore a long dress, the nautilus necklace, and a murderous expression. “Where is the doctor?”

Eli froze, but only for a heartbeat. He took a few steps, fell onto his butt, and skidded into the closing shimmer on the floor. He entered the space between membranes with his back to Displezie. The chemist chopped at Eli’s hand, trying to dislodge the beaker. Eli held fast. The overhead shimmer healed. Eli threw an elbow into Displezie’s ribs. The chemist gasped for air. Eli drew a large circle with the wand into the translucent scrim opposing them. The veiled partition began to rot, to melt before their eyes.

Eli wrestled with Displezie for possession of the beaker of ink. They switched positions, Displezie now with his back to the dissolving blurred curtain where Eli had drawn. Displezie’s ink did not perform like the real thing. Eli tucked his knees into his chest and kicked out with both legs. Displezie waved his arms for balance but lost. He fell back, ripping the rotting membrane and falling through.

Eli followed. The space they entered was part of the waiting line for Pirates of the Caribbean, a platform above the guest line. It was filled with pirate artifacts—a fake cannon, cannonballs, and plastic swords.

The people in line were speaking French.

“Alors! Regardez lá!” cried a woman.

Instinctively Eli spun and drew another shimmer. He pulled a stunned Displezie through with him. This, too, was another collapsed balloon, a narrow membrane between identical Pirates attractions. Where am I? He did not wait but instantly swung the wand and melted the second film.

Displezie spoke a string of bad words. It was more than just cursing: The man was afraid!

Eli climbed through the rotting film. He held up the beaker like a prize. “Come!” he instructed the man. The shimmer was healing shut. “Now or never!” Eli shouted. The stunned Displezie was taking too long. Eli reached through to grab the man’s hand, but Displezie reeled back.

“Sorcerer!” he said.

The rot was healing around Eli’s arm, the shimmer much smaller.

“Come through now!”

But Displezie turned away. He swam, pulling himself within the membrane.

The last thing Eli saw of the man was his legs flailing like someone trying to tread water.




49


ENGLISH! THE CAST MEMBERS in Pirates were shouting at Eli in English.

It’s Disneyland or Walt Disney World. Has to be! he thought.

“Get down from there this instant!” a college-aged girl called.

“What is that in your hand?” said a young man.

Eli’s head was spinning. The double membranes. Displezie trapped between them now. Vanessa in the lab. France. “Where am I?”

“Who are you?” said the woman.

“You’re speaking English!” Eli cried.

“Put down whatever that is you’re holding.”

Eli blinked. He dropped to his knees. Exhaustion. Relief. Fear. Hope. His heart was racing, his breathing quick and short. “Eli Whitman. EPCOT. My parents. Call my parents in EPCOT.”

From the edges of his eyes loomed a deep purple that slowly changed to the blackest black, just like the ink he carried. It blotted out the light, and with it, all sound. He saw nothing, heard nothing. He felt sick, hot and cold at once.

Everything went black.
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BAD DREAMS. HIS PARENTS’ faces. Familiar sounds. Bright lights. More darkness. Someone feeding him soup. Eli recognized the high voice.

“Lily?” he croaked out.

“He’s awake!” Lily called, way too loudly.

His mother’s eyes. His father’s chin. Then Lily, tears streaming down her cheeks. “He’s awake.” This time a whisper.

His mother touched a straw to his lips. Eli drank cold water. Drank and drank and drank. She pulled it away. “Not too much, too soon.”

“Where—”

“EPCOT CommuniTree Health and Preservation Center,” his father said.

“The hospital,” said his mother. She kissed him on the cheek as she wept. “You made it. You’re back.”

“You’re a hero,” said Lily. “You should hear everyone at school!”

“The ink?”

“We have it. It has been locked up,” his father said. “What you did, son—” His throat choked. He said nothing more.

“Charlie and Fairy Godmother disentangled Mr. Wright!” Lily said.

“Disenchanted,” said his mom. “But basically, that’s right.”

“Blair? Marty?”

“Everyone’s fine. Everyone came home safely. Blair and Marty arrived in the middle of the Disneyland parade route. They were embarrassed but unharmed. Your other friends, the Shroud … they are gone for now. A girl named Hadiza told me to say goodbye to you. She said, ‘Goodbye, but not farewell,’ to be exact.”

Eli struggled to sit up. His mother stuffed some pillows behind him. He felt extremely tired, but otherwise, just fine. “I think I needed the sleep,” Eli explained. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“We’ll have you out of here this afternoon,” his father said. “You were found in Disneyland’s Pirates of the Caribbean. You were life-flighted here yesterday and spent the night in the hospital.”

“Just out of precaution,” his mother said. “All your scans are negative. The burns on your fingers are bad but will heal without scarring. You came through it all okay.”

“Displezie?” Eli asked.

“What about him?” his father said.

“He and I—Shanghai. Vanessa. Displezie. The ink.” Eli found it difficult to speak. “I think I need—”

Darkness.

*  *  *

Three hours later, Eli awoke feeling much better. He ate a big meal and was helped into a hoverchair and then led out to his family’s hovercraft and flown home—all of ten blocks. Marie-Clare, Lily, Marty, and Blair met him on the front lawn. The group celebrated with hugs and laughter. Eli felt remarkably better. Several meetings had been scheduled for Eli to explain his past few days, but for now he put all that aside. He and his friends played a couple games, ate more food, and talked about heading off to the CommuniTree pool.

Eli repeatedly caught his parents staring at him. His father looked proud; his mother, worried.

“What?” he said, when he had a moment with her in the kitchen.

“Just thinking back to when I was your age. That’s all.”

“As a Keeper?”

“Right.”

“Vanessa. Ursula. Whoever she is,” he said. “You’re worried she’ll come after me.”

“Things like that happened to us. That’s all. So, yes, I’m concerned. Worried. Terrified actually.”

“But you survived,” he said.

“Yes, but that was then.”

“I’m good, Mom. She has to be stopped. Right?”

His mother’s only answer was a troubled expression.

“The ink is different, behaves differently. Do they know that?” he asked.

“No one knows anything, Eli. Not until you tell us. The first meeting is scheduled for tomorrow.”

Eli looked around the room. “We are surrounded by space. The places have to be similar. They are close, but so far. Displezie was caught in between. I don’t know if he’s alive or not. I kind of doubt it. I tried to help him.” He heard his voice break.

“There are counselors to talk to,” his mother said. “We’ll help you through this.”

“Did anyone help you and Dad, Mom?”

“We helped each other. But we weren’t moving through realities.”

“So, being a walking, talking hologram is not a different reality?”

“I suppose there are things we share,” his mother said, smiling.

“What’s this?” his father called, entering the kitchen. “What am I missing?”

“Just catching up,” Eli said.

“Should I send everyone home?” his dad said. “Is this all too much?”

“No way,” Eli said. “It’s perfect. Everything’s perfect.”
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THE SAME NIGHT, Eli awoke to a flickering light coming from outside his bedroom window. He had slept so much in the hospital that he did not feel like trying to get back to sleep. Instead, he approached his window and looked out. “I should have known,” he whispered to himself.

Eli wore his bathrobe outside. The flickering light was now a steady glow. It came from one of the lawn chairs left on the RealFeel grass from the party. Eli sat down next to Fairy Godmother.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hello, young man.”

“I wondered if I’d see you.”

“Wonder no more,” she said, emitting an FGM giggle. They sat in silence watching a few distant hovercraft moving across the sky like fireflies. A warm breeze carried the creamy scent of magnolia.

“They will not tell you this. But it is not over.” She sounded so serious suddenly. “The ink. Wonderful. You have accomplished much. More than your fair share.”

“But …” he said.

“As I said,” spoke the Fairy Godmother.

“Tiana told me this thing about someone who can speak but not talk. Fly. I’m not sure. It was kind of long and confusing.”

“You will remember when it is important,” said FGM. “Do not trouble yourself right now. I am happy to see you well.”

A shooting star crossed the sky, or maybe it had been a satellite. Nothing is really what it seems, Eli thought.

“Do not struggle with understanding,” FGM said, reading his mind. “Acceptance is far better than con-fusion.”

“The shimmers,” he said. “Displezie … I don’t think he had ever seen the ink used. I think it freaked him out.”

“Your concern for the man is admirable, Eli. I respect you even more for this. The chemist will follow his own path. You, yours.”

“‘There is one who holds the secret to the end of the troubles,’” Eli recited from memory. “‘She is neither human nor beast.’ That was it! That was part of what she said!”

“You see? Experience it, do not struggle to understand it. Good for you. The rest will come.”

“Will I see you again?” he asked.

“You know, the wonderful thing about wishes is that we often get what we wish for if we work hard enough to allow the wish to come true. We must be patient. Our wishes often look different than what we thought they might. But in the end, it is all one and the same.”

“Is this the end?” Eli asked.

“Do you wish it so?”

“No,” Eli said. “I don’t want it to end.”

“Then, my boy, your wish has come true.”

And with that, she disappeared.
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