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With the flick of a wrist she could rip a hole in space, time, and imagination. With the nod of her head she could cast magical spells in foreign realms. She was human and not, all at once and almost anything seemed possible when she put her mind to it. Everything except telling Sandra how she really felt. 

It seemed so easy the first time they met. It was easy to reach out for her hand; to smile and nod and let that disarming twinkle sparkle in the corner of her eye as they hopped through the portal from the Ashen Afterworld. But charm was always easy for her. It came almost as naturally to Lindsay as confidence. Well, at least it did most days. Not today. Today she spent over an hour trying to talk herself into sending a simple text message. Today she paced back and forth in her bedroom so many times she nearly wore a groove in the carpet. Today she poured her heart into the pages of her journal in an unguarded way that made her feel naked in front of the world - even if what she’d written was just fantasy.

“What’s your problem?” Curtis pushed his way into Lindsay’s room, toppling over a tower of books precariously stacked behind her door. 

She narrowed her eyes as she glared at him over the edge of her journal. She was in no mood for him today. She let her face do the talking. 

He wrinkled his nose at her reaction. “Whatever.” He turned his back and started to pull the door closed behind him. “I just wanted to know if you’re OK.” 

Lindsay scoffed, “Hell of a way to imply you care.”

He whipped his head back in her direction. “What do you mean? I literally asked what was wrong.”

“No, you - ” she almost launched into explaining that his demeanour was anything but caring when she remembered that it was of literally no use. He would defend himself until the end of time. Maybe he really had no idea how he came across to people. But how couldn’t he?

“Hello? Earth to Lindsay.” Curtis waved his hands in the air like he was signalling a plane for rescue. 

She blinked hard and brought herself back to the moment. 

“Seriously, though. Are you OK? You’ve been acting… well… I dunno kind of spacey lately. And you're always scribbling in your diary,” he clasped his hands under his chin and looked dreamily into the distance. 

Lindsay hurled a stuffed pig at his head. “It’s a journal. And yeah, I’m fine. What do you want?” She suddenly wished their dad hadn’t gone to visit their mom in England where she was helping Nana Rose. What had felt like freedom became a stifling prison when she found herself trapped in the apartment with Curtis during what the news outlets were calling the “storm of the decade.”

Curtis’s shoulders slumped as he realised she wasn’t into their usual game of sibling bickering. “I’m bored,” he said, pushing her books around the floor with his foot.

“It’s only 10:30 in the morning. How are you bored?” She closed her journal and slipped it under her pillow. 

“I don’t know. I just am. I don’t wanna play video games or watch TV and what’s left to do? It’s snowing so hard you can’t see the street from the window and everything is closed.”

She tilted her head down and looked at him from the very top of her eyes. “You realise how whiney you sound, right?” She motioned to the pile of literature he was swirling around the floor. “Read a book.”

Curtis looked at the books with a fresh pout that almost made him look ten years old. “Books aren’t fun unless you’re in them, Linds.”

“Oh my God. I have nothing for you. I literally cannot help you.” She pulled her journal back out from under her pillow and began flipping through its pages, pretending to read so he would go away. 

“Do you wanna portal hop?” he asked.

Lindsay felt the loneliness in her brother’s voice and she truly wanted to want to spend time with him. But she had her own things to sort out and she was tired of being his only friend. She decided to soften the blow a little. “Maybe tomorrow?”

She wasn’t sure how, but his shoulders slumped even more as he turned to leave. If he could crumple any further he’d probably fold himself so tightly he’d become a black hole. “Yeah. Sure. Tomorrow sounds good.”

He slipped quietly down the hall. 

Her heart hurt a little to see him feel so down but she reminded herself that it wasn’t her job to always be with him. He needed a life of his own. And so did she. Their lives had become so entangled since the incident with Peggy Sue Whittaker. Curtis just wasn’t the same after that. Honestly, it surprised her that he still portal hopped. But, if she tried to actually understand him, she’d probably drive herself mad. Besides, that was years ago; she was getting older, now. She needed to start building her life. A life that wasn’t tied to his every moment of the day. 

She exhaled sharply and picked up her phone. 

“You can do this, Lindsay,” she told herself out loud.

She opened a text conversation she’d started with Sandra the week before and felt a wave of embarrassment flood her almost immediately as she read it back. 

Lindsay: Hey girl  I hope you’re good. I just wanted to say thanks for being such a regular 

customer at our store. I’m so glad things worked out well when we “read that book” together 

 Let me know if you ever wanna hang or, like, talk about books and stuff. 

Sandra: Hi. Thanks. I don’t spend much money there, but I try when I can. Sure. Hanging sounds good. 

Lindsay: Awesome. Cool. Sounds great.

She dropped the phone on her bed and let her face fall into her hands. “How could I be such a weirdo?” she asked herself, outloud. She never talked like that. “Hey girl.” Who was she pretending to be? And then she didn’t even propose a time or a place or anything for this so-called “hang.” She felt nauseous as she remembered the three dots pop up and then disappear after her last message. 

A full week had gone by and she still hadn’t heard from Sandra. Should she message her? She wanted to invite her for coffee. 

She picked up her phone and started typing. Hey. Just wondering if you’re still up for hanging out. Sorry I was so weird.

“Ugh,” she flopped back on her bed and erased what she’d typed. She couldn’t do it. And she had no idea why. “Why are you being such a weirdo?” she frustratedly asked herself.

Suddenly, she felt like her room was growing smaller. As though the walls were closing in on her and choking the air from her lungs. Her frustration turned to panic. She needed to get out of the apartment. In the very rare moments that Lindsay actually felt herself growing overwhelmed she usually went for a jog. Two feet of snow was probably too many for jogging. But she could try to get to the coffee shop by herself. Assuming it was open. 

—

“I don’t need her,” Curtis mumbled to himself as he shuffled about in the apartment’s library. It would strike his friends as odd that his apartment had a library. Well, it would if he had friends. And he would want to tell them that it’s because they are so incredibly rich that their apartment was really three floors of prime real estate in the most upper class area of the city. But, if he was so lucky as to have friends who actually wanted to visit he would have to be more truthful than that. Perhaps not so truthful, though, as to tell them that his parents sectioned the living room with a wall to build a small library and an even smaller living space, just so they could house their most prized possessions. Because, after all, their books were more than just their business. They were the family business going back decades and some of these books even housed the last whispers of the souls of his ancestors. Yes. He certainly couldn’t be that truthful. 

He walked the shelves of books, all set out along the edges of the small square room. He let his fingers touch every book that he passed at elbow height. The stories inside called to him. He wanted to open a portal, toss in a book, and disappear into an imaginary world. Perhaps one where he could proclaim himself king. Because if he were king he would never be alone. There would always be someone to talk to. Someone to be with. Someone to ask him how his day went. 

But Curtis remembered the pact he’d made with Lindsay after they’d broken their last promise to Nana Rose. He really shouldn’t portal hop into another book. Not after what happened to Peggy Sue and certainly not after what almost happened to Sandra. 

But then he started to think about his sister. She was always stronger than him. Cooler than him. She had more friends. She wasn’t afraid of anything and her confidence meant that she could do anything. And it always went so well for her. It was his hesitation - his fear - that screwed everything up. It was his fear that made Peggy Sue get lost in the abyss. And, if he was honest, it was his fear that made him forget to close the portal that allowed Sandra to hop into the Ashen Afterworld. If he hadn’t let himself get nervous about the Death Stampedes he wouldn’t have run off before making sure it sealed behind him.

Lindsay wouldn’t care.

So, Curtis shouldn’t care.

And he wouldn’t care.

He selected a book from the shelf and started to turn his wrist to open a portal. He stopped for a moment when he heard his sister’s footsteps in the hallway. Maybe she’d come to hop with him after all. Curtis let himself feel a rush of excitement as her footsteps approached. It extinguished as she passed by the library without so much as a glance in his direction. As he heard the apartment door click shut behind her, an even better idea jumped to mind. 

He stuffed the book back on the shelf and hurried to his sister’s bedroom.

—

The snow was falling silently in the street as Lindsay pushed open the heavy glass doors of the apartment building. The city was buried under a blanket of cottony coldness that dampened all sounds and kept most of the would-be traffic at home. She paused as she stood in the open doorway, soaking in the last bit of warmth at her back as she took in the eerie but oddly satisfying stillness that surrounded her. 

Snow was already making its way behind the faux fur ruffle at the tops of her boots and she knew it would be a long and strenuous walk to the coffee shop. “If it’s even open,” she mumbled to herself. She lugged her legs through the heavy drifts, stopping every twenty or so feet to rest and listen to the silence. The coffee shop appeared in sight as she rounded the corner beside the apartment building and as she looked toward its window she immediately felt as stupid as she undoubtedly looked. 

“Of course, it’s closed.” She plunked herself into the snow in an awkward teenage tantrum and leaned backward to let the snowflakes drift gently down onto her face. 

“Professor Whiskerface McHappypants,” a crackly old voice called in the distance. “Here kitty kitty.”

A smile crept its way across Lindsay’s face. There was only one person who would name a cat something so outlandish. She pushed herself up out of the snow and moved to the alleyway behind her apartment building. 

Aunt Cleo was standing on top of a dumpster trying to reach a cat that walked back and forth above her on a balcony as though it were taunting her. 

“Get down,” Aunt Cleo called as she waved her arms toward the cat. “I’ll catch you if you promise not to scratch me.” She teetered and tottered and almost slipped off the dumpster lid. 

Lindsay couldn’t help but snicker a bit to herself. Aunt Cleo had been her favourite aunt for as long as she could remember. A “surprise” baby when Nana Rose was fresh out of high school, Aunt Cleo was about 15 years older than Lindsay’s mom but infinitely cooler, even as she approached 65 years old and teetered on top of a back alley dumpster. Or, perhaps, especially because she was approaching 65 years old and teetering on top of a back alley dumpster. It helped that she was the only person, other than Nana Rose, who actually believed Lindsay and Curtis could portal hop at such young ages. 

“Who’s there?” Aunt Cleo called as she heard Lindsay’s snicker. She turned swifter than a nearly 65 year old should and tumbled off the dumpster into a puffy pile of snow. 

Lindsay rushed to her side. “Oh my God. Aunt Cleo. Are you ok?”

Cleo leaned back, spread her arms and legs out, and made an awkward snow angel in the mounds of fluffy snow around her. She giggled to herself as she stood to look at its terrible form. “Well, I think I’m ok, but that angel looks like she’s got broken wings.”

Lindsay laughed with her. “It definitely does. But what were you doing on top of a freakin’ dumpster, Aunt Cleo? You’re not exactly - ” she stopped herself short.

“Not exactly, what Lindsay?” Aunt Cleo challenged as she raised an eyebrow and curled up a smile. 

“Not exactly known for dumpster climbing?” Lindsay tried.

Aunt Cleo looked down and shook her head. “That was a terrible recovery, my lady.”

Lindsay jumped back as the balcony cat lept straight down toward her. 

“Wow,” Aunt Cleo gasped as she watched the cat weave its way through Lindsay’s ankles. “Professor Whiskerface McHappypants doesn’t like anyone,” she proclaimed. “Not even me, most days.”

Lindsay crouched down to pet the cat. “He seems fine to me,” she shrugged.

“She does seem just fine. Doesn’t she?”

“What was she doing up there?” Lindsay asked.

“Your guess is as good as mine, little lady.” Aunt Cleo scooped the cat up into her arms and caressed it into a purring frenzy. “I woke up and the balcony door was open. I haven’t the faintest idea why. But there it was, wide open. Snow drifting up into my living room. And the professor was nowhere in sight.”

Lindsay laughed. Aunt Cleo was known for leaving doors open, and lights on, and losing her keys, never answering her phone, and adopting strange cats she claimed named themselves. So, while it made no sense at all to ignore a literal snow drift in her living room in favour of finding her cat and making snow angels - it also made entirely perfect sense, for Aunt Cleo. 

“What are you doing wandering about in the snow, child?”

Lindsay shrugged and shifted her weight from foot to foot. “I dunno,” she answered, avoiding eye contact. “Had to get out of the apartment, I guess.”

“And clear your head.” Aunt Cleo never was one for leaving things unsaid. And, she had a wonderful, if not sometimes annoying, knack for knowing precisely what someone else had neglected to say. 

Lindsay sighed. She hadn’t spoken to anyone about Sandra. Not her friends at school. Not her mom during their weekly phone calls. The stress of it all was building inside her like a pressure cooker. And it burst. 

“There’s this girl that I met at the bookstore who, I guess, comes there like every week and I’ve seen her every week but she’s quiet and seems shy so I never talked to her. But I talk to everyone. So, that’s kind of weird, right? Anyway, she comes in the store every week but, this one week, I didn’t notice her come in. And I always notice her come in. Because she’s really pretty. But I didn’t see her. And Curtis and I were fighting because - well, I forget why - but we were and we ended up portal hopping into a book which I know we told Nana Rose we wouldn’t do and I’m really sorry. But anyway, Curtis forgot to close the portal, since it was just the two of us. And, I guess Sandra saw it. That’s her name, Sandra. Did I say that already? Anyway, Sandra jumped through and long story short she ended up invisible but we saved her, or whatever, and we got back home. And I texted her to hang out but forgot to set a time. And I feel, like, stupid. And I just get all nervous and stuff. And that’s just not like me.” Lindsay stopped to catch her breath, suddenly aware of how quickly she was talking. 

Aunt Cleo waited, patiently, petting the cat who’d found its way to her arms. “You like this girl,” she said, softly; confidently.

Lindsay let out a deep breath. “Yeah,” she answered, looking down at the snow.

“So, what’s the problem?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never really liked a girl before. What if I say the wrong thing? What if she doesn’t like me? What if she’s not even into girls? I know exactly what guys wanna hear. But, this is different.” Lindsay’s shoulders slumped and she wondered if this was how her brother felt a lot of the time. 

“Maybe different is good, child. Maybe you shouldn’t be telling anyone what you think they want to hear. Maybe you should just be yourself.” Aunt Cleo winked and turned to walk the long way back to her apartment. 

“Maybe,” Lindsay mumbled.

—

“Let’s see what we have in here,” Curtis snickered to himself as he opened his sister’s diary. A quick pang of guilt shot through him as his inner voice told him it was wrong. “But she did leave it out on her bed,” he reasoned with himself out loud. “And she did ditch me for literally no reason at all.”

His logic was faulty, but there was no one to judge it, so he carried on. 

He flipped past ramblings about school and the store. He skipped over parts where she complained about him and wondered when her mom would be back from visiting Nana Rose in England. “Boring. Boring. Boring.” He sighed. “Where’s the good stuff?”

Then he remembered how frustrated she seemed earlier and flipped to the very last entry. 

Lindsay stood, looking over her loyal subjects as her co-queen Sandra bestowed a blessing over the Lost Souls of the Ashen Afterworld. Their spines unfurled and the Lost Souls began to look human once more. She knew then that it was only together that they could lead the Ashen Afterworld into being a place of peace and beauty. 

Curtis couldn’t help but laugh out loud at the way his sister had re-written their adventures in the Ashen Afterworld to proclaim herself queen of the realm with Sandra by her side as her bride. 

“Fat chance you’d ever be queen,” he snickered to himself. “Let’s see what we can do to set this story straight.”

He lifted his hands in front of himself and swirled his wrists in large circles as he recited the ancient mantra that had been passed down through generations of his family. A glimmering green swirl of light appeared as he opened a portal to a land of imagination. 

He lifted his sister’s diary in his right hand as his left held steady to keep the portal open. “Here goes nothing.” He tossed the book into the open space and watched as the Ashen Afterworld appeared inside the swirling green oval. 

He drew in a deep breath and hesitated for just a moment. He’d never portal hopped into a story by himself before. Especially since, they were still forbidden to hop into stories at all after the incident with Peggy Sue Whittaker. And then after Sandra… His left wrist twitched, just a little, as he considered closing the portal without jumping through. But then he remembered how Lindsay had spoken to him earlier that day - how she always spoke to him. And the way his parents looked at him differently, now, even though they didn’t know about Peggy Sue. And all the mean things the kids at school said in voices hushed just enough that the teachers couldn’t hear.

Curtis nodded to himself and jumped through the portal with two feet. 

—

Lindsay’s hand trembled as she pulled her phone from her pocket. She told herself it was just from the cold. She knew she was lying. 

“You can do this, Linds,” she coached herself.

Lindsay: Hey   What are you up to on this super snowy day? We have like 2 feet of snow 

on the road and the coffee shop is closed 

Send. 

And now to wait. A hard wind whipped through the alley, dusting her face with snow. Better to wait indoors. 

Her nerves rattled inside her as she walked back to the front of the building. The snow started to let up and a hint of sunlight poked its way through the clouds overhead. She checked her phone three times on the way back. 

Nothing. 

She trudged her feet through the knee-high snow, feeling an ache settle into her bones as she approached the apartment. Just as she reached for the door, a ding sounded in her pocket. 

She rushed to grab her phone so quickly she almost dropped it into a snowbank. 

“Breathe, Lindsay,” she reminded herself as she pushed the building’s front door open. Warmth enveloped her body. 

Sandra: Hey  I’m not really up to anything right now. I can’t believe you still have 2 feet of 

snow! The plow has been down my street twice already. Hopefully you get yours soon! You can call if you want.

She could call if she wanted. Well, of course she wanted. Didn’t she? She hesitated. What would she say? What would they talk about? What if she got awkward again? 

She drew in a deep breath and thought back to what Aunt Cleo had said. She could handle this. She tapped Sandra’s name and listened as the phone rang in her ear, connecting to both her greatest fear and biggest hope. 

—

Curtis landed softly in the grass of the meadow between the forest and Enchantra’s cabin. He immediately felt grateful not to have landed in the way of a death stampede as he had last time. This time there would be nothing chasing him and he wouldn’t be forced to flee into the forest. He smiled in delight as he remembered to close the portal behind himself so that no one else could enter and no “mistakes” would happen this time around.

“As responsible as ever,” he proclaimed. And it almost didn’t bother him that there was no one around to hear his proclamation or witness his triumph of remembering. 

The sky was brighter than normal. The grass was greener. The faint sound of thunder horses that usually boomed in the distance was entirely absent. Had his sister actually taken Joanna Winslow’s mystery fantasy wasteland and turned it into a paradise?

He pondered the question for a moment as a strange feeling crept into the pit of his stomach. An almost-nauseated, maybe-lose-my-lunch, something-just-isn’t-quite-right-here sort of feeling. He couldn’t put his finger on it but it seemed almost too good to be true. And far too quiet. There wasn’t even the sound of a breeze rustling the leaves of the forest behind him. Where was everyone? Where were the Lost Souls? Where was Enchantra? 

Maybe she’d done away with Enchantra’s evil sister Benetra but that wouldn’t have rid the world of the lost souls or the death stampedes. And it certainly wouldn’t have rid it of all the beautiful things Enchantra had created for the world’s original inhabitants. The sweet smell of honey that usually drifted through this open field was gone. Replaced by - nothing. It smelled like absolutely nothing. Curtis began to pace as he pondered but stopped, abruptly, as the grass cut into the bottoms of his feet. He bent to take a closer look and found that the beautiful rolling hill of lush green grass was not, in fact, lush at all. It was completely dead. Burnt to a crisp. And spray painted green. 

“What the - ?”

A sound drifted its way over the hill and into Curtis’ ears. And though he wanted to find this as a relief, considering the unsettling silence around him, it only made him shiver. It was his sister’s voice, shrill and crackling - screaming. His blood pressure picked up and his heart rate spiked as he felt the urge to run to her rescue. But before his feet could carry him onward over the crispy fake grass, Curtis stopped himself. She wasn’t screaming out in pain. She was screaming at someone. 

Curtis wasn’t known for thinking before he acted. His impulsive nature is what often got him into trouble and part of why his parents thought he wasn’t responsible enough to do basically anything without his sister’s watchful eye. Even though he wanted today to be the day that he finally made a change and proved he was a responsible young man, Curtis knew he abandoned any chance of that the moment he opened a portal to his sister’s diary. He ran directly and unashamedly toward the sound of his Lindsay’s voice. He needed to know why her apparent paradise version of their adventure would result in such violent screams. 

Her voice echoed from somewhere near Enchantra’s cabin. He quickened his pace up a hill in the meadow and as he crested it he knew, immediately, that something had changed in the Ashen Afterworld. The cabin was gone and in its place stood a sprawling palace surrounded by tiny shacks. In the blazing light of the afternoon sun, Curtis paused as he watched hundreds of Lost Souls dragging wood and pushing stone; building what looked like an oversized inground swimming pool. 

“What the - ” He couldn’t finish his thought before he heard his sister’s shrill voice rise above the chatter below. This time, clearer. 

“The queen said she wanted a fountain in the pool, you imbecile. If she says she wants it, she gets it,” she bellowed.

A shudder ran up Curtis’s back as he quickened his pace down the hill. His legs betrayed him. His upper body followed the force of gravity and his feet could not keep up. Before he knew it he was tumbling head over toe to the bottom of the hill. He wasn’t as lucky as Sandra who’d recovered quickly from her fall down that very hill on their last adventure. Instead, Curtis’s head found the only rock present at the bottom of the hill. He watched the world go dark. 

—

“Hey,” Lindsay greeted Sandra as she answered the phone.

“Hey. How are you?”

“I’m good.” Lindsay pressed the elevator button and shifted from foot to foot as she waited for the door to open. 

An awkward silence hung so thick on the phone line she wondered if the cell towers would buckle under its weight. 

“So, it’s still snowing, huh” Sandra broke the silence and while Lindsay felt embarrassment flood red hot through her veins. 

“Yeah. Well, I mean, it’s slowing down. Finally. No plows, yet, though.”

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. 

“Well, that’s good. That it’s slowing down. Not about the plows.” Sandra sounded about as awkward as Lindsay felt. 

It helped. 

She calmed. “Yeah. Hopefully the coffee shop will open before the day is through. There isn’t a freakin’ drop of caffeine in our entire apartment.” She flung open the door and peeled her boots and wet socks from her feet. 

“Yeah and busses would be running, if that was the case,” Sandra’s voice sounded hopeful.

Was she awaiting an invitation? 

“I’ve been meaning to - ” Lindsay started.

“I was thinking of - ” Sandra started at the exact same time.

“You go,” Lindsay offered.

She could hear Sandra smiling as she spoke. “I was thinking about calling you the other day but I didn’t know what to say and I wasn’t really sure if you wanted me to reach out or not or if you really weren’t interested and maybe it was all in my head or just the rush of the moment. I mean - like interested in being friends. Not interested interested. Or maybe -”

Sandra took in a quick breath and Lindsay used it as an opportunity to cut in. “I am,” she said quickly. Her confidence had suddenly spiked when she realised just how adorably nervous Sandra sounded as she rambled on the other end of the line. 

There was a pause. No words spoken as both girls let the reality sink in between them. 

“You are…?” Sandra let the word “are” linger a moment, hoping Lindsay would fill in the space with more words. 

“Interested. I am interested. Interested interested.”

“Oh. Well. That’s great.”

Lindsay giggled out loud a little as she swayed down the hallway toward her bedroom. The smile on her face was burning so deep into her that she didn’t think it would ever fade. It even lingered as she noticed her diary sitting open on her floor. 

Curtis. 

“That little brat,” she cursed under her breath.

“Huh?”

Lindsay sighed. “Sorry. My brother. He was reading my journal.” A surge of frustration rose inside her. “I’m gonna have to call you back.”

“Oh, ok.”

The disappointment in Sandra’s voice melted Lindsay inside. “Well, I guess I don’t have to. But I do need to find that little brat and wring his neck.”

Sandra laughed. 

Lindsay moved through the apartment, on the hunt for her brother, as she chatted with Sandra about the snow and Sandra’s boring morning reading Joanna Wislow novels. As she turned the corner to the kitchen, thinking she would find him at last, she stopped dead. 

Sandra felt a shift at the other end of the phone. “Everything OK?”

“Um,” Lindsay started. “I don’t know. He’s - He’s not here.”

“What do you mean? You think he went out?”

It didn’t make sense. “He wouldn’t go out. He has nowhere to go. Man, my parents are gonna’ kill me.” She swept through the apartment again, this time stopping by the front door. His shoes were still there. Dry. His boots, too. 

Then, she remembered the scene in her room. It wasn’t just an open diary. There was an inhaler on the floor, too, wasn’t there?

She hurried back down the hallway to be certain she was right. 

“Oh no,” she breathed heavily into the phone.

“What’s wrong?” Sandra’s voice was nervous.

“I think he portal hopped into my journal.”

She knew what she needed to do. But could she risk it? 

—

Curtis awoke to water dripping on the side of his face. His head hurt immensely and it felt like daggers were ripping through his brain as he tried to open his eyes. The light was dim, but it was enough to make out the twisted shapes of the lost souls standing guard outside his… was it a cage?

He was in a cage? 

The harsh realisation snapped his mind to alertness. His pupils dilated as he took in the dimly lit scene around him. He was laying on the cold, hard metal of - yes, it was a cage. Short rusty bars surrounded him on four sides, holding up a roof too close for him to stand. The cage gently swayed back and forth as it hovered a foot above a pool of murky water. Walls of dirt and rock arched up to a ceiling he couldn’t see, but the echoes of his breathing let him know it was high above. 

Directly in front of his cage door stood two lost souls. Their clothes hung from their shrunken forms. They were even smaller than he remembered. 

A sickly laugh bubbled down the cave’s corridor toward his cage. Was that Lindsay? He couldn’t be sure anymore.

But as her figure curled around the corner and into view he knew at once it was his sister. She approached him with a swagger that was only a slight exaggeration from the annoyingly confident way she usually carried herself. A long, black dress of silk and lace draped over her in layers so thick she was almost lost inside it. On her head sat a golden crown of twigs and flowers. 

“It’s about time you woke up.” Her voice was raspier than usual.

Lindsay growled at the guards who quickly curtsied in an awkward way that almost caused them to tumble backwards into the water beneath Curtis’ cage.

Curtis instinctively backed away from the cage door as she approached. She couldn’t reach him from the water’s edge and he knew that, but something about her made his skin crawl and he couldn’t help but recoil.

“I know who you are, you know. And I know why you are here. But you shant have my throne!” Her voice boomed against the cavern walls.

Curtis didn’t speak. He just stared into his sister’s eyes. They were black as the dead of night and they cut through him in a way he could almost feel. 

“I’ll see to it that you never see the light of day again. The queen and I will live happily without your interference, dark lord.” She trailed off at the end of almost every word as though the words were being pulled from her lungs. 

She abruptly turned to leave. 

“Wait,” Curtis yelled, crawling quickly to the front of his cage.

He wrapped his hands around the cold bars, hoping for the right words to come to mind. “You - you can’t do that. I’m - I’m not a dark lord,” he stuttered out his best try.

Lindsay whirled around, her dress fluttering around her. “That’s exactly what a dark lord would say, though. Isn’t it?”

“But I’m not. I’m your brother! Lindsay, come on. This isn’t funny.”

For a moment, Curtis almost forgot he was trapped inside a story. The figure in front of him looked so much like his sister. It wasn’t until her face gnarled into a twisted red knot that he realised he was dealing with something else, entirely. 

“I have no brother,” she spat at him through gritted teeth. “No annoyances. No distractions. And certainly no brother.” Her attention turned to the lost souls guarding his cage. “He isn’t going anywhere, you know. One of you get out there and look for others!”

The lost souls exchanged a glance and one slumped his shoulders as he followed Afterworld Lindsay out of the cave. 

Curtis felt her words sink deep. Sister or no sister, this was her story. Perhaps that’s how she really felt. Perhaps that’s what she really wished.

A tightness filled his chest. 

—

“I don’t have a lot of time to explain,” Lindsay said as panic vibrated up her throat. “But I need to do something kind of dangerous. And I need your help.”

Sandra hung on the other end of the line for a moment. Then, said abruptly, “I’m in.”

“OK. I’ll need to open a regular portal to your house, grab you, bring you here, and we’ll need to portal hop into my diary.” She took a quick breath. “Sorry, I’m all out of order. Normally, I don’t really panic. But this - this is different. There’s a lot of magical whosits and whatsits I’d have to explain to make it make sense but just know this: Curtis hopped into my journal and it wasn’t just any journal page, it was the one recounting our trip to the Ashen Afterworld. But whenever you write about something, if you hop into it it’ll be twisted and bad. It’s something about deterring people from just living in their fantasies. Anyway, he’s got to be getting into trouble in there and I need to help him. But I can’t without you. My powers seem stronger around you and, more importantly, there will be another version of each of us inside the story world, and we can’t look ourselves in the eyes or we’ll - well, no one really knows what happens. So, I’ll need you to be my eyes when I face off against myself.” She stopped to catch her breath. 

“I thought you weren’t going to explain.”

Lindsay breathed heavy. 

“Wait - why are you facing off against yourself?” Sanda asked.

“I don’t know yet,” Lindsay answered. “I just have a feeling. If something in that story was going to get twisted up, it was probably me.”

“OK.”

Lindsay twirled her wrist, opening a portal to Sandra’s living room, and pulled her through.

“You’re sure you’re ready for this?” she asked Sandra, giving her one last chance to back out. 

“Yep.” Sandra nodded.

Lindsay scooped up her brother’s inhaler, stuffed it in her pocket, opened a portal, and threw her journal inside. 

—

Curtis fumbled around his pockets trying to dig out his inhaler. He was certain it had been there when he jumped through the portal. Wasn’t he?

“Just another thing I can’t do right,” he complained out loud between wheezy breaths.

“You too, huh?” a familiar voice echoed through the cavern from somewhere nearby. “My name’s Curtis, what’s yours?”

Uh oh. There were few of the rules that Curtis could remember when it came to portal hopping - he usually just played on his phone while Lindsay did all the listening. But one rule he did remember was never to look yourself in the eyes if you happen upon yourself in a story world. It stuck out to him because he couldn’t imagine a situation in which he would ever be face to face with himself in a story world. Yet, here he was. 

“Uh, my name’s,” wheeze, “Clurtis.”

“Wow,” Afterworld Curtis called through the cavern, “It’s so cool that our names are almost the same. Are you in that other cage? I can’t really see it from here.”

Curtis’ airways grew tighter. “Yeah,” he barely got the word past his lips.

“What’s wrong?” Afterworld Curtis yelled.

“Can’t - breathe.”

“Oh, I have an inhaler. I can try to toss it to you.” There was a brief moment of fumbling before a sploosh as the inhaler slipped from Afterworld Curtis’ hands and into the water below. “Oops. I’m sorry.”

Curtis tried to tell his other self that it was OK but he couldn’t catch enough breath to form the words. 

—

The moment she stepped foot in the Ashen Afterworld, Lindsay could feel the ways in which it was twisted. She felt the fake grass poking at her feet. She heard a cackling laughter in the distance. But, most of all, her skin crawled with an electric energy that felt on the brink of igniting. 

She tried to remember what, exactly, she had written in her journal. She ran through the storyline, trying to remember the layout of the Afterworld. The ground beneath her feet began to rumble and the sound of thunder horses grew close. Lindsay grabbed Sandra’s hand, without a word, and ran toward the forest’s edge to duck behind a tree stump.

Only twenty feet away, a herd of thunder horses emerged from the forest, breaking into the field with tremendous speed. Lindsay couldn’t help but feel a pang of sadness for them. Once strong and able to trample through the skies, they now looked frail, overworked, and seemed bound to the ground. This wasn’t how she’d written it, at all. She had written them as happy, glorious creatures with silky golden hair, helping the other inhabitants of the Afterworld move from place to place with ease. 

“Haaaaaaalt!” a screechy voice screamed over the rumbling of the thunder horses’ hooves.

In the middle of the herd, a single open-topped, black carriage stood motionless. A crowned girl sat atop the carriage, dressed in black silk and lace. Lindsay could hardly see her from where she crouched behind the tree stump, but Sandra recognized her at once. 

“That’s you,” Sandra whispered.

Lindsay should have known. But she didn’t want to believe it. She knew the Afterworld story she had written would be twisted but she didn’t want to accept that the evil she felt emanating from that herd was really coming from an alternate version of herself. She looked away, immediately, relying already on Sandra to be her eyes. 

“Do you see yourself?” she whispered.

“No.”

In the distance, the Lindsay of the Afterworld called orders to the lost souls who sat atop the horses at the front and back of the herd. “I want you to scour the entirety of this land for any trace of,” she paused, “others. He won’t be alone.”

The lost souls nodded in unison and dutifully broke off from the herd in all directions as Afterworld Lindsay called for her horses to return to her castle. 

Sandra looked back to Lindsay as the sound of horse hooves faded in the distance. “None of them came this way,” she offered.

Lindsay nodded. “We’re safe for now, but we can’t expect that to last long. The lost souls have a way of sniffing out the people who don’t belong. Especially when they’re looking for them.”

“So, now what?”

Lindsay glanced around the forest behind them, scouting out a path. “Well, it sounded like she knows Curtis is here. But she didn’t seem worried about finding him.”

“Which means she already has him.”

Lindsay drew in a sharp breath. “Yeah. And I don’t know what she would have been doing in the forest unless, maybe, that’s where she’s keeping him.”

Sandra looked at the thicket of trees behind them. “It’s pretty big though, Linds.”

A warmth filled Lindsay from inside as she heard Sandra shorten her name. She would have blushed if she wasn’t so scared for her brother. She needed to focus. “Yeah, it’s big. But if there was one easy place to lock someone away, I know exactly where it is.”

—

The air felt thicker as Curtis struggled to gasp it into his lungs. He needed oxygen, but he felt like if he took in any more air he might explode. He sipped the air with every ounce of energy he could muster, feeling his back and chest expand as his body refused to let the air escape. 

A pitter-patter sound in the distance hardly caught his attention. But when he heard quiet whispers he somehow found the energy to sit up and move toward the front of his cage. He saw the lost soul guarding his cage, fast asleep at the water’s edge. Two crouched figures moved into the open cavern from the tunnel’s entrance, slinking along the walls, getting closer. 

“Hey, you look just like my sister!” Afterworld Curtis called from the cage beside him.

The guard shook to attention and was almost to his feet before Lindsay started swirling her wrist. Forget the fancy magic she used against Benetra last time she was here. She might need her energy for that later. This time, she popped open a portal, hopped in, reappeared beside the lost soul and pushed him into the water. 

He flailed about, splashing and grasping for anything he could reach; unable to swim the ten feet that stood between him and the rock ledge. 

Lindsay caught Sandra looking at him with desperate pity. “He’s not real, Sandra. But Curtis is. I need you to help me. There’s a rope on the wall. It looks like it’s connected to a pulley system. If you pull it toward where we came in from it should bring Curtis’ cage to the edge.”

“Hey, my name is Curtis, too,” Other Curtis called. Lindsay couldn’t help but snicker at just how dimwitted she had written him to be. At least that part of the story stayed the same. 

Sandra peeled her attention from the drowning lost soul and used the rope to pull Curtis to the ledge. 

Watching him gasp for air, Lindsay pushed his inhaler through the space between the cage bars, but it was no use. Curtis wasn’t strong enough to push the canister down.

As Lindsay tried to remember the Latin words to a spell that might crack Curtis’s cage lock, she heard a splash beside her. 

“What are you doing?” she called. Anger and fear rose inside her in equal measure as she watched Sandra grab hold of the lost soul’s arm and swim with him to safety. She wanted to run to Sandra and save her from whatever the lost soul would probably do once they reached the ledge, but she had to help Curtis. His chest was ballooning and his lips were turning blue. 

She refocused and tried the spell again. 

It wasn’t working.

“Come on Lindsay,” she said out loud to herself. She had done such incredible things the last time they were in the Afterworld. And she should be stronger with Sandra nearby. 

In her mind she could hear Nana Rose’s voice, “You need to stay calm.” She remembered Nana Rose teaching her to open her first clean portal. Lindsay had already opened a few messy ones by her eighth birthday, so as a gift, Nana Rose taught her a little proper magic. In hindsight, it was probably just to keep her safe. “Let your fears melt away. Focus.”

Lindsay closed her eyes. Took in a long, deep breath and started again. She heard the creaking of the metal as the lock twisted and crumbled. She opened her eyes, threw open the cage door and rushed to her brother’s side.

“Curtis! Curtis!” She shook his limp body forcefully.

Sandra rushed into the cage beside her. The sopping wet lost soul stood at the cage’s entrance, his eyes focused on the floor. 

Lindsay looked from Sandra to the lost soul and back again. 

“He’s as much a prisoner here as the Curtises are,” Sandra quickly explained.

Lindsay nodded then let tears well up in her eyes as she focused back on her brother. 

Sandra slipped her hand beneath Lindsay’s. It felt warm and soothing. A rush of calm flooded its way through Lindsay’s mind.

“I’m stronger with you.” She closed her eyes and took Sandra’s other hand in hers and held them against Curtis’ back. She let the warmth fill her from bottom to top and began to recite a new spell. This one was in English and spoken straight from the heart. “From all the power of all the lands to live for a moment inside these hands. To save a life from love alone, so my baby brother can make it home.”

She repeated it, speaking louder, more sure of herself. She felt confidence and love take over the space inside her where fear once sat. She repeated it again, feeling Curtis start to stir beneath her hands. 

He gasped and sat up straight then fell backwards into her arms. She fumbled his inhaler to his lips and pressed the button twice as he breathed in. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, hardly able to make the words.

“It’s OK.” Lindsay hugged him tight.

“It was stupid. I’m so stupid.”

She could hear the shame in his voice. “No, you’re not. Shh. It’s OK.”

“I knew you would be here,” Afterworld Lindsay spoke softly from the cavern’s entrance - so softly that it made real-world Lindsay’s skin crawl.

Sandra stood immediately, blocking Lindsay from seeing the other version of herself. 

A shot of lightning flew through the air from Afterworld Linday’s fingertips and cracked into the chain holding the cage above the water. 

“Hurry,” Sandra called to Linday as they splashed into the water. “Open a portal!”

“I can’t. The water will all come with us. We’ll drown either way.”

The cage quickly began sinking and Lindsay struggled to pull her brother’s weak body out as Sandra tread water, waiting to help. 

Afterworld Lindsay stood, menacing, in the centre of the cavern, allowing them to swim to the ledge. 

“I’ll make an example out of you,” she said, her voice loud and booming as it echoed off the walls. “Souls!” she called to the handful of servants who’d followed her in. “Get me more cages!”

Swiftly, the souls turned and marched out of the cavern leaving the Lindsays, the Curtis’, and Sandra alone. Except for that one lost soul who stood dripping by the water’s edge.

“What are you waiting for?” Afterworld Lindsay narrowed her eyes as she screamed at the lost soul. 

He stood a moment, then looked toward Sandra and winked. 

Sandra gripped Lindsay’s hand and Lindsay knew exactly what was going to happen next. She nodded at the lost soul. 

He looked Afterworld Lindsay dead in the eyes and charged at her with all the force his tiny body could muster. 

Afterworld Lindsay threw her head back and laughed as he moved toward her. He was no match. But he knew he was no match. And so did Sandra and Lindsay. 

Before Afterworld Lindsay could throw a bolt of lightning in his direction, real-world Lindsay had opened a portal. 

Curtis was the first through. He tumbled out onto Lindsay’s bed, still dazed from his asthma attack. Lindsay and Sandra followed quickly behind. 

The portal stayed open just long enough for real-world Lindsay to see Afterworld Lindsay’s jaw drop in astonishment. They locked eyes and just as real-world Lindsay felt a smug pride wash over her she realised she’d done the one thing she should never do.

The portal closed quickly, sealing Afterworld Lindsay inside. 

“You OK?” Sandra asked Curtis.

He nodded. Still catching his breath. 

“And you?” she asked Lindsay.

“You can still see me? I’m still here?”

Sandra raised an eyebrow. “Um, yeah?”

Relief washed over Lindsay. Maybe not all of Nana Rose’s warnings were true, after all.
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