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Identify the Problem









  
  Chapter 1
When The Boys Were Unruly


Elliot knew he was being brought to The Wayward Home for Unruly Boys because he loved to lie—and that was the truth—but why any other boy was sent there, he didn’t know. He couldn’t fathom why his parents chose to take such drastic measures.  
“This whole thing is an overreaction,” Elliot hissed, his arms crossing over his chest. He watched out the back seat window as the asphalt road turned to dirt. The car bounded between rolling hills and thick forests expanding as far as the eye could see into distant fields dotted with cows, hay bales, and rusted farm equipment. Beyond the expanse of the middle of nowhere, the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia rose in a proud landscape against the setting afternoon sun, projecting hues of purples and blues. Elliot and his parents neither admired the view nor appreciated the charm of the quaint town which revealed itself just beyond the bend of the windy road.  
“Lying about serious things can have dire consequences,” his mother warned from the front seat, chewing on her thumbnail. 
“Did you really think the school wouldn’t send the police to our house when you claimed we were harming you? Your lies are dangerous.” His father’s voice shook with frustration “Your mother and I could have been arrested over one of your fibs!” He ran his hand over his balding forehead, wiping away the sweat which had started to form. 
“Worse yet, they could have taken you from us!” his mother added, her voice rising.
“I’d rather that happen than go to this stupid program,” Elliot mumbled. 
His palms grew clammy as he focused on the rural scenery beyond the hood of the car. An old train station appeared on the right. The wooden sign out front was warped and faded. The train itself still sat on the tracks behind the gray dilapidated building. Through the front doors, a teenager was being dragged by his ear; the woman pulling him had an expression of disappointment. As the car moved forward, the small town feel grew stronger. Mom-and-pop shops, antique street lighting, and single-story homes lined the streets. 
“I think this week away will give you some perspective on your behavior,” his mother said. 
“There’s probably no internet out here! What am I supposed to do all week?” 
“I heard they take your cell phone, too,” his father announced, a grin almost forming on his stubbled cheeks. 
“What if there’s an emergency? I can’t even contact you!” Elliot stared at the back of his parent’s heads, waiting for one of them to turn around and lovingly soothe him as they typically did. 
This time they didn’t.
“You should have thought of that before you let your lies almost tear this family apart.” His father hit his turn signal, veering onto a gravel road which took them away from the center of town. The road led up a small incline, deep into the dense forest. 
“I heard about this place from a woman who promoted it at the PTA. Apparently, it’s the best kept secret. They only advertise by word of mouth, not just anyone gets in! You are lucky to have this opportunity, Elliot. I suggest you make the most of it. If you don’t, one day, you may tell the truth about something extremely important, and no one will believe you. We can’t protect you forever.” 
“You don’t want to be the boy who cried wolf,” his father agreed. 
The car bounced as it traveled up the rocky incline. The dense trees fell away, revealing a clearing at the top of the hill. Overgrown bushes and knee-high grass covered the front lawn. And directly before them, Madame Eldridge’s Wayward Home for Unruly Boys came into view. The Victorian-style mansion was massive. To one side, a large turret towered high into the sky. The wide dome-shaped windows, which littered the front of the home, glowed with an eerie orange tint. Bronze metal gates outlined the peculiar balconies which jutted from the second and third-floor facade. Overgrown ivy branched up the weathered stone siding and cascaded back down, twisting its way around drainpipes and doorframes. 
“This place is charming!” His mother forced a smile as she spoke. 
His father simply squinted through his glasses as he pulled the car alongside two others. 
“This place is a dump,” Elliot said, raising his phone in the air, trying to get a signal. 
“For the next seven days it’s going to be your dump,” his father exclaimed. 
“I’m not an unruly boy!” he yelled, his face growing red. 
“Then maybe you should stop acting like one,” his father suggested before opening the door and stepping onto the wild, unkept grass. 
In front of the stoop, a group of teens from all different walks of life were gathered and all with a rough look across their faces. Some chatted while others gawked at the home in silence. All were fashioned in a mandatory boardinghouse uniform. One stood by his parent’s car in a heated debate, a snarl marring his face. His parents were throwing things out of the trunk and onto the front lawn. The trunk of Elliot’s car opened as his father lifted the suitcase. 
“It’s time,” his father announced.
 His mother, still sitting in the passenger’s seat, wiped away the tears forming in her eyes. She turned to the back seat to look at her son, her face as serious as it could be.
“Remember to treat others the way you want to be treated.” 
“Take your own advice, Mother,” Elliot grunted, tugging relentlessly at the shimmery yellow tie tucked way too tight beneath the starchy gray vest the program forced him to wear.






  
  Chapter 2
When The Boys Were Nervous


The afternoon sun couldn’t possibly cheer the boardinghouse’s dreary exterior any more than the crisp scent of autumn could lift the hearts of its new residents. Standing by the stoop, Elliot hunched alongside nine other teenage boys after placing his cell phone into a woven basket, the sign pinned to the front reading: no technology allowed. He glanced back at his parents who stood by their car a few yards away.  
His mother waved. 
He didn’t return the favor. sho
The towering butler guarding the entrance stared warily into each boys’ eyes as he ushered them through into the grand foyer. 
“You’ve been warned not to make a sound,” he muttered to each boy as they passed.
A glance from the grand foyer into the dining hall revealed a long wooden table extending from one side of the room to the other. Plates and cups were delicately set on the off-white tablecloth. Large copper vases held extravagant bouquets of wildflowers. Flames whipped against the fresh, silky wax as other butlers placed large, rounded candles one foot apart along the center spine of the tablescape.
“Romantic, eh?” one of the boys with an upturned collar whispered jokingly, nudging Elliot into the side with his elbow.
“We don’t speak before dinner is served,” Madame Eldridge instructed in a harsh tone, appearing without so much as a warning a few feet away by the bottom of the grand stairs. 
She voiced her words with precision, slowly pronouncing every syllable. Her unusual British accent was hard to place in the backwoods of rural Virginia. She gave the two boys a daring glance, making her way toward the group. Her demeanor was perfectly poised. The boys fixated on the older woman. 
“I am Madame Eldridge, and this is my home. You are merely guests here and you will behave as such. I will not accept anything less than proper behavior.” Her face stood still, her eyes gliding across the boys before her. “Don’t just stand there, the lot of you, with your mouths gaped open—it’s uncouth. Follow me.” 
Her modern interpretation of a Victorian-style gown, tinted black and grey, shuffled as she walked past them through the foyer and into the dining hall. Only then did Elliot notice the twisted cane she used to move her stiffened hip. 
All ten boys reluctantly shuffled behind her. 
“I wasn’t speaking, I was whispering,” the boy with the popped collar sarcastically corrected under his breath.
Madame Eldridge whipped around, her skirts whirling about her like a storm. “You would do well to follow the rules of this house, Sassy.”
“My name’s not Sassy, you old bag,” he barked, without fear of a consequence.
He pushed his wavy brown hair out of his face to get a better look at her. With his striking light honey eyes, dark caramel skin, and solid build, his attractiveness typically gave him a pass for his snarky comments, but looks had little impact on Madame Eldridge. 
Her crimson lips curled upward at one end, an eyebrow rising. Her eyes squinted, sparkling in the dimly lit room. Her fixed gaze on the boy who’d spoken shifted as she faced the roaring fireplace at the far end of the hall. She leaned on her carved spiral cane for support. It was blatantly obvious her large hips and tight waist could only have been made possible by a fitted corset. Despite that, her movements were graceful, made with an easiness that belied such discomforts. 
“Until you have completed your stay at The Wayward Home for Unruly Boys, you shall have no name, and that goes for every last one of you,” Madame Eldridge announced, pointing her raised cane at each boy as if poking them in the air.
Elliot studied her closely. The only item on her which had any color at all, besides her lipstick, was a large crimson jewel embedded in the top of the cane’s wooden handle. Her tophat, decorated with plumes of raven feathers and gray lace, reached high above her head. Even the ends of her fingernails which protruded through the cut holes in her white-laced gloves were painted black; a powerful color.
Sassy huffed, offended by her conduct. “My name is Ishir. It’s an Indian name which means power.”
Madame Eldridge fixed her gaze upon the sassy boy once again.
“Oh, Sassy, you have much to learn before I’m done with you.”
Elliot cracked a smile as he tugged at his dark gray sweater vest he was forced to wear. The yellow tie neatly fastened around his starched white shirt collar was relentlessly choking. He wasn’t fond of uniforms and presumed he wouldn’t be fond of Madame Eldridge either. His school required uniforms, and when his parents had informed him he would be taking a week off to join a behavior retreat, he never expected to be fastened into more tight clothing. 
Madame Eldridge headed further into the dining hall. Seating herself in the center of the table, with her back to the entrance of the grand foyer, and in full view of the massive oak-paneled fireplace, she encouraged the others to follow. 
Elliot hesitantly joined her at the table as the other boys cautiously chose their spots. They were all dressed identically, though their expressions varied from excitement to distress. Sassy started to make a smart remark but closed his mouth. He groaned when the only seat left was directly beside Madame Eldridge. 
Elliot watched closely as Sassy begrudgingly sat. 
“Your parents have entrusted in me the greatest of responsibilities—to transform you from unruly boys into respectable young men. While you are in my care this week, you shall do just that through activities and hard work. You will keep this boarding house clean and tidy, I don’t like a mess.” 
The butlers ignored the conversation as they placed bread and butter upon the table. They moved about quickly, their penguin suits matching the Madame’sattire. The sounds of the kitchen staff diligently working could be heard through the butler pantry’s propped door. The scents of slow-cooked meats and exotic spices wafting into the dining hall were delectable. 
Madame Eldridge glanced at the chubby boy at the end of the table seated farthest from the butler’s pantry. His dirty fingers had already gotten into the bread basket and crumbs had fallen onto the tablecloth.
She glowered at the boy. “Clean it up.”
“Yes ma’am, I’m so sorry,” he said, fearfully scooping his hands over the table.
Her eyebrows came close together and she glared with disgust as he clumsily struggled to gather the morsels and wipe them off the tablecloth. His Latin charm and respectful words had not swayed her in the slightest. 
“And don’t you dare brush crumbs onto my squeaky-clean floor.”
A butler appeared with a small porcelain plate covered by a beige doily, collecting the crumbs from the boy’s sweaty palms; still, a few morsels clung to his thick fingers, only making him fidget more. 
Madame Eldridge smiled once the deed was done. “Butter?” she asked, pushing the dish down the table toward the end. It slid with unnatural ease along the thick tablecloth, resting just beside the worried boy’s plate. “Use your knife please, not your fork. We have manners in this home.”
“Thank you?” he responded, unsure of what to make of the headmistress.
Madame Eldridge’s eyebrow rose. “You’re welcome, Slob.”
“You’re going to let her call you Slob?” Sassy asked, pointing to the boy who now shoveled bread into his mouth. 
The other boys murmured. Elliot watched Madame Eldridge’s mouth, use your napkin. Slob quickly reached for his napkin and wiped his mouth clean. 
“Good. Now, before we begin, there are but three non-negotiable rules in this house. Firstly, what happens here stays here. No need to mention it to Mummy or Daddy. What you mention amongst yourselves is your business and yours alone.”
Elliot was in agreement with the first rule.
“What’s the next one?” asked one of the lanky boys seated next to Elliot. His heavy Brooklyn accent reiterated he was tough. He sat across from Madame Eldridge, the fireplace behind him, his arms crossed against his chest. 
Elliot could tell the teenager didn’t want to be there any more than the other boys did, creating a sense of affinity in the room. 
Madame Eldridge just smiled dangerously wide. “I’m glad you approve, Stealer.” 
Sassy glanced wildly between Stealer and Madame Eldridge. Elliot could tell Sassy was curious if Stealer was his actual name, as he was wondering the same thing himself. 
“Secondly, everyone must complete the eight steps of this program, no ifs, ands, or buts. I pass you all or fail you all accordingly. This shall be a group effort, a group home. I made the mistake of letting someone fall behind once, and well, let’s just say, he haunts this place still.” She looked around with a grim expression as though she expected a spirit to materialize from the dark corners of the room.
Elliot looked around as well. The faded green wallpaper in contrast to the decorative stained wainscoting paneling from floor to ceiling gave the room a sinister feel. His eyes fell on the youngest, barely twelve, who sat in his seat at the far end of the table. The boy ignored the banter, staring at the tip of the candle as the flame danced and flickered. His unkempt, bright red hair and freckled face gave an image of innocence.
“I don’t work well with others,” one of the other boys announced.
Madame Eldridge’s eyes flitted in his direction.
The butlers came through the pantry carrying bowls of soup. It too was dark and black, just like the mood, and the shoes Madame Eldridge wore.
Elliot tossed his nose up as the bowl was placed before him. His pale skin glowed against the light emitting from the thick, rounded pillar candles. His hair was parted and gelled, appearing clean and well-kept, though the distaste on his face was prominent. 
“Is there squid ink in this? I’m allergic to seafood.”
Madame Eldridge simply laughed out loud, clutching her chest. 
“Oh Fibbsy, we are going to have fun, you and I!” she responded. The youngest of the crew finally took his gaze off the candle.
“What’s a Fibbsy?” he inquired without shame. 
“A fibber is a liar. An awful trait, and one that should be worked on most diligently,” she assured the redheaded boy with a nod. “Besides, Fibbsy knows he had fried shrimp for lunch before his parents brought him here.”
Elliot pressed his lips together, unamused by the name, and disturbed she knew things about him she shouldn’t. 
“Oh wow,” the youngest one blurted in judgment before grabbing his own bread from the basket nearest him. 
“There is no seafood in the soup. Of course, there is a black ingredient that usually doesn’t find its way into the kitchen. But that’s half the fun!” she explained, beaming as she glanced around her table full of new unruly boys.
Everyone watched as she took her spoon and delicately tipped the farthest side into the thick black liquid, bringing the steaming soup to her lips, clearly enjoying the sensation as she swallowed. 
“Get on with it,” Sassy grunted. “What’s the third rule?”
“Of course, thank you for keeping me on track,” she responded endearingly, placing her hand on his shoulder. 
Two of the boys giggled as Sassy stared at her fingers placed gently on his shoulder. Her black nails rested mere inches from his face. 
“Thirdly, there are no names. You don’t deserve them. The problem you were sent here to resolve was the inspiration for your new designation. If you change your behavior, rather should I say, when you change your behavior, you will be given the privilege of receiving your name back.” 
“If I promise never to lie again, will you not call me Fibbsy?”
“Why would I believe a liar like you could ever fulfill his end of such a bargain so quickly?”
Elliotslumped in his chair, narrowing his eyes as he watched her. 
Slob noisily sipped his soup, licking his lips enthusiastically. She gave him a glance and he quickly tucked his napkin into his shirt collar, using it as a bib. 
“This is ridiculous. Do our parents know how you’re running this place?” the Vietnamese boy who had been sitting quietly asked. 
He was ignored as the headmistress smiled with excitement. 
“Shall we introduce ourselves? Of course, you know Sassy, and Slob, and Fibbsy,” she recited as she pointed with her crooked finger. The black feathers attached to her hat stayed put as if frozen obnoxiously skyward. 
“Don’t forget about Stealer,” Slob said, pointing with his spoon. 
“How come I’m the only one without silverware?” Stealer asked, looking at the empty space where his spoon should have been.
Fibbsy pushed his spoon toward Stealer, too upset by his name change to have an appetite.  
“Of course, I can get you one; we just didn’t want you stealing the cutlery. It’s real silver, you know.” Madame Eldridge clapped her hands, and a butler came carrying a single spoon. “I expect that to be returned before dessert is served.” 
“Dessert?”Slob exclaimed. 
The boy beside him could take it no longer. “Shut up, fatty,” he said, kicking Slob under the table.
Slob was noticeably heavy, and the chair beneath him struggled to support his size. He placed his feet firmly on the ground as the chair wobbled. 
“Don’t call him names,” one of the boys retaliated. 
Madame Eldridge ignored the banter. “This rough young man is named Bully, not to be confused with Billy, which would be his actual name.” She chuckled at her own wit.
Fibbsy glared at her in resentment, disliking her more with each passing moment. The gray uniform pressed tightly against Bully’s athletic frame. He shifted uncomfortably as he scouted out the others at the table. Madame Eldridge went down the row as she named the remaining boys aloud.“We have Cheater, and Defiance, and Vandalize…” 
“Vandalize! I knew my name would be epic!” the youngest boy said, whipping his spoon through the candle’s flame. Black scorched marks were left on the silverware. A butler immediately replaced his spoon, pushing the candle just out of the redheaded boy’s reach. 
“Next to him is Bummer.” 
“Dude, do you wear a diaper or something?” Bully snickered across the table, amused by the word bum. Some of the boys chuckled. 
“There is no way I’m being named Bummer!” Bummer insisted, angrily.
Fibbsy raised his eyebrows, realizing he wasn’t the only one upset. He ran his comb through his gelled-back hair before placing it back in his pocket. 
“Would you prefer Debby Downer?” Madame Eldridge offered, her expression steadfast and earnest. 
“You’re a party pooper, aren’t you, Bummer?” Sassy asked, exposing a sinful smile.
Bully laughed at the word pooper.
“I’m not calling anyone by these ridiculous names,” Defiance announced in protest. Defiance locked eyes with Bummer, the only other African American boy at the table, giving him the nod in solidarity.
Bummer didn’t return the favor. He readjusted his glasses and slouched down to try his soup.
“We can call each other what we want when we’re not around MadameRidiculous,” Cheater announced, unfazed by her questionable authority. 
He seemed pleased with his simple solution, nodding in hopes of camaraderie. The stereotype of Asians being book-smart was prevalent, but Cheater always dismantled that typecast. He looked the part with his thin metal glasses and almond-shaped eyes, yet his intelligence was greatly influenced by Dyslexia. He saw the world through a unique lens. 
“Who died and made you the rule decider?” Defianceargued. 
Vandalizetried to pull the tablecloth toward him to bring the candle closer. Madame Eldridge held onto it firmly, pulling back. She gave him a look, and he cowardly let go. 
“If anyone is in charge here, it’s me,” Bully insisted, standing up and pointing to his chest. 
“Oh, hail the idiot king!” Sassy bellowed, lowering his body toward the table in a makeshift bow, a smirk across his face.
Cheater laughed.
Defiance rolled his eyes. 
“I’m fine with the names. It makes no difference to me,” Fibbsy lied, hoping others would verbally object. He wanted to cause an uproar, which Madame Eldridge would have to settle by dismissing the rule. 
“Oh really…” Sassy said, squinting his eyes at Fibbsy. 
Slob snuck the last fluffy roll onto his plate, stuffing it with butter. He placed the used knife onto the tablecloth.
Fibbsy glanced at the buttery utensil, then at Madame Eldridge, wondering if she would say anything. 
“And what about the last loser? What’s his name?” Bully asked.
The room got quiet as they all turned to face the timid boy. His silence had finally been noticed. 
“His name is Secret,” Madame Eldridge announced, nodding her head. 
“Why is he called Secret?” Bully scuffed. 
“Oh, my! It isn’t my business to tell. Secrets do unveil themselves when the time is right, I suppose.” 
“Hi,” Secret said, acknowledging the group. His voice was squeaky and soft. The boy’s posture was timid and he held his hands together in his lap. His hair was a soft brown and his looks were nothing more than average. Piercing blue eyes were the only indication that something mysterious may lurk within him.
“I know why he’s called Secret,” Fibbsy said, eyeing the boy.
Vandalize gave Fibbsy his attention, finally giving up on playing with the candle’s enticing flicker. 
“Fibbsy is a liar, Vandal, don’t listen to him,” Sassyremarked. 
“This is gonna be so much fun,” Bully blurted, chuckling to himself as he watched the commotion between the boys unfold. He barely fit against the backing of the chair. His sinewy linebacker build was wide at the shoulders but lean where it counted.
“I agree! Much fun!” Madame Eldridge said, elation in her voice. “While we eat, let us start on our eight-step program. You are currently engaged in step one.”
“Which is…?” Slob asked. He had no more food to shovel into his mouth and finally focused on the conversation. 
“Identify the problem,” she announced cheerfully.
Defiance’s head shot up. “How do you expect us to identify our own problems?”
“You will have all the help you need, gentlemen. This is a group effort, don’t forget. Rely on your soon-to-be friends, or not. It’s up to you,” she said swimmingly. 
She nodded to the butler nearest her. 
Platters of food, more than anyone but Slob could eat, came into the room and filled the table. Slow-cooked country ham, a honey-orange brisket, buttered mashed potatoes, balsamic-glazed Brussels sprouts, cheese-stuffed mushrooms, cheddar cheese biscuits, fried green tomatoes, and a large garden salad soon filled everyone’s plate. 
Stealer’s spoon was removed and he was given a fork and knife under the watchful eye of the kitchen staff.
Everyone sat in silence as they ate, lost in their own thoughts, contemplating the dreadful week ahead. 
Fibbsy thought about how he could lie to get around the rules. He wondered if Cheater thought about how he could bend the rules or if Defiance thought about the consequences of not following them. He assumed Bummer thought about how the rules were going to ruin his life and how Slob would make a mess of them. 
Vandalize finally broke the silence by asking to use the bathroom.
Madame Eldridge eyed the youngest boy. “Do you need a chaperone or can you conduct yourself in a proper manner?”
He embarrassingly agreed to behave and slipped out of his chair. 
Fibbsy stayed focused on the butler who guided the boy into the grand hall, past the ten suitcases, which sat in the corner near the front door and led him up the grandiose winding staircase toward the communal bathrooms on the second floor. Fibbsy’s glare didn’t break until they were out of sight. 
“There’s one last thing we must discuss before dessert,” Madame Eldridge confessed, wiping her mouth, careful not to smudge the perfectly applied red lipstick. She positioned her napkin delicately back in her lap. 
“Do you get a name, too? Like Madame Meddlesome?” Sassy asked.
Bully chuckled. Even Secret cracked a smile at the comment. Defiance glanced at Bummer once more, smiling at the African American teen, trying to give him the nod. Bummer avoided his stare.
Madame Eldridge became solemn. “If anything peculiar should happen within the walls of this home during your stay, I must know of it. It is imperative and for your own protection,” she warned. 
Fibbsy, who already thought of her as unusual, spoke up.“What do you consider peculiar?”
“Oh, my dear child, if it happens, or should I say when it happens, you will know. You all will know.” Her gaze flitted momentarily to the staircase behind her, a tension in the air. 
With that, she grabbed her cane, holding it tightly by the inlaid ruby stone. She stood and looked at the teenagers who sat around her table, eyeing her suspiciously. 
“I’m going to check on Vandalize. He’s up to no good, I can feel it in my bones.” 
Halfway up the stairs, she stopped, aggressively mumbling to herself, her clothes ruffling about. But none of the boys paid her eccentric nonsense much mind. They were free from her clutches momentarily—the perfect opportunity to be truly unruly. 
“Anyone else up for running away when Madame Looney goes off to bed tonight?” Cheater asked.






  
  Chapter 3
When The Boys Were Cautious


The first challenge was given before the dessert plates were taken away. The boys were to arrange themselves two to a room on the second floor. Madame Eldridge expressed she didn’t care by what means it was decided as long as it was done. Some of the boys suggested drawing lots or finding common interests in creating their pairings. Others simply announced they refused to sleep with a stealer, or a vandalizer, or a slob. Fibbsy tried to remind everyone his name was Elliot, though he was just scoffed at. There was one boy, however, who had a different plan. 
“Just do it!” Bully barked.
“There’s no way I’m sleeping with Slob!” Defiance argued, storming out of one of the bedrooms, suitcase in hand, heading toward the empty bedroom across the hall.
Each room on the second floor of the boarding home held two beds, two side tables, and two lamps, but only one dresser, one desk with a pen and pad of paper, and a single chair.
“Both of you are fourteen, it makes sense!” Bully screamed, storming after Defiance, prepared to drag him back into the room.
Fibbsy stood as far away from the commotion as possible. He turned to the boy next to him. “Why were you sent here?”
“Apparently hacking into the school’s database and deleting everyone’s grades is a no-no,” Cheater responded, shrugging his shoulders. “Why were you sent here?”
“My parents enjoy seeing me suffer,” Fibbsy said, watching out of the corner of his eye as Bully forced Slob into one of the rooms.
Slob willingly obliged for fear of retribution. The majority of the teenagers stood awkwardly on the wide second-floor landing looking down the long extended hall at the opened doors to the empty bedrooms.
Defiance plopped himself onto one of the available beds in the empty room across from Slob’s. He looked back at the boys who stood in the hallway.
Bully got up and entered the room, pointing across the hall behind him. “Defiance, get back in there with Slob, I’m not playing around,” he threatened, his voice deeper than usual. His thick arms flexed.
“I refuse to handle a messy roommate,” Defiance announced, not budging.
“I like your attitude, Defiance,” Sassy said, pushing past Bully and dragging his suitcase into the room. Sassy plopped down on the other bed without so much as asking if Defiance was okay with it.
Both boys looked at Bully.
“Get out of our room. No more vacancies!” Defiance demanded.
Bully stepped closer to them and leaned in. “You morons deserve each other.” He spat on the floor, kicked one of the suitcases, and walked out to the crowd of frightened boys watching from the hallway.
Defiance bound up, slamming the bedroom door shut. “Good luck finding a roommate!” He turned the skeleton key which sat placed in the keyhole. Madame Eldridge had left the key for the boys to use, surely a peculiar thing to do…
Bully kicked the door.
Fibbsy watched Stealer leave the scene and settle into the farthest room from the stairs, away from the drama.
While the commotion between Bully, Defiance, and Sassy played out, Stealer had the time to test out both beds, feel both pillows, and select the best of each in the empty room. Then he dragged the desk closer to his bed to place his suitcase on it. He made himself at home. He was used to sharing a room with his five brothers in their small New York City apartment and knew first come meant first served.
“Who’s in here with you?” Bully asked as he barged in, peeking into Stealer’s room.
“Why do you ask?” Stealer, though tall, thin, and lengthy with a large Italian nose and thin wrists, had been raised on the streets of Brooklyn, and knew how to fight his way out of any unwelcomed predicament.
“You seem cool, wanna bunk?” he asked. Before Stealer could make a comment, and before Bully could turn around to grab his suitcase, Fibbsy was through the door in a moment of bravery.
“I thought we had made a pact to bunk together,” Fibbsy lied, announcing it loudly.
Bully looked at the two, his face wrinkling. Rooms were disappearing fast.
“I’ll let you both room together. This seems like a perfect match. Let me go make sure everyone else is paired up properly,” he said, authoritatively.
Fibbsy and Stealer tried not to crack a smile until after he’d left.
“Thanks for the save,” Stealer said, letting out a sigh of relief. While Fibbsy was only thirteen and Stealer seventeen, both boys held a smile on their faces, no awkwardness between them. Fibbsy appeared to come from a well-to-do family, and Stealer was most interested in what treasures were hidden in his suitcase for the taking.
“I’ll take anyone to not be with Bully,” Fibbsy admitted, entrusting his new roommate with his unwavering honesty.
Bummer, on his way to one of the unoccupied rooms, passed Bully in the hall.
“You can bunk with me if you want,” Bummer offered. “I’m not gonna get any sleep though. This place is messed up. You can fall asleep with a light on, can’t you? I plan on reading all night.”
Bully studied the boy, but still not understanding the reasoning behind Bummer’s name, pushed him into the wall. “I don’t sleep with diaper babies. Don’t talk to me, dude, we’re not friends.”
As Bummer made his way to what appeared to be an empty room, he realized Cheater was already in there. Cheater sat on the bed, obviously refusing to unpack his suitcase since it sat unopened on the floor.
Bummer smiled. “Do you mind if we bunk together?”
“I don’t share well, but I’m not staying here long, so you can come in if you want.”
Bummer nodded. “I don’t do a lot of things well.”
“You know, you should have picked the name, Debby Downer, it suits you better. We could have called you Double D.”
Bummer chuckled at the ridiculous notion.
“I’ve determined that Madame Eldridge is certifiably insane. I know all the specific criteria for such a diagnosis. My therapist taught me well.” Bummer unpacked his suitcase, placing his clothes on the bed in organized piles.
“I’m not going to stay here long enough to find out. There’s a way to escape this place, and I’m going to figure out how.”
“If you want to run away, sneak out the front door in the middle of the night. Of course, there are aggressive wolves and wild black bears in this part of the Shenandoah Valley. You probably won’t last long in the wilderness,” Bummer expressed, pushing up his glasses. They constantly slid down his nose.
“I already tried the doors to the outside, they’re all locked,” said Cheater, pointing to the skeleton key sitting in the keyhole of their bedroom door.
“That one probably won’t work on the front door. No use in trying,” Bummer mentioned with brutal honesty.
Cheater sat up in the bed ignoring his new roommate’s lack of optimism for escape. “I refuse to use the dresser. It’s all yours.”
Bummer placed his stuff away, mumbling aloud to himself how the suitcase wrinkled his clothes. “I think the name Bummer is going to give me even more self-esteem problems than I already have. What’s your real name?”
“Sorry, but I’m keeping that to myself.”
“Is it because it’s an Asian name?” Bummer asked.
Cheater scowled at the comment. “I simply prefer Cheater over my actual name. It’s befitting.” Cheater made his way to the key still in the door. Without locking the door, he pulled it from the hole, examined it closely, then placed it on the single desk.
Bummer’s eyes met Cheaters. “I hope loud snoring doesn’t bother you. I’ve got a real problem.”
Across the hall, no one dared to try to room with Slob. He set up his room, minding his own business. His suitcase was filled with items, clothes, and food, all haphazardly thrown in with no rhyme or reason. He lifted the contents up in piles, struggling to carry them as he shoved them into the top drawer.
Bully eventually entered Slob’s room, inquiring who was sleeping with him. Terrified, Slob didn’t answer, and instead simply offered Bully a Snickers bar.
Bully yanked it out of his hand, checking to make sure it wasn’t tampered with.
“You can stay with me if you’d like,” Slob offered, timidly.
“In your dreams, fatty,” Bully spat back, walking out. Unbeknownst to Bully, besides Slob’s room, there was only one other bed still available. He had spent so long trying to control the others, he missed his opportunity.
As Bully walked down the hall, Secret apprehensively peeked into Slob’s doorway. The two boys’ eyes met, and for a moment, there was silence.
“Want a Snickers?” Slob asked, handing out another one.
“Thanks, but I’m looking for a bed,” Secret said, eyeing the empty side of the room.
“You can have that one,” Slob stated. “I don’t think Bully is going to take it.”
Secret grinned as he stepped into the room. With Slob being fourteen, and Secret being fifteen, they were close enough in age to assume they shared something in common.
“I’m not that much of a slob, you know.” Slob attempted to shove the dresser drawer closed before his new roommate could peer in.
“You’re messy, and I withhold things I shouldn’t. We all have our issues. We’re all here for a reason I suppose.” Secret forced an awkward smile on his face.
“You must have a really dark secret to be sent to this place.”
“Why were you sent here?” Secret asked, trying to deflect the focus from him.
“Apparently, a hoarded room is a fire hazard, and some people got hurt. I got blamed as usual, but I’m used to that.” He exhaled deeply, glancing away momentarily. “I’m not going to ask you what your secret is, but if ever you need someone to talk to here, I could use a friend,” Slob said, handing the Snickers to his new roommate.
“How many of those do you have?”
“Not nearly enough,” Slob chuckled, his chubby cheeks turning bright red.
Moments later, everyone heard Bully barking in frustration down the hall.
“No way I’m bunking with you, dude!”
The last empty bed was in the room Vandalize had taken.
“Suit yourself. Sleep somewhere else,” Vandalize said nonchalantly.
“You’re twelve. I’m seventeen! I’m not sharing my space with some little kid.” Bully stood hovering in the doorway. “You gotta get out. Find somewhere else to go,” he demanded, lowering his voice.
The other eight listened from their respective rooms as an awkward silence enveloped the second floor like an eerie mist.
Vandalize ignored the comment and glanced down at the candy bar in Bully’s hand before speaking.
“Do you think Madame Eldridge has a microwave?”
Bully scrunched his face in confusion, rubbing his hand along his buzzed-cut head. “What are you talking about?”
“If you put Snickers in the microwave, the wrapper sparks like fireworks.” A glimmer of excitement grew in Vandalize’s eyes.
“No, it doesn’t!” Bully replied. He walked into the room, bulking up his chest as he looked down to where Vandalize sat on the bed.
Vandalize’s suitcase was opened, and he was fiddling with the tools he had snuck in between his clothes. “Totally does. I did it at my aunt’s house once and it nearly blew up the whole kitchen.”
“Is that why you were sent here?” Billy asked.
Vandalize chuckled. “No, I did something much worse.”
Bully inched closer to the boy, his suitcase still in his hand. He leaned in to whisper. “Like actual sparks?”
“Yup. It’s really cool. That’s why my mom took away our microwave. I kept playing with it.” Vandalize admitted without regret, proceeding to hide his tools under the mattress. “It was totally worth it.” His short red hair moved about like fiery-brilliant ocean waves.
“How big are the sparks?”
“Firework-sized sparks!” Vandalize responded with a mischievous grin. His freckles bunched together on his cheeks as his dimples appeared.
“That’s awesome, dude. What happens to the candy?”
“It catches on fire, obviously,” Vandalize replied. “Wanna try it?” He glanced at the candy bar in Bully’s hand.
“No way, twerp. It’s not worth getting caught over,” Bully said, shaking his head at the twelve-year-old.
“No one is in the kitchen right now,” Vandalize encouraged, with a tempting sneer.
Bully thought for a moment, realizing maybe this sleeping arrangement would be better than he thought.
Vandalize’s eyes sparkled. “If you place it on high, sometimes you can create a fireball inside the microwave when the candy explodes.”
“Does it make a lot of noise?”
Bully unpacked as he listened to Vandalize describe the way the fireball rises from the chocolate. No one would ever suspect them. It would look like Slob had done it, and for some odd reason, both of them got a great bit of joy out of that prospect. Of course, Vandalize purposefully left out the part about the plume of smoke that comes billowing out from the sides of the microwave door.






  
  Chapter 4
When The Boys Were Victimized


Madame Eldridge’s Home for Unruly Boys was on the edge of the Blue Ridge mountains, off the outskirts of a small town. It was a desolate place, a large property few cared to explore. Wild animals roamed the thicketed forests beyond the front stoop, and their nightly activities could be heard through the bars on the cracked windows of the boys’ bedrooms. 
The sounds of distant howls and night owls on the prowl echoed and lulled the boys to sleep. One such sound didn’t come from the outdoors, and the abrupt thud tore Fibbsy from his dreams.
The dark bedroom cast shadows along the wall as the delicate moonlight shone in, illuminating the room enough for him to see Stealer’s silhouette as he lay on his stomach, his feet hanging off the side of the bed. An unrecognizable thud in the hallway drew his attention to the door.
The racket resonating down the hallway trickled under the door. It was a dark and heavy sound like a bowling ball being dropped onto hardwood flooring. Fibbsy wondered if some of the boys were up and about. Of course, Fibbsy would never squeal on them, he was too proud for that.
The noise repeated, closer than before.
He slipped out of bed.
The hardwood floor felt cool on his bare feet. He tiptoed to the door, turning the old brass handle, and tried avoiding the squeaking sound of the rusted hinges. The house seemed suddenly too quiet as the door creaked open.
Fibbsy poked his head into the hallway, looking in both directions. The faded golden wallpaper shifted and moved as the light from the landing windows draped against it. A multitude of closed bedroom doors, empty chairs with small wooden side tables, forlorn expressions on oil-painted portraits, and an expansive hallway greeted him.
Fibbsy closed the bedroom door, glancing back at his roommate. Stealer snorted for a moment, then was silent again. A dim glowing light from the hallway slowly passed by the room. Fibbsy watched it move through the crack under the door near the floor.
The echoing of slow footsteps could be heard against the aging floorboards, causing them to creak. A smirk crossed Fibbsy’s face. He slowly reached for the handle, twisting it softly, before throwing the door open and jumping into the hallway.
Twisting back and forth to find the culprit, he searched for the source of light. The landing was pitch black. He stood alone, in darkness. A chill came over him as the cross breeze from the room drove in cool Virginian mountain air.
“Who’s there?” Fibbsy hissed, not wanting to be the butt of a joke. He walked down part of the hallway, abandoning the safety of his room. He searched around the second-floor landing’s furniture, where anyone may lie hidden. Only the faces of the hanging portraits were there to keep him company.
That’s when he first heard the whispers.
Like a hundred prayers being muttered at once, they buzzed around him. Too soft to make out what they were saying, the sound fluttered, not coming from any one direction. Fibbsy glanced at one of the portraits which stared back at him, and shivered.
Another thud.
Fibbsy’s weight disturbed the floorboards beneath his feet as they creaked. He froze, slowly turning. This time the sound had an origin.
Scanning the dimly lit hallway, he looked into the darkness of the ceiling. Gloomy shadows were cast against the corners. They pulsed, breathing slow, deep breaths as they shifted against the walls. Fibbsy had a dark feeling that whatever it was, it was watching him. A shadow pushed itself into the air, wisping delicately like the smoke of an extinguished candlewick.
A feeling of dread dropped into Fibbsy’s stomach.
The shadow veered in a violent twist, grabbing against the wall. From the wisp of smoke formed a long, extended arm, swinging through the air, seizing hold of the wall, and dragging itself further toward the bedroom doors. As it moved, the screeching and whispers increased. The hallway grew colder as the shadow expanded, and a shiver ran up Fibbsy’s spine, lifting the hair on his arms.
Like an evening storm releasing heat lighting, the shadows flashed momentarily, illuminating the hallway. Within its spiral form, a dark pair of eyes formed. The entity wisped along the ceiling and wall, moving faster as it grew.
Fibbsy watched as it traveled toward Sassy and Defiance’s bedroom door, extending plumes of smoke, violently contorting its shape as it consumed the space before it. It expanded from floor to ceiling. Fibbsy watched the hallway chair and side table disappear from sight as the billowing darkness engulfed it.
Fibbsy tried to move backward and flee to his room, but his feet stayed firmly in place against the chilled flooring. His heart raced. His mouth was cotton dry.
As the shadows illuminated from within, a roll of thunder shook the floor and threw him off balance. Finding his footing, Fibbsy bolted to Sassy and Defiance’s door, grabbed the handle, and tried to force it open.
He had to warn them.
The whispers grew louder as he frantically tried to gain access through the locked door. The pounding began to surround him as the dark mist crept closer toward his feet. He could feel an anger within the entity. It pulsed and thrashed, crawling desperately toward him.
“Wake up!” Fibbsy shouted, banging with all his might.
The resonance from his fists against the wooden door was masked by a shrill cry which came from within the shadows. The floor beneath his feet vibrated with intensity as the echoing of thunder rolled down the hallway. The lamp on the side table behind him rattled as the tassels on the lampshade swung feverishly back and forth. A dangerous gust of wind picked up, pushing through the second-floor landing. His clothes flapped as he banged his fists against the door and screamed. His eyes couldn’t pull away from the ghastly form as it violently distorted its shape. Now only feet from him, the scent of despair began to perfume the air. It made his knees weak. He leaned against the door, trying to catch his breath. The darkness was feeding off of him, devouring his energy, inhibiting his desire to flee.
The recurring thunder roared as the whispers became even more enraged. It crawled with increasing speed, pulling against the wall as it thrust itself forward. Bolts and flashes of light spewed from within its unnatural form. A dark presence could be felt, pulling him toward the unholy shadow. He threw his fists against the bedroom door with fervor, but no one answered.
Pushing off the door, Fibbsy flung himself to the floor. The shadow reached him in a swirling vortex of darkness. The smoldering waves of smoke slithered down the wall, creeping along the floor, swiftly wrapping around Fibbsy’s legs as it held him captive.
Fibbsy looked up, staring with horror into the eyes of an entity. He felt someone from behind grab his arms, drag him backward, and pull him up from the floor. The feel of warm hands hauling him from the grasp of the darkness before finally letting go. He whipped around frantically, searching the hallway for his savior, but to his disappointment, he was alone.
Freed from the the shadows, Fibbsy bolted to his room and slammed the bedroom door shut, fidgeting with the skeleton key. His hands shook uncontrollably. The erratic pounding in his chest making it difficult to breathe. The whispers assaulted his ears. With one final attempt, he pushed the key into the lock and turned the bolt. He ran to his bed, throwing himself under the covers, his trembling hand still clutching the key.
“You’re imagining things,” he whispered to himself as he tried to regulate his breathing. He continued to shake, trying to listen for any sound of attack.
The whispers dissipated, allowing the lonely birds making territorial calls in the dense Virginia forest beyond the bedroom’s window pane to be heard.
Fibbsy peaked his head from under the covers and looked around in fear. His roommate still slept soundly across the room.
A flash of light caught his eye. Beneath the crack under the door, the slow-moving glow could be seen again. The silence and stillness of the home was shattered by yet another thud.
Fibbsy pushed himself against the headboard of the bed and stared at the door, dreading what was waiting on the other side. Wisps of black mist came up from the sides of his bed. The shadows of smoke twisted fiercely as they reached into the covers and began to pull the sheets.
A deathly, guttural sound emerged from the shadows that remained on the floor. His bed shook as the whispers pierced the room in a terrifying cry. The moonlight had all but disappeared from the window. The bed was thrust forward, dragging itself halfway across the room and away from the ravenous shadow. The edge of the thick, wooden-framed bed collided with his roommate’s, jolting Stealer awake. The sound of thick oak daring to splinter rippled through the room. As Fibbsy heard Stealer’s screams, all other sounds washed away.
The moonlight reappeared through the window, casting away the entity.
“Did you see it?” Fibbsy cried, holding onto the headboard for dear life.
His bed now sat catty-cornered in the center of the room, the edge against Stealer’s. Stealer’s bed had been forced askew from the wall, his side table and lamp toppled over.
“What are you doing?” Stealer screamed, looking at the furniture.
“The shadow! Did you see the shadow?”
Stealer picked up his side table, turning on his lamp.
The light engulfed the room and released the pressure of panic pounding in Fibbsy’s chest.
“Why are you pushing furniture around in the middle of the night?” Stealer screamed.“You didn’t hear the pounding sound from the hallway?” Fibbsy looked around the room with a terrified expression.
A loud rap on the door could be heard by both boys this time. The door handle rattled aggressively as the door shook.
“That’s it!” Fibbsy screamed, searching for a safe place to hide.
“We know it was you!” Sassy yelled from the hallway.
Stealer gave Fibbsy a look of disappointment as he headed toward the door to address Sassy’s knocking. He turned the handle but was unable to open the door. Fibbsy extended his hand from under his blanket, holding out the skeleton key without so much as saying a word in defense.
Stealer grabbed the key and unlocked the door, allowing an irritated Sassy and Defiance into the room.
“What’s all the banging about?” Sassy demanded, staring at Fibbsy.
Defiance glanced around the room in shock.
Fibbsy’s side table and lamp had also been knocked to the floor. His bed remained unmoved from the center of the room.
“You heard the banging too?” Fibbsy expressed with relief. He climbed out of his bed.
“No, we heard you banging on our door a minute ago and screaming for us to wake up,” Defiance angrily accused.
“What’s wrong with you?” Sassy hissed.
Stealer’s expression was one and the same.
“So, you didn’t see the shadow?”
Sassy’s yawn interrupted his angered expression. “Is this some kind of sick joke?”
“No! Something in the hallway was coming toward your room,” Fibbsy said in defense. “It was dark and evil, and it made all these whispers, and then…” he stopped as he heard how ridiculous it sounded.
Defiance shook his head. “He’s a liar, Sas, don’t listen to him. It’s a good thing I locked our door or who knows what he would have done if he had gotten in.”
The two glared at him in disgust before turning around to walk out.
Sassy turned back for one final comment. “Don’t ever do that again or I’ll make your stay here more miserable than it already is.”
Stealer followed them into the hallway, shaking his head in frustration. After a moment, he returned.
“Sassy and Defiance said I could move my mattress into their room and bunk with them if I wanted. You’re making enemies fast and I don’t want to be a part of your drama,” Stealer announced. “Now I know why you were sent here.”
“I have night terrors and I can’t control them,” Fibbsy said, fabricating a plausible reason.
Stealer shook his head, not sure what to believe. “Your lies are ludicrous.” He pushed the beds apart and tried to fix his side of the room before heading back under the covers.
Fibbsy walked to the desk to grab the skeleton key and lock the door when his eyes rested on a framed picture which sat on top of the desk—something he hadn’t noticed before.
“What’s this?” Fibbsy asked, holding it up. “Did it fall off the wall when the room shook?” He searched the wall for a protruding nail.
“I took it from another room. Thought it looked cool,” Stealer admitted without shame.
“What room?”
“I went exploring the house before lights out. There’s a bedroom on the third floor filled with old stuff. Thought we could hang it up. You know, spice up the place? I was fascinated by how powerful the storm and lightning in the picture looked.”
Fibbsy stared at the framed black and white photo and felt the color drain from his face. In the photo, a dark, ominous cloudburst swirled and formed as a bolt of lightning glowed from within it.
“Do you remember what Madame Eldridge said about peculiar things?”
“What about it?” Stealer asked, placing his head on his pillow and staring at the ceiling.
“I think I just found something peculiar. We have to tell her about this picture.”
“Tell her what, specifically? That I stole it?” Stealer sat up in bed. “You think you can blab on me for stealing something after the stunt you pulled?”
“We can’t have this in our room,” Fibbsy insisted.
“No one would believe you even if you said anything,” Stealer shot back. Fibbsy opened the door and placed it into the hallway. ”Don’t do that! Someone might see it and then they’d know I took it!” Getting out of bed, Stealer retrieved the picture and placed it in his drawer. “I’ll put it back tomorrow.”
Fibbsy glanced around the hallway, remembering the warm invisible hands that pulled him to safety from the darkness. His parents had been right. He was known for lying, and in a dire situation, no one was going to believe him. With the door locked, he climbed back into bed, ominously watching the shadows in the room as Stealer’s lamp went dark. Nothing moved except for the branches of trees outside.






  
  Step 2
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Call Out The Problem











  
  Chapter 5
When The Boys Were Skeptical


The breakfast table was quiet as the boys anticipated their second challenge. They were dressed for the meal in their uniforms, a requirement to partake in the program. The tapping of forks on the china was the only sound that could be heard besides a few disappointed sighs from Sassy and obnoxious chewing from Slob. 
Pancakes, muffins, sunny-side-up eggs, waffles, bacon, sausage, plentiful fruits, and shortbread with jam were spread across the wide table. The dining hall in the morning light seemed easier on the eyes and the grim green wallpaper appeared lighter and more refreshing.
“I hate to add rules to the house, but it seems there are a few necessary new ones,” Madame Eldridge expressed, glancing around at her unruly boys. She sat in her same spot as the previous evening, in the middle of the table facing the fireplace, her back to the grand foyer. Fibbsy felt a tightness in his chest, worried her comments would be directed at him.
“How about not banging on peoples’ doors in the middle of the night? Can that be a house rule?” Sassy shot a glare at Fibbsy, taking an aggressive bite of his bacon.
Fibbsy felt his cheeks burn. “I didn’t do that!”
“You’re such a liar,” said Defiance.
“Someone had a bad night!” Bully chuckled.
The tension in the room felt like thick fog.
“I didn’t hear a thing, and I was up all night. You know, I have a chronic sleep disorder,” Bummer added.
“No one cares, Bummer,” Bully insisted, grabbing a banana chocolate chip muffin from the basket before Slob got a hold of it.
“I was banging on your door for your own protection!”
No one said a word.
The butlers walked around the room refilling apple juice.
“Do you know how much sugar a single serving of juice has and what it can do to the human body? This is exactly why all of us are headed toward diabetes,” Bummer lectured.
The butler simply ignored him and filled everyone’s cup.
Madame Eldridge cracked a smile as she watched the conversation unfold. Her attire that morning was unique, to say the least. A puffy dress of thick white and black stripes adorned her mysterious figure. It came down to her knees, reminiscent of a tutu. A fur throw dyed a plush burnt amber, hugged her shoulders. Her thick leggings matched the color of the fur. Her white sun hat was decorated with dried thorns and flowers with a small stuffed bird attached to the very top. It appeared to watch the conversation as the boys erupted in argument.
Secret chose to keep quiet about what he personally experienced in the middle of the night as everyone divulged Fibbsy’s outburst.
“Fibbsy is a liar, Sassy is over-exaggerating, Bummer has nothing constructive to add to the conversation, and Bully never says anything of substance. So we all heard a bump in the middle of the night, it’s not like we also didn’t hear the wolves outside howling. Get over it,” Cheater said.
Everyone stared at Cheater who seemed exceptionally exhausted. Fibbsy eyed the boy questing if he too had experienced something that kept him awake.
“I see you all are working hard on step two: observing the problem, and I must say, I’m very pleased,” Madame Eldridge expressed in delight.
“The only problem I see is the doors to this place seem to lock on both sides,” Bummer mentioned, staring at the headmistress.
“Sometimes peculiar things have their reasons,” Madame Eldridge insisted.
“I saw something peculiar last night,” Fibbsy whispered, still shaken up by the event.
Secret shot him a glance.
“Did you?” she asked, sipping her Earl Grey. “Do tell.”
“We witnessed him throwing a fit and pushing furniture in the middle of the night,” Defiance intervened, glaring at Fibbsy.
Fibbsy pulled out his comb and brushed his tightly gelled hair back, making sure it was in the perfect place.
“Can you pass the eggs?” Slob asked, looking down at the end of the wooden table. “Por favor?” he added, trying his best to appear well-kept. This morning no tablecloth was set, and Slob felt certain such was the case so he wouldn’t stain it.
“To more pressing matters, I must insist we implement the new rules before we start on our challenge for today. There are two places you are not allowed to go in this boarding home. One is my study. It is a place you may be invited into but is off-limits if I am not there. The second is the third floor, more specifically, the first bedroom on the third floor.” She glanced at Stealer.
Wisely, Stealer avoided her intrusive stare.
“Why can’t we go in there?” Defiance asked.
“It was once the room of a boy eons ago, quite like you all, who attended here. He vanished during this program, and his personal items were never collected. They are there for him should he ever return.”
“That’s dumb,” Bully said, shoving a waffle into his face.
“How did he disappear?” Vandalize asked. The mystery intrigued him.
Fibbsy’s ears perked up. “Did something come to get him?”
“That, my dear boys, is a story for another day. Once you are done with breakfast, meet me in the lounge where we shall begin our challenge! Oh, and one last thing. You boys are now specifically banished from the kitchen. It seems someone thought it wise to make a mess in there overnight. Not a smart choice gentlemen. When one messes up, the whole group must share in the consequence. It would be wise to remember that.”
Several boys glanced at Slob in judgment.
Bully and Vandalize gave each other fleeting glances, smirking as they did so.
When the meal had finished, Madame Eldridge led the way from the dining hall into the grandiose foyer. Rising three stories high, the banisters to each floor’s landing were visible as the staircase rose and twisted against the Victorian architecture. Beams on the ceiling were held in place by a massive chandelier. In the center, a large, round table stood on top of an antique carpet; a crystal vase with fresh blooming white mums sat upon the table. Madame Eldridge walked through the foyer and into the lounge, her eyes falling on the ornately detailed, floor-to-ceiling fireplace, its wooden mantel boasting a variety of photos.
Though a chill hovered in the air most autumn evenings, the previous one had been tolerable, and the fireplace remained unused. She swiped a gloved finger across the mantel, satisfied it lacked any dust.
An exceptionally large Persian rug decorated with intricate patterns ran down the center of the lounge with couches circling it. In the center was an enormous, tufted leather ottoman where ten cages of varying sizes and shapes sat waiting.
Madame Eldridge stood beside the nearest cage, a smile on her face. The feathers on her hat seemed befitting for the event because within each cage was housed a bird. From large to small they ranged. The most rowdy of the flock, a goldfinch, puffed up his yellow plumage as he hopped around and tweeted his birdsong. Others, like the Macaw, simply stared back and observed the boys as they entered the room.
“Do you want to know a disgusting fact about birds?” Bummer asked no one in particular. He didn’t get a response.
Secret rushed over to the cages, enthralled. ”They’re beautiful.”
The African Grey nipped at the bars of his cage anguished for affection.
“They’re fast,” Madame Eldridge responded.
Secret glanced at her, pondering her words. The thick silver ring on his finger caught the eye of the burrowing owl who tried to grab hold of it with his outstretched talon.
“Oh no—I’m not doing this,” Defiance refused as he inched his way into the room. He shook his head, hesitant to come any closer. Defiance turned away from the cages and focused his attention on Madame Eldridge. “Birds are freaky.”
The ambience of the room was only matched by the turret windows which looked out into the front garden. Fallen leaves of apricot and amber littered the stone pathway leading to the front stoop. In the distance, the purple mountain’s majesty rose high against the proud southern landscape.
“Aw, is baby Defiance scared of a wittle birdie?” Bully mimicked. He pushed the boy aside as he stood next to Secret. “Do we get to hunt them?” His eyes were wide with excitement.
Madame Eldridge’s lips curled into a delectable smile. “In a sense, yes.”
“I’m not killing a bird,” Slob announced, looking apprehensive about the challenge before him.
“But you’ll eat their dead flesh and suck on their bones,” Bummer commented.
Slob dropped his shoulders and backed away from the bird he was trying to pet.
“He just figured out where fried chicken comes from,” Bully chuckled.
“I assure you it’s nothing as crass as that,” Madame Eldridge exclaimed. She looked at Sassy standing by one of the couches watching the birds flutter about, her black fingernails tapping the side of one of the cages. The raven within made a daring call which caused a majority of the boys to jump back.
The sound was guttural and stronger than they had anticipated.
“Nothing sassy to say?” she asked Sassy, her eyebrow raised.
Sassy shrugged. “I’ll wait until I know what we’re doing.”
Fibbsy’s face held a look of surprise by Sassy’s reaction; something about the house was apparently affecting him.
“Then let’s begin. For every step in this program, there is a challenge—a challenge you must pass in order to proceed to the next step. We must remember, gentlemen, this is a group effort, we leave no one behind. Last night’s challenge was to pair up and find common ground with someone despite your worst qualities being known. You all survived the night.”
“Barely,” Stealer muttered.
Defiance and Sassy chuckled, fist-bumping each other over the comment.
Fibbsy chose not to acknowledge anything that was said, but Bully did.
“Burn!” Bully nudged the tightly wound thirteen-year-old, laughing at Fibbsy’s expense.
“Quiet now!” snapped Madame Eldridge. “The second step is to observe the problem, and that is precisely what you will do today. You will see Slob be lazy to do what is necessary, and Fibbsy to lie about how hard he’s trying. I presume Defiance will refuse to participate at all.”
“I already told you, I don’t mess with birds,” Defiance grumped.
Madame Eldridge continued a deviant twinkle in her eyes. “Secret won’t communicate much as to what he’s doing, and Stealer will, well, steal. I’m interested to see how Cheater works on this challenge! And for gosh sake, everyone please keep an eye on Vandalize. I don’t want this house being destroyed in any way.”
“What’s the challenge?” Bully asked, a blank stare on his face.
She grinned. “Don’t let anyone else’s problem get in your way. Simple as that.”
Madame Eldridge elegantly moved her hand toward one of the cages, unhooking the lock, and lifting the gate. The robin hopped onto her finger and sat for a moment, tilting its head to and fro. With a shake of her hand, the bird flew off and fluttered into the dining hall. The boys gasped as they watched the animal embrace its newfound freedom, nestling into a decorative jade dish sitting on the rustic wooden mantle.
“Each one of you must catch a single bird and return it to its cage. You can do so by any means other than the harm or death of the creature. You will only pass this step once all the birds have been successfully returned, and dinner will only be cooked upon the completion of this task.”
“Dinner isn’t the birds, right?” Bummer asked.
“You’re disgusting dude,” Bully responded.
Madame Eldridge waited in silence for a moment, reveling in their anticipation for a response. “Fear not, tonight is pumpkin ravioli.”
She lifted the gates to each cage one by one, shooing the birds into the open room. Most were grateful to stretch their wings and fly.
“What if they happen to go into the kitchen, or your office, or the dreaded third-floor bedroom?” Sassy asked, waving his hands about as though the prospect was such an awful thing.
Madame Eldridge placed her hands around her neck, lifting a skeleton key attached to her silver chain. “My master key has locked the forbidden areas, dear boy. You are safe to roam. Don’t let them outside though, or you’ll never get them back.”
At the mention of the third-floor bedroom being locked, Stealer gave Fibbsy a look of dread. He mouthed the word picture frame, and Fibbsy understood. Now they had two challenges to complete.
“Today you will observe the problems others have in their lives as you try to catch the birds. Remember, every one of you must catch your own to return, though helping each other is not only team building but may be necessary. Good luck, my unruly boys.”
With that, she was off. Her black heels clunked against the hardwood flooring of the grand foyer. A single hummingbird landed on her shoulder as she walked. She lovingly shooed it away.
The ten boys looked at each other with incertitude.
“I call the big one!” Bully claimed.
“It’s called a Ma-caw,” Bummer pointed out, pronouncing the name slowly.
“It’s called move out of my way, nerd.” Bully pushed through the crowd and bounded up the stairs toward the big blue and yellow fowl.
“Isn’t this supposed to be a group effort?” Secret asked everyone else.
“You all are on your own,” Cheater announced, squinting through his glasses at the bird which had landed on the ottoman.
“You can’t abandon us! If we don’t each catch one then none of us will move on to the next step!” Secret’s voice was shrill, a sense of worry hidden within.
“Easy solution. I’m going to scout out the backyard for my escape plan. Go catch me a bird, and Madame Mad Hat can watch me place it into the cage. I won’t leave before then. Deal?” Cheater smiled, satisfied with his own plan, flashing his pearly whites, before quickly dropping the emotion and heading toward the back of the home.
“That’s called cheating,” Bummer said.
“Don’t say that too loudly or she’ll hear you!” hissed Slob. He was still breathing heavily from stuffing his face at breakfast.
Bummer gave him a look of disgust.
“I second what Cheater said. I’m not doing this. Catch me a bird and put it in the cage for me. I don’t touch Mother Nature. If you need me, and you don’t need me, I’ll be in my room reading,” Defiance announced, walking off.
A pigeon fluttered by, landing on the floor near the group. It cooed as it bobbed its head, pecking at the carpet in hopes of food. For a moment, no one took a breath. They all stood stoically and eyed the bird.
“I got it!” Slob screamed, bounding for the animal.
Spooked, the small creature fluttered into the grand foyer and walked off toward the back library. Slob, who had fallen, lay face down on the ground, grunting against the rug.
“Here’s what we’re going to do,” Stealer announced, taking charge. “All of us will search the house for nets or blankets or things to lure these birds into their cages. If you can trap several into one room, do so—it will be easier for all of us. Split up, do your best, and we will all meet back here in one hour to reconvene and see how many birds we have.”
“Sounds good,” Sassy agreed.
The rest of the boys nodded.
“Fibbsy, you’re with me. Let’s go,” Stealer demanded. He broke away from the group and headed for the stairs.
Fibbsy followed without so much as a spoken word, despite the hateful looks he received from Sassy. He treaded on the heels of the lanky New Yorker as they made their way back to their bedroom.
“This hour will give us time to break into that forbidden bedroom and return the picture,” Stealer announced, grabbing it from the dresser drawer and placing it under his shirt.
“Can’t we just toss it into another room and be done with it?” Fibbsy asked, flinching as he lay sight on the frame.
“And risk Madame Eldridge blaming me if she ever finds out? No! If you want me to stay as your roommate, you’ll do this with me.”
Fibbsy thought long and hard about how lovely it would be to have a room to himself if Stealer moved his mattress into Sassy and Defiance’s room. But he couldn’t quite rule out whether it was the picture that brought the dark entity or whether it was the house itself. He couldn’t risk being alone if it ever returned.
“Fine, but let’s hurry.”
Before he left the room, Fibbsy grabbed the skeleton key off the dresser just in case.
As the boys hurried down the hall, they saw Secret chasing after a chicken. Its fluffy feathers shook wildly as it ran, clucking in disapproval. Secret was delicate in his approach and missed every time he attempted to corner the bird.
The two boys scampered up the staircase to the third-floor landing which was quite narrower than the one below. The hallway stretched long and far, finally resting at a large turret window. A single chair with an overstuffed throw sat cornered, facing out. Stealer led the way, walking fast with his long legs, stopping at the first door on the right. Fibbsy hurried to keep up with his pace.
“This is it,” Stealer said, twisting the handle. The door didn’t budge.
“It was unlocked yesterday?” Fibbsy asked.
“How else would I have gotten in?” Stealer responded with a harsh tone.
Fibbsy pulled the key from his pocket and placed it in the lock hole. He turned it, hoping to hear the familiar sound of the bolt moving. No such luck.
“I think each key is specific to each room,” Fibbsy said.
“Except for that master key…”
“Oh no. I’m not trying to help you steal that. If that’s your plan then you are on your own!” Fibbsy declared, drawing the line. “No wonder you were sent here. That’s crazy!”
The hallway held a hallowing draft that reminded him of the terrifying shadow from the previous night. He wanted so desperately to tell his roommate the truth about what he saw, but he knew no one would believe him. Down the stairs, on the second-floor landing, Fibbsy could hear Vandalize talking to Secret. That’s when his brilliant idea came to mind.
“Observe the problem!” Fibbsy remarked.
Stealer gave him an odd stare. As Fibbsy raced down the stairs, he saw Vandalize holding a lamp high over his head and making a swinging motion.
“But that could kill the chicken!” Secret cried, a distressed look plastered on his face. He fidgeted with the silver ring on his finger.
“No, we would stun it and then pick it up,” Vandalize explained.
Secret shook his head and backed away. ”I’ll try to capture a smaller bird. This is a bad idea,” Secret admitted, leaving the floor before a massacre happened.
“Vandal, drop the lamp. I need your help,” Fibbsy instructed.
“I almost got this chicken though!” he responded. The hen clucked as it ran in circles before darting into one of the bedrooms. Vandalize charged into the room after it, slamming the door behind him.
“When you are done helping me, that chicken will be all yours, safe and sound, trapped in the bedroom!” Fibbsy said through the door.
Defiance came jolting out of the bedroom, screaming.
“That chicken almost killed me!” he cried, backing away from the room.
Fibbsy closed the door, ensuring the bird wouldn’t wander out while Vandalize was in there trying to bash it.
“Go hang out somewhere safe. The birds are everywhere and we’ve got this one trapped,” Fibbsy suggested.
Defiance gave him a dirty look and walked off with his book in hand.
Fibbsy opened the door quickly, walking into the room. Vandalize was under the bed, clucking at the terrified bird. “I need your help on the third floor,” Fibbsy stated.
Vandalize pulled his head out from under the bed with a look of excitement. “The third floor?”
“I need you to break into a room for me. Is that something you know how to do?” Fibbsy asked.
Vandalize laughed, placing down the lamp as he stood. “Isn’t my name Vandalize? Gimme a second.” He ran into his room before meeting Fibbsy in the hallway with two tools in his hand.
“You aren’t going to ask any questions?” Fibbsy asked.
“I’d rather break in somewhere any day instead of catching a bird. I do this for you, and you get me that chicken,” he bargained, extending his hand.
His dimples fell deep into his cheeks as he grinned. For a moment, Fibbsy froze, then quickly realized he could blackmail Stealer into doing it later. This situation was all his fault, after all.
“Deal.” The boys shook on it.
Stealer wasn’t too happy Vandalize had been brought in on the task, but soon agreed when he realized it was his last hope. Vandalize was good at what he did, and within minutes, the door creaked open. Stealer blocked the door, not letting the two have a peek.
“Temptation is man’s greatest downfall,” Stealer announced.
Vandalize couldn’t care less about the room, he was too excited to watch Fibbsy wrestle the chicken. He impatiently grabbed him by the arm and led him down the stairs to catch the prized bird.
As Stealer entered the room, he looked around in wonder. The first time he had entered the room it had been shrouded in darkness. In the light, he could see nothing had been touched in decades. Identical to the rooms on the second floor, two beds sat against the far wall, each one with a side table and lamp adjacently placed. On the opposite wall, which housed the door, sat a desk with a pad of paper, a pen, and a single chair pushed underneath.
The room was filled with personalized objects as well. An old-fashioned suitcase was stuffed in the corner by the bed. Its burlap siding with iron clamps and leather-bound sides gave reference to the decade it came from. The bed was made and had been turned down ready for a night’s sleep. On one of the side tables sat a pocket watch, a rusted water pitcher, and a book whose pages were weathered by time. Stealer avoided looking around as he walked over to the wall to hang the picture. A fluttering sound startled him. He jumped and looked behind him to see the small goldfinch circling the room. He groaned when he realized he would have to shoo the bird out.
“There it is!” Slob said as he pushed the door wide open, watching the small bird flutter to the corner of the ceiling.
“Get out! We aren’t supposed to be in here,” Stealer barked.
“Well, what are you doing in here?” Slob asked, not interested in the treasures of the room. His chubby face followed the bird’s flight path.
“That’s none’ya business, and you best keep it that way,” he responded, his Brooklyn accent growing heavy.
The boys watched as the goldfinch flew down and landed on a faded leather book atop the side table. Its tiny beak pecked at the golden chain attached to the pocket watch. Slob tried to dart forward and catch it, but the bird was too quick. As Slob retreated, the goldfinch returned, this time sitting on top of the watch.
“I think he likes that gold thing,” Slob said.
“It’s a pocket watch,” Stealer corrected, eyeing its beauty.
“I’m going to take it and place it somewhere. Maybe it will keep landing on it and we can trap it!” Slob suggested.
Stealer wanted to respond with how dumb of an idea it was to remove another object from the room, but since Vandalize had already unlocked the door, there was no use in fretting over it. Until he could come back to lock it once more, putting an object back would be as simple a task as taking one out. From the floor below the two boys heard Vandalize screaming with utter delight.
“Grab it! It’s right there!”
Stealer chuckled at the prospect of Fibbsy trying to wrestle a chicken. Before he could say anything, Slob had his sticky fingers all over the watch. He had flipped it open and was looking at the watch face.
“I think it’s broken,” Slob said, tapping the fogged glass.
“Be gentle, it’s very old. You have to wind it up on the side. There should be a knob,” Stealer mentioned.
The bird fluttered over to the bed, walking along the edge of the headboard, but Slob didn’t notice. He turned the knob slowly, winding it up. As he released his fingers, the ticking of the clock began. He smiled as he turned to Stealer.
“You’re right! I got it to work!”
Stealer didn’t move. His tall, thin frame stood still. His leg was lifted partially in the air as if he was going to take a step forward. His chest didn’t bother to move, as though he no longer required the need to breathe. He was frozen.
“Stealer? What’s going on?” Slob asked, walking over to him. Stealer didn’t flinch. His eyes didn’t blink and his nostrils didn’t bulge. His eyes were glued on Slob.
Slob tapped the tall, thin unruly teenager, trying to get him to stop playing the joke. Stealer felt as hard as stone to the touch. Slob backed away slowly, staring at the boy.
“Ay, Dios Mío! Something peculiar!” he cried to no one in particular.
With the pocket watch still in hand, he dashed from the room kicking himself for going into the place he knew was forbidden. He juggled the steep stairs as his thick legs bounded down them two at a time. Already out of breath, he ran into Defiance and Sassy’s bedroom where he knew Fibbsy and Vandalize were working to trap the chicken. There, inert in elated joy, was Vandalize, hands clasped and laughing. Fibbsy knelt on the floor, bending backward, as the chicken was fluttering into the air, toward his face. The chicken’s wings were stretched wide; its feet completely off the ground. All three were motionless.
“Fibbsy, Vandal, please, you have to help me!” Slob cried as he made his way over to the boys.
He touched them with his sweaty hands. They too were hard as stone. No one took a breath, no eyes blinked and no nostrils flared. He ran to the window to observe the birds outside in mid-flight against the cloudy afternoon sky. The world had been frozen in time.
Slob looked down at the pocket watch in his hand still ticking. He dashed for the stairs and climbed them as quickly as his legs would take him. He ran across the third-floor landing and darted into the forbidden bedroom, heading back to the side table. He slammed the top of the watch closed and the ticking stopped. As he placed the pocket watch on the side table, a sound from behind startled him.
“I thought you were going to take the watch to catch the bird,” Stealer asked, looking at Slob with confusion. Slob stood out of breath, wincing.
Stealer gave him a look of disgust, watching him breathe heavily.
Without taking his eyes off Stealer, Slob lifted the pocket watch and opened it. The goldfinch returned to the room, fluttering between the two boys. Stealer turned in an attempt to grab it, and as he did, Slob twisted the dial. The familiar ticking sound echoed throughout the room. The boy and the bird froze—Stealer bounding up in the air, and the bird, idle in mid-flight.
“Stealer? Can you hear me?” Slob asked.
With a bountiful step, Slob approached the bird hanging in the air and held it tightly, bringing it to his chest. He was conscious not to bend the wings, though doubtful he actually could. Even the feathers felt like steel against his clammy palms. With an enthusiastic grin, Slob retraced his steps to where he was standing when he turned the knob. Confirming the bird was secure, he closed the pocket watch’s lid. Stealer fell from his jump, cursing as he did.
“I almost had it!” he called out.
Slob felt the bird struggling to get free from his grasp. It flapped its wings with tremendous effort but to no avail. Slyly, Slob tucked the watch into his pocket and held onto the bird with both hands.
“I got it!” he cried.
Stealer’s face lit with exuberance. He threw his hands to his forehead in utter shock.
“How did you get it?” he screamed with a thrill in his voice.
“It flew right into me!” Slob responded.
The bird almost got away, but Slob held it snuggly, pressing the terrified creature against his fluffy chest, cupping it so he wouldn’t crush it.
“Head downstairs! You have to put it in the cage!” Stealer cried.
The boys rushed out of the room. As they passed the second-floor landing, Slob heard Vandalize still laughing, and Fibbsy screaming at the unfortunate chicken attack. Slob didn’t stop as he raced down the final set of stairs, his new companion, Stealer, by his side.
“He caught a bird!” Stealer screamed, as he raced to the cage and opened the door. Madame Eldridge, standing by the bay window, watched in delight as the boys worked together to deliver the goldfinch. Without much struggle, the bird graciously accepted the safety of its cage over the crushing weight of Slob’s grip. With a quick snap of the lock, the bird was safely returned.
“Oh, Slob, I never would have imagined you would have been the first to catch a bird! Revel in this moment, my dear boy!” Madame Eldridge exclaimed, leaning on her cane as she walked over to give him a hug. “Never forget you can do amazing things if you set your mind to it, including not being a slob.” She let go of him to fix his collar and straighten his tie.
At the sound of the commotion, several boys rushed in to see the success. Some smiled while others stood with their mouths open in envy.
“I found some bird feed out in the back in an abandoned garden shed,” Cheater proudly announced as he walked through the lounge with a large bag of seed. His excuse for scouting out the area for his own escape to freedom was impressive, even to him.
“Now Madame Eldridge knows you were outside snooping!” Bummer whispered in his roommate’s ear.
“Nah—I convinced the gardener I bumped into outside I was just looking for a net. He’ll back me up.”
Madame Eldridge walked dangerously close to the conspiring boys. I was wondering how you were going to try and cheat your way out of this one. I’m very impressed! It’s clever. If only you would choose to use your problem constructively instead of being selfish, maybe you would be better off,” she petitioned, giving him a wink.
He smiled for a moment, proud to have been given a compliment; something he seldom earned through actual achievement.
Bully came through the foyer not a minute later with the large parrot sitting on his arm. He walked it over to the cage and placed it back without a problem.
“Told you losers I called dibs on the big one!” Bully said, satisfied with himself.
“If only you could learn to be as humble as you are pretentious,” Madame Eldridge said. Bully looked at her, not sure if he had been insulted or praised, but smiled nonetheless.
“Thanks!” he said.
The pigeon fluttered back into the lounge and this time Cheater was more than happy to engage. He tossed the bird feed onto the carpet and watched the gray bird come closer with interest.
“It doesn’t need to be done now, but the Hoover is in the hall cupboard,” Madame Eldridge mentioned with a look as she watched the seeds scatter. She tapped her black nails together waiting in anticipation, wondering who would be the next to catch a bird.
Slob grabbed the chicken’s cage, lifting it off the ottoman. Madame Eldridge paid him no mind. “I’m going to bring the cage upstairs. Some of the boys have the chicken cornered,” he explained. She didn’t make a sound, she simply nodded in excitement as she watched him scamper off.
“That’s a good way to cheat. Why didn’t I think of that?” Cheater exclaimed, filling the pigeon’s cage with birdseed and placing it on the floor near the bird.
Slob thrust himself up the stairs to the second-floor landing. Heaving for oxygen, he told Vandalize and Fibbsy all about his success. As the boys rushed downstairs to see, Slob frantically pulled out the watch, flipped the top, and wound the knob.
A stillness was felt in the air, and the chicken, who sat cowardly in the corner, stopped moving. The ticking was a sound which calmed him immensely and he reveled in it as he felt the power at the tips of his fingers. He took his time lifting the chicken into the cage, locking it securely. As he closed the top of the pocket watch, he saw the terrified bird cluck about in frustration. He marveled at the watch of gold and thick glass. He wondered what else he could do with such a useful gift. Upon the boys’ return, they couldn’t grapple with what they saw.
“How?” Fibbsy demanded to know, unable to fathom how Slob could have done it.
“I just picked him up and he let me put him in,” Slob said truthfully, fidgeting with the watch in his pocket. “I did it for you, Fibbsy,” he said, gleefully.
Fibbsy pushed the desire to lie deep within him, trying to turn over a new leaf. “I hate to mention this, but I owe Vandal this chicken. It was a deal we had,” he responded, unsure how Slob would feel.
“I can catch more. I’m good at it now,” Slob assured him.
“You’re cooler than I thought,” Fibbsy admitted, looking at the chubby boy in a new light. “I’m not lying,” he insisted, feeling the need to make that clear.
Slob beamed. Friendship was something he had longed to have for quite some time.
“I always knew he was cool,” Vandalize said, as he grabbed the chicken’s cage and darted from the room.
“Look what I caught!” the two could hear him calling as he rushed down the stairs, bounding down two at a time.
Secret had caught the hummingbird himself by mashing one of Slob’s candy bars in water and making a simple sugar solution, though he was apprehensive to tell Slob he had one less candy bar in his stash. Secret decided to keep his strategy to himself. With others still in need, Slob used the watch to his advantage. Before long, all the boys had successfully presented a bird to Madame Eldridge who cheered with delight as each one came.
Defiance was the hardest to convince, but with a promise of helping him with any and all other challenges, he was willing to hold the cage where the angry raven sat.
“I can feel it moving!” he screamed, extending the cage as far away from his body as he could while sprinting through the house toward the lounge at breakneck speed.
Madame Eldridge never questioned why it was easier to catch the birds if the cages were taken, and no one but Slob knew the answer. By the end of the afternoon, the challenge had been successful. Cheater had found an acceptable escape route off the property and was grateful to the mysterious gardener behind the house in the shed who gave him the bird seed. The terrifying picture had been returned to its rightful place in the forbidden third-floor bedroom with only Vandalize now in on the secret, and Slob had successfully made a new set of friends.
Slob had eavesdropped on a conversation Stealer and Fibbsy were having about being fine with leaving the forbidden room unlocked for the time being, seeing as Vandalize had struggled with his tools to turn the bolt back into the locked position. In front of the leering eyes of Stealer, Slob placed the watch back on the dresser just before dinner. He marveled; for the first time in his life, people saw him as more than a slob.






  
  Chapter 6
When The Boys Were Content


Dressed for dinner, the boys entered the wondrous dining hall. The table was decorated with opulence. Great piles of food had been placed on top of a stunning turquoise tablecloth. Large glass vases held beautiful bouquets with a plethora of colors and scents from the garden. An assemblage of tall, thin candles were carefully assembled, and the flickering of lights bounced off the glassware. With the fire roaring behind the tablescape, it was a glorious sight to behold. As the boys took their prospective seats, Madame Eldridge sat at the center of the table, as she had the previous day, looking over her boys with pride.  
“What a marvelous day each and every one of you have had. You have all passed the challenge, and it is now time for us to move on to step three,” she instructed. The mischievous grin which crossed her lips gave each of the boys an inkling that something difficult brewed on the horizon. 
“What do we have to catch next?” Bully asked. 
Sassy snickered at his ignorance. 
Madame Eldridge shot Sassy a look of disapproval, and he quickly refrained from more shenanigans. 
“Before I go into that, I want to express my utter delight in the accolades you all received today. Your problems, however, still got in your way. Cheater didn’t try to catch a bird before finding a way to cheat, clever though it was! Secret has yet to reveal how he was able to capture his bird, a secret I’m sure wouldn’t hurt by being unveiled. Defiance, of course, was defiant, and owes many of you gratitude in convincing him to capture his own bird.” 
“I hate birds,” he said, arms crossed again, still mad he had to do it. 
“And even Slob, with his first attempt a success, couldn’t help but run around a sweaty mess, scuffing up his uniform and placing a sweaty hand print on my white sofa.” Her face turned ugly for a moment as she thought about it. 
“I thought we did well,” Sassy argued, not pleased with the feedback they were receiving. 
“You did tremendously well, but I want to drive the point home that your problems have not gone away. Nonetheless, in celebration of your achievements, I have given you some liberties. For Slob, the tablecloth has been returned. For Stealer, he can start his meal with a full set of silverware. For Vandalize, I have allowed a candle to be in close proximity to him again, though I expect him not to play with it. And for Bully, I’m even unlocking the kitchen as a sign of good faith. It is, of course, still off-limits to everyone, but I want to show trust in you, my unruly boys. Don’t make the same mistakes again,” she demanded, giving Vandalize a watchful eye. 
“I didn’t do it!” he squealed. 
“A technicality, though you are correct. It was Bully who pressed the button on the microwave,” she divulged. 
The other boys looked around in curiosity, unsure of what was happening. 
“Who squealed!” Bully called, studying the boys as he pounded his fist into his hand. 
“Just know, I know and see all,” she disclosed, smirking as she glanced at Slob. 
Slob forced a cheerful disposition upon his face, trying hard not to think about the golden pocket watch. He reached for an artichoke and placed it on his plate next to the garlic bread he’d already completely covered with parmesan cheese. Using his sticky fingers, he eagerly inched the melted rosemary and sage-infused butter bowl closer toward his side of the table. 
“Have we been promoted to step three?” Bummer inquired, pushing the glasses up the bridge of his nose. 
“Indeed you have. Tomorrow you will work on calling out the problem. It’s a wondrous challenge where we play a game that will undress the issues you have! A game that could also have dangerous consequences!” 
The glow in her eyes continually lingered as she spoke. Leaving them to their imaginations, she grabbed a spoonful of pumpkin ravioli, filling her plate with satisfaction. 






  
  Step 3
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Accept You Have A Problem









  
  Chapter 7
When The Boys Were Intrigued


Fibbsy stayed up most of the night staring at the crack under the door, anxiously awaiting the return of the mysterious shadows. The sounds of owls and wolves and the shuffling of trees could be heard through the crack in the window as the cool mountain air chilled the warm second floor, yet he heard no loud thud or unholy whispers. The trepidation was what kept him awake. He blamed the framed picture and the fact that Madame Eldridge held secrets which could not be explained. Over breakfast, he was determined to get some answers from the headmistress.  
“What’s with the boy who disappeared?” Fibbsy asked nonchalantly at the table the next morning, intentionally trying to catch her off guard. 
Madame Eldridge had been eating her porridge with peaches and chose not to look up as he asked his question. She didn’t even flinch. She simply turned to Sassy, gesturing for the honey. He picked it up and handed it to her with questioning eyes. 
“You gonna answer him?” Sassy asked. 
“One never speaks with their mouth full,” she responded, a speculative grin forming on her lips as she dabbed them with her napkin. 
That morning, her attire was quintessentially avant-garde. She wore a tight-fitting, golden dress which flowed from the top of her neck down to her ankles. Large, bulky shoulder pads extended out, fraying off as though they were wings set in motion to fly. Reflective golden flakes were sewn into every inch of the fabric, and as she moved, it made her sparkle. A handsome cape flowed from her winged shoulder pads and grazed the bottom of her legs. The inside was black and a stark contrast to the golden glitter from her smooth, eccentric dress. 
Her nails and shoes were still black, but her lipstick was a reflective burnt orange. And, of course, she never went anywhere without a hat on top of her hair, which was always pulled tightly into a bun. 
Her top hat was most peculiar. Dressed with its own white, button-down shirt, it fashioned a small golden tie and gray sweater vest underneath a mini-gray suit jacket. It was as though a mini boy sat on top of her head. The boys couldn’t help but stare at it questioningly. 
“He was in the very first group of unruly boys to ever walk through these doors with me. Of course, that was eons ago. Despite his problem, he could be a loving child when he wasn’t being possessed by his problem, much like what’s happening with you all now. I wish I knew what happened to him… He simply vanished,” she said nonchalantly. She used the honey dipper to sparingly cover the top of her peaches with the sweet, sticky substance. 
“That’s not what he meant,” Stealer interjected, standing up for his roommate. He too had been curious about the forbidden room and the secrets held within. He had been tempted to take many of the objects—they were vintage and captivating. 
“Then I suggest you ask the right question,” she replied, looking at her unruly boys as they sat around the breakfast table. That morning’s breakfast was cold food only: bagels with lox and capers, whitefish salad, toast with an assortment of jams, butter, and cheeses, cold cuts of pastrami, corned beef, and roasted turkey, chilled cinnamon-sugar oatmeal, and a variety of fruits and pistachios. 
“You’re hiding something,” Bummer stated, eyeing her warily. The sourdough toast with apple butter sat untouched on his plate.
“My objective isn’t to be untruthful with you boys, but I must be protective. Sometimes children must accept rules are there not to harm them but to do just the opposite,” she insisted. “It’s a life lesson that is only learned with maturity.” 
Slob, unhappy with the meal before him, nibbled on his bagel with butter and gouda. He tried the smoked fish, then pushed the rest into his cloth napkin. He wondered if anything else was going to be brought out by the butlers. His fingers were sticky with the apricot jam and cream cheese mixture he had made on his plate. When Madame Eldridge wasn’t looking, he had scooped it up with his fingers and shoveled it into his mouth. He had gotten it on his arm, and the edge of the table as well. 
He glanced at the butler’s pantry door, hoping smells of something more enriching would come through. They hadn’t. Unexpectedly, a brilliant idea came to him. He held an orange in his hand and tossed it in the air before catching it. He did this a few times and then grinned mischievously. Only Defiance noticed him doing it, and shook his head, mouthing something inappropriate. 
“What do you mean when you say he disappeared?” Cheater pressed, cleaning his glasses with the edge of his gray sweater vest. 
If the mysterious, missing boy had actually run away as he planned to do, any information on that front would be most helpful when constructing his plan. Madame Eldridge looked excited as she reached into her purse which hung on the edge of her chair and pulled out a very old, Oxford English dictionary. She offered for Cheater to read it aloud but he declined. His dyslexia was amplified by his fear of reading aloud. 
“To disappear: to cease to be visible,” she read from the small, leather-bound book. “That’s what happened. He simply was no longer visible.” 
“He became invisible?” Fibbsy pried, believing wholeheartedly that such a thing on this homestead property was possible after what he experienced the previous night. He thought back to the mysterious, invisible hands which saved him. 
Slob threw the orange up in the air, higher this time, and caught it, paying close attention to how high it went. 
“Well, I would assume being invisible could be a very plausible reason,” Madame Eldridge insisted, flipping through her dictionary to find the word she was searching for. “Invisible: unable to be seen; not visible to the eye. One definition suggests they simply can’t be seen, while the other infers they can’t be seen while still looking at them. To be honest, I’m not quite sure what happened. I simply know one day he was there and the next he was not.” 
“Why do you keep his stuff here?” Sassy insisted on knowing. 
“She’s playing with us guys, she’s not going to tell us anything substantial. Just give up,” Bummer advised with a sigh of annoyance. 
“Wait, is this a ghost story?” Bully asked, his eyes lighting up. 
“You are a moron, aren’t you?” Sassy questioned. 
Bully threw a bagel at Sassy who ducted out of its way in the nick of time. The bread flew perfectly between Sassy and Madame Eldridge, toppling onto the floor, and landing on the grand foyer’s rug. Madame Eldridge was too busy flipping through her dictionary to notice. 
“The reason I leave his things as they are is because they are his, and in case he appears again, he would surely want his personal property returned. I would never steal something that wasn’t mine, right, Stealer?” she insinuated, giving a hearty stare at the boy. 
“I know you like a tidy house. I’ll go fetch the bagel,” Stealer said, pushing back his chair and standing. 
He needed an excuse not to look into the Madame’s eyes. He was uncomfortable not knowing if she was accusing him of anything, but she gave the impression she always knew more than one ever assumed she did. With one last toss of the orange into the air, Slob twisted the knob of the golden pocket watch he’d hidden in his lap beneath the table. The ticking sound began. That morning he had snuck into the forbidden room, unable to control his urge to play with his newfound discovery. 
His face lit up with joy as he saw the orange suspended mid-air. Madame Eldridge sat with her mouth half open in mid-sentence, and the unruly boys around her were motionless, not a sound could be heard amongst them. Slob surveyed his area to make sure he knew exactly how he was sitting at the time of the freeze before standing. He didn’t want to appear to shift unnaturally once time resumed. Hungrily, he shuffled through the dining hall toward the butler’s pantry, turning around once to make sure the orange was still motionless. 
As he proceeded into the kitchen, he realized it was smaller than he’d presumed. He was disappointed to see no pots or pans cooking anything marvelous. In fact, only one butler stood by the island, pouring a glass of water. The liquid, frozen like Niagara Falls in the winter, delicately lingered between the pitcher and the cup. He touched the water and felt its stiff, gelatin-like texture. As he moved, he noticed another butler dressed in normal attire, leaving through the kitchen door at the back. Apparently, in a rush, his tweed jacket flailing behind him into the air, a hand extended backward, and a tight grip on the doorknob. Slob peeked in the fridge, yet much to his chagrin, found it was empty. Without so much as a treasure to take back with him, he disappointingly left the kitchen and returned to the dining hall, leaving behind a sticky trail of cream cheese and jam fingerprints on everything he’d touched. He placed himself back in his chair with his hand appropriately extended, ready to catch the falling orange. With his other hand, he held the pocket watch under the table. He snapped the lid shut, and instantaneously, the orange fell.
“How would he appear again?” Secret asked, intrigued by the concept. 
Vandalize found a loose screw under his chair which was holding the leg in place. He diligently twisted it with his fingers trying to see if he could pry it loose; the conversation at hand had him bored to tears. 
“I assume by the same means he disappeared, of course! Let’s see now,” Madame Eldridge said, flipping through her dictionary one last time. She used her black fingernail to guide her as she read aloud. “To appear: to come into sight; become visible or noticeable, typically without a visible agent or apparent cause. If he ever does come back, I would be most interested in knowing where he has been all this time,” she insisted. 
“What was his name?” Defiance asked. The room became quiet for a moment as she looked hesitant to speak. 
“While here at my program, he was called Peculiar.” 
“As in, let you know if anything peculiar happens while we’re here?” Fibbsy asked, a lump now in his throat. 
“Precisely,” Madame Eldridge responded with a nodding of her head. 
“Maybe we should start calling Fibbsy, Peculiar,” Sassy said with a smirk. 
“I did see something peculiar the other night! I wasn’t lying!” Fibbsy snapped, yelling at Sassy. 
Defiance, remembering the incident all too well, shook his head. ”I’ll believe it when I see it. Until then, you are nothing more than a liar.”
“Oh, wonderful! You are already starting to push each other’s buttons! Splendid! You will need this skill for our next challenge. Now, hurry up my unruly boys, the lounge awaits us. Step three is finally here: call out the problem!” 






  
  Chapter 8
When The Boys Were Vengeful


In the lounge, Madame Eldridge stood next to a clothing rack, which held ten items purposely hanging from it. Her golden dress flowed eloquently down to her sharp black shoes, and her cape seemed to mysteriously flutter amidst the golden flakes as she ushered the boys quickly into the room.  
A mischievous grin settled upon her lips. “Yesterday, you were able to get away with using your problem while still finishing the challenge. Today will not be quite so simple. Today, we are playing a game of tattle-tell, in which you must call out anyone who is observed displaying their problem, by pointing and yelling tag,” she explained, introducing the challenge as she placed her hand on the rack. 
Ten identical, light gray suit jackets with a golden embroidered emblem on the top left pocket awaited them. 
“I’m good at tag,” Bully said enthusiastically.
The other boys rolled their eyes. 
“If you catch Fibbsy lying, Secret hiding something, Bummer being a Debby Downer, or Defiance trying not to participate, you call them out! In doing so, they must hand you a piece of their clothing. Of course, there are always loopholes, but that’s half the fun!” 
A look of befuddlement swept over all the boys as she handed out the jackets. 
“Why are we sharing clothes?” Sassy asked, glancing at Slob with worry. 
“There are only three items which you can lose; your jacket, your tie, and your sweater-vest. If you are caught displaying your problem, you must forfeit one of these items. Of course, you can get one back by simply catching someone else in the act!” she expressed excitedly. 
“This doesn’t make sense,” Defiance insisted, taking the jacket from Madame Eldridge’s extended hand. He placed the well-fitted jacket around his body, running his hands along the soft silky fabric. 
“Oh, but it does. Every item you acquire you must immediately place on. The more clothes you wear, the more annoyed you will be, and the more prone you will be to using your problem as a solution to your frustration. Meanwhile, the less clothing you have, the more determined you will be to not be seen as someone who couldn’t control themselves,” she explained. 
“What’s the end game?” Stealer asked. Not stealing something all afternoon would be an easy task to accomplish. 
“By dinner time, those who haven’t lost more than two items will get to join me out of the house for a feast in town, and those left behind will have no dinner. I expect you to provoke one another, and pull out the worst version of yourselves. May only the strongest of you win. I promise, there’s a desired incentive attached to this challenge,” she implored with a sinister tone to her voice. 
“What’s an incentive?” Vandalize asked, excitement flooding his veins. 
“The winner will get to join me tomorrow in my private study. A wondrous privilege filled with wondrous perks.” Her eyes squinted as she looked around at the unruly boys before her. “Trust me, it’s worth your while,” Madame Eldridge insisted. 
Defiance silently shook his head in disapproval. 
“Do you know how many germs can be transmitted by sharing clothes? What if someone has bedbugs?” Bummer insisted. 
Madame Eldridge simply looked around the room, pointing at the boy, flabbergasted. 
“No one is going to call him out on being a party pooper?” she asked. 
Bully cracked up at the word again. Vandalize didn’t wait a moment before pointing his finger at Bummer. 
“Tag! You were being crappy!” he screamed in exuberance. 
“Nicely done, Vandalize! Bummer, hand him over one of your three items.” 
Bummer yanked off his tie and tossed it to Vandalize who quickly tied it around his neck, strutting as if it were an Olympic medal. 
“One last rule, no one is allowed to be alone today for any extended amount of time. You must engage with each other, explore, play, and hang out in any way you see fit. Just remember, don’t let your problem become a problem for you. Good luck, and provoke! Now off you go gentlemen! Call out the problem!” 
She waved her hands in the air as if a race had begun. Her cape fluttered behind her in the most dramatic fashion. Everyone stood, unsure of what to do. Finally, Stealer broke the silence. 
“Slob, Fibbsy, follow me, I need to speak with both of you,” he insisted before making his way to the stairs. The boys barely reached the second-floor landing when they heard the second “tag” being called. 
“Tag! You called me a loser and pushed me, Bully! Give me an item!” 
Madame Eldridge could be heard uproariously laughing and clapping as she observed the interactions between the boys in the lounge. 
“Isn’t this fun?” she cried. 
Stealer dragged Slob and Fibbsy up to the third-floor landing and marched himself right up to the forbidden room’s door. 
“We shouldn’t be up here!” Fibbsy whispered across the hall with worry in his voice. “What if Madame Eldridge catches us?” 
Her laughter, though faint, could be heard traveling up the open grand foyer from the first-floor lounge. 
“I think she’s busy being entertained at the moment,” Slob said, walking up to the door. Fibbsy followed, his eyes wide with nerves. 
Stealer turned to look at both of them with a serious expression crossing his face. ”I didn’t want to be accused of it, but I think Slob stole something from the room.” Stealer glanced at the boy with distrust. 
Fibbsy’s face turned red as he realized another boy besides Vandalize, Stealer, and himself knew the unruly secret that the forbidden room had been unlocked. Slob began to shake, fearful he had been caught. 
“When did you go into the room?” Fibbsy hissed. 
“He was chasing a bird yesterday when it flew in. He tried to use the watch as a shiny object to lure the bird. But I want it known, I take no responsibility for anything else that goes missing from this room!” Stealer announced. 
“It’s just a watch!” Slob insisted, holding it out for the boys to see. Stealer went to grab it, but Slob pulled back. Telling someone what he had discovered meant he had to trust them implicitly, and this was not the case. “I’ll put it back,” Slob groaned, pushing the forbidden bedroom door open. He went straight to the side table and placed it back where he found it. The other two entered the room, eyeing the other objects lying about. 
“Has anything else been taken?” Stealer inquired. Taking a mental inventory of the room was something he hadn’t done. 
“I don’t know. All I know is the picture is still there, and that’s all I care about,” Fibbsy insisted. 
“Why?” Slob asked. 
“Don’t you dare say a thing,” Stealer growled. His face grew sharp as he pressed his lips tightly together. 
Fibbsy, avoiding his roommate’s stare, thought for a moment, and then turned to Slob with a reasonable explanation. 
“When I was in here yesterday, it’s the only object I noticed. So it’s the only thing I can say without a doubt that hasn’t been taken.” 
Stealer quickly changed his facial expression from one of anger to one of excitement. 
“Tag! You lied Fibbsy! Give me an item!” he said with exuberance. 
“I thought we could trust each other! I was protecting you!” Fibbsy cried with resentment. 
“Madame Eldridge did say to provoke…” he expressed, as he shrugged his shoulders, extending his hand. Fibbsy removed his jacket to pull off his sweater vest, handing it over. 
Stealer took it with glee and placed it on top of his own. Fibbsy’s vest stretched, barely fitting Stealer as he pulled it over his large shoulders, tugging to make it fit. Fibbsy turned red at the sight. 
“If that was a lie, then what’s the truth?” Slob asked. 
“I came in here the first night before Madame Eldridge locked it up and stole the picture to put it in our room. Fibbsy over here had a freakout and destroyed our room, blaming the picture,” Stealer revealed without hesitation. “Thanks for the vest, Fibbs. I’m off to see what other clothes I can get. Don’t get caught in here, and don’t take anything else, Slob,” he demanded, pointing his finger authoritatively.
Slob quickly checked his appearance to make sure he didn’t appear slobbish, eyeing Stealer with trepidation. As Stealer left the room to find a new group of boys to antagonize, he closed the door so as to not arouse suspicion. 
“He wasn’t telling the whole truth,” Fibbsy said, feeling the burning urge to be completely honest. “That picture is evil. I swear it’s possessed. I saw something.” 
“Something peculiar?” Slob asked, eyeing the alluring pocket watch he’d placed on the side table. 
Fibbsy relaxed his posture, grateful Slob didn’t immediately dismiss him. 
“It was dark and evil. Don’t ever touch that picture, okay? I wouldn’t want what happened to me to happen to you.” 
Slob smiled at the kind gesture. Making friends wasn’t in his wheelhouse. 
“I’m sorry Stealer took your vest. Maybe you can find extra clothing around the house. Put it on so it looks like nothing of yours was taken,” he suggested. Fibbsy appreciated the thought but realized the error in his logic. 
“Each of us only has the one uniform they clean every evening, remember? There are no extras,” he reminded. Slob eyed the suitcase, which sat near the edge of the bed in the forbidden room. Fibbsy followed his gaze. 
“Do you think Peculiar’s uniform is in there?” 
“I couldn’t, that would be cheating!” Fibbsy said, not removing his eyes from the suitcase. 
“Madame Eldridge never said you couldn’t cheat. She distinctly said there were loopholes. Besides, Stealer can’t steal the clothes, and Cheater can’t cheat, but you can, as long as you don’t lie about it… and who would know? I wouldn’t ever squeal on a friend…” Slob’s chubby cheeks and longing stare turned toward Fibbsy. 
“Friends?” Fibbsy asked, extending his hand. 
“Friends!” Slob agreed, shaking his hand wildly. 
Fibbsy placed the burlap suitcase onto the bed, unhooking the metal latches. As the old suitcase was opened, they looked inside. Clothes were neatly folded and packed to the brim. All that was visible were shirts and underwear. Slob dug through the clothes with anticipation, haphazardly pulling them out and tossing them onto the bed. Fibbsy grabbed Slob’s arm to stop him. 
“Don’t be a Slob,” Fibbsy reminded. 
Slob’s nodded in acknowledgment, gently retrieving the clothes he’d tossed, and folding them neatly. He graciously smiled at his new friend. As the two reached the bottom of the suitcase, they saw what Fibbsy had been hoping for: a uniform. Only a pair of pants, a button-down white shirt, and a sweater vest were left. No tie or jacket could be found. 
“You’re lucky, there’s a sweater vest. Exactly what you need!” Slob exclaimed. 
Fibbsy pulled out the vest, sniffing it, and hoping it didn’t reek of mothballs. To his delight, it didn’t have an awkward scent. He took his jacket off, placed it over the edge of the chair next to the desk, and began pulling the sweater over his shoulders. He fitted it onto his body and was pleased to see it was exactly his size. 
As he turned to grab his jacket and put it on, the jacket was nowhere to be seen. He stared at the chair where he knew he had placed it, unable to grasp how it had disappeared. He then turned to where Slob had stood. Slob was no longer there either. As Fibbsy glanced toward the wide-opened door, he gathered he had been duped, again. Alone in the room, without a jacket or a friend, he felt more lost than ever. 
“I can’t believe I fell for it,” Fibbsy hissed. He kicked the bed so hard in frustration, it caused the leg to splinter, leaving a lengthy crack in the old wood. ”I don’t care,” he lied to himself as he left the room and closed the door. 
The whole atmosphere of the house felt displaced. 
The scent in the air reminded him of spring. The sounds of the boys chattering were absent, and everything appeared to glimmer with a green tint. He couldn’t place his finger on it, but something had changed. He made his way down the stairs to the second-floor landing when he noticed something most peculiar. Madame Eldridge, who had seemingly changed her outfit, walked the length of the wide second-floor landing, her cane nowhere in sight. 
Though he stood by the railing of the staircase, she acted as if he wasn’t there. Her thick dress, made of brown wool, swayed as she walked. Intricate swirls were noticeable in the design the closer she came toward him. Her hat, small in size, was covered in bright blue and turquoise mesh which wrapped around in a unique pattern, creating volume, and extending both up and out. A silver trinket was placed in the center of the hat that glistened in the oddly greenish tint of the hallway. 
“I’m not alone. I’m making my way down to find the other boys,” Fibbsy announced honestly. 
Madame Eldridge made no notion she heard him. She went to the top of the stairs and stopped, looking back at the grandfather clock against the wall of the landing to check the time. It was then he noticed her hair. Her thick curls fell below her shoulders. No longer was it pulled tightly into a bun.
“Cusser, come now, please,” she called firmly, looking over the staircase through the grand foyer windows which displayed a view of the thick forest beyond the property. Behind Fibbsy and Madame Eldridge, a boy appeared from the second-floor lounge just off the landing. 
“Who are you?” Fibbsy asked. He looked at the boy and then back at Madame Eldridge. Both ignored him. 
“What do you friggin’ want?” he asked, upset with the headmistress. 
“Friggin’, what a better choice of words than your usual. You’re coming along nicely, Cusser. You should be so proud,” she complimented with delight in her voice, a sound that didn’t match the contemptuous glare she gave. 
His attitude changed quickly as he processed her demeanor. He swallowed the lump in his throat, glancing behind him. His friends were in the far room down the hall, chatting away and playing cards. He leaned in toward the headmistress, his words precise and cautious.
“It’s time, isn’t it?”
“It is,” she insisted. “Meet me in my study. It’s already becoming dangerous in the house. The other boys don’t need to know yet, but when they find out, it isn’t going to be well received. We may have to shut the program down,” she insisted. 
“This is Peculiar’s fault. Not ours. He’s such a—” 
She cut him off before he could speak. ”Don’t use profanity. Don’t let it take you over, too,” she warned. 
The two hurried down the stairs as they whispered to each other. They reached the foyer and turned right toward her study. Fibbsy’s head swam with confusion as he assessed the second-floor landing. The same energy he felt the night the entity appeared permeated the air. The green tint had begun to give him a headache. 
The rug on the second-floor landing looked fresher with vibrant colors. The large portraits hanging from the walls had changed, not all of them, but some. As he glanced out of the staircase window, he noticed flowers blooming with the sun shining high in the sky. The vest he wore had started to itch and he scratched his back. Something had happened, something dark was coming. 
He raced to his room to find a place to think. Plopping onto his bed, he noticed the sheets felt different. Under his hand, he felt red silk, not thick white cotton. These were not the same blankets he had hidden under the night the shadow attacked. As he glanced around the room, he noticed items were neither his nor Stealer’s. By the dresser, his comb was gone. In its place sat magazines and a framed picture of a group of boys on a kayak going down river rapids. He studied the picture and recognized no one. 
The itching returned with a vengeance, and finally what Bummer had said about bed bugs got to him. He walked over to the side of his bed and lifted the vest off. He gasped as the green tint vanished instantaneously.
“When did you come in?” Stealer asked. 
Stealer and Defiance hushed their private conversation which Fibbsy could only assume was about him. They had been sitting on the edge of Stealer’s bed, looking out the window with their backs to Fibbsy’s side of the room. Stealer stood, eyeing Fibbsy, and then the closed bedroom door. 
“We didn’t hear you come in,” Defiance announced, standing as well. 
The beds were no longer fitted with silk sheets and his comb was back with no sight of magazines or river rapids. 
“Sorry for bothering you,” Fibbsy spat uncomfortably, trying not to make eye contact as he headed for the door he had surely remembered leaving open when he entered. 
“What happened to all of your clothes?” Defiance noted, fixating on Fibbsy’s missing jacket, and a vest in his hand. 
“Good for you, you must have tagged someone else,” Stealer approved, winking at Fibbsy. “That’s not his vest. I’m wearing his,” Stealer declared as he turned to Defiance to show off two sweater vests. 
“You didn’t steal it, did you?” Defiance joked. 
“I earned it honestly,” Stealer insisted, looking at Fibbsy. “I provoked him.”
“It’s about time someone got you back for that prank you pulled the first night we were here. I haven’t forgotten about that,” Defiance mentioned, pointing two fingers at his own eyes, then pointing them at Fibbsy. 
“Both of you are miserable,” Fibbsy professed in resentment as he grabbed the door handle and flung the door open. 
“I can’t even take an item of clothing for that, I think he’s telling the truth!” Stealer laughed as Fibbsy dashed into the second-floor landing. Fibbsy climbed the steps two at a time until he came to the forbidden room. Without even checking to see if anyone was watching, he barged through the door.
“What happened to you!” Slob screamed, taking a few steps back. 
Fibbsy let out a sigh of relief as he glanced at the chair. Untouched, his jacket hung over the back. Slob shook slightly. In his hand he held the golden pocket watch, feeling the chain for comfort. 
“I swear I’m not lying to you, but something unexplainable is happening in this house,” Fibbsy asserted, out of breath. He turned to close the door so as to not bring attention to the forbidden room. 
“You put on the vest and then disappeared. Just like Madame Eldridge said that Peculiar kid did! Where did you go?” Slob held wild terror in his eyes. 
“When I placed the vest on, it was you who disappeared. It felt like I was a ghost. I bumped into Madame Eldridge and some other kid I didn’t know, and they acted as if they couldn’t see me. The pictures on the walls were different, there was this green tint everywhere, and even my room was filled with stuff that wasn’t mine. I don’t know where I went, but wherever I was, it wasn’t… here,” he described, still shaking himself. 
“How did you get back?” Slob held tighter to the golden watch in his hand. 
“I pulled the sweater vest off,” he said, realizing all at once that something peculiar was indeed happening at Madame Eldridge’s Wayward Home for Unruly Boys. He glanced back at the stormy picture hanging on the wall. “Something is affecting things coming from this room,” he deduced. 
Slob followed his gaze as he stared at the picture frame. ”What did the picture do?” he asked. 
“It brought a dark entity to my room last night. That’s what was doing all that banging in the hallway. That’s what moved my bed and tossed my furniture. It wasn’t me. I promise.” Slob looked at him for a moment and then glanced back down at the watch. ”There must be something weird about this room,” he concurred, his voice fading as he fell into deep contemplation. 
“I’m sure you think I’m as crazy like the rest of the guys do. I don’t want any part of this anymore,” he insisted, handing the vest over. 
The mystery of the room was too dangerous to explore alone, and it was something Fibbsy wasn’t interested in solving if it meant a return of the darkness. Slob took hold of the vest, holding it far away from his body. 
“Are we still friends?” Slob asked, looking deeply into Fibbsy’s eyes. 
“Of course, we are,” Fibbsy assured. 
In a moment of trust, Slob slid the golden pocket watch into his new friend’s hands. 
“I found something peculiar too… Open the watch, and turn the knob,” he directed. 






  
  Chapter 9
When The Boys Were Annoyed


It was a long ride back from the small-town outing. Everyone but Bummer and Sassy was allowed to attend. The large bus had more than enough room to carry everyone to and fro. The restaurant didn’t disappoint, and for the most part, everyone enjoyed themselves; everyone but Slob and Fibbsy. They simply spent the outing in silence, glancing at one another. The same was true on the ride back to the boarding house. Without uttering a word, they knew what the other was thinking.  
As the white bus pulled up in front of the house, the two boys jumped out, leading the group toward the front door.
“After lights out, meet me in the you know where so we can talk about the you know what without you know who hearing us,” Fibbsy whispered. 
Slob nodded as they walked side-by-side up the stoop. 
“The door is locked,” Madame Eldridge said as she hurried behind them. Her golden dress hindered her from walking too quickly. The cane crunched against the small rocks of the driveway until she reached the stone path leading to the stoop. 
“Why?” Slob asked, stepping aside to let her pass. 
She lifted the master skeleton key, attached to her necklace, from underneath her dress and slid it into the lock.
“It’s as much to keep things in as it is to keep things out. Besides, we wouldn’t want anyone trying to escape now would we?” she insisted, looking back at the boys coming up behind her. 
Cheater didn’t blink as her eyes met his. He cursed under his breath. He was going to have to foil his original plans of escape and start from scratch.
The boys all piled into the house, and once the last had entered, she locked the door behind them. Madame Eldridge turned to face the unruly boys who had gathered in the lounge excitedly updating the hungry Bummer and Sassy about town. 
“How did you both fare?” she inquired, directing her attention at the two who were left behind. 
“We were fine,” Sassy said before turning back to his conversation. 
“And you?” she asked Bummer. 
“It was nice to have some time to myself,” he admitted. 
“Wonderful! Into the dining hall, all of you,” Madame Eldridge announced as she headed into the grand foyer, her cane helping her as she made her way. 
Two places, with two plates full of food, had been set at the table. Slob, though no longer hungry, couldn’t resist. 
“Who’s the food for?”
Bummer and Sassy sat at their ordinary spots, relieved to see the food sitting before them. They leaned down smelling the delicious display.
“I thought the losers didn’t get dinner,” Bully said, looking at the boy’s plates. A butler came from the kitchen and placed silverware before each of the two. 
“It’s well past nine o’clock, which means this is evening snack time,” she assured as she ushered the boys to eat. They did so with glee. ”I specifically said no dinner. I didn’t say no food. Loopholes are everywhere, you must learn to search for them or you will always miss out on opportunities,” she assured the group, looking directly at Fibbsy. 
“But they lost,” Bully argued. 
“And yet, when we returned, Sassy wasn’t sassy, and Bummer didn’t bring anyone down. That means today’s challenge was a success, which also means everyone has passed the third step! I’m so proud of you boys!” She spoke with dignity. 
Fibbsy thought hard about the loophole which allowed her to pass everyone. He wondered just how strictly she adhered to her own rules. He was starting to see she liked to bend them to her advantage. 
“Is everyone here to watch us eat?” Sassy spoke as he chewed. 
“The evening is not yet done…” she expressed. 
“The fourth step?” Defiance asked, preparing himself to be disappointed. 
“I need to announce the winner,” she proclaimed, her eyes growing large as she scanned the room. She pointed her finger as it wiggled back and forth until finally landing in front of Vandalize. The room erupted in applause. Vandalize jumped onto his chair and made a pose with his arms, making the boys grow louder in cheer. 
“I won something!” Vandalize screeched, grinning from cheek to cheek. 
“The life lesson you boys will learn is with great power comes great responsibility. And while you are all cheering now, I’m sure very soon you will not be so enthusiastic for him. When you have power, and power is abused, it is no longer a power you control, but becomes a power that controls you.” 
“What’s going on?” Vandalize asked, sitting down, his gleeful smile fading from his freckled face. 
Sassy finished what was on his plate, and sat watching the commotion unfold. 
“The fourth step may be one of the most difficult: accept you have a problem. For tomorrow’s challenge, you will work in pairs. To solidify those pairs, you will change roommates. Your new roommate will be your challenge buddy,” Madame Eldridge instructed. 
Gasps and odd glances shot around the room. 
“What does that have to do with me and my great power?” Vandalize asked. He liked having Bully as a roommate. The two had found common ground, a connection that worked in the oddest of ways. He liked that Bully protected him when someone else picked on him. 
“You, my dear Vandal, have been given the sole responsibility of matching the new pairs. There is only one rule, everyone must have a new roommate, no old pairs may remain. The power of who bunks with whom, and who works with whom tomorrow is all within your powerful grasp.” 
“When do I have to do this?” 
A butler came through the butlers' pantry, placing a pad of paper and a pencil in front of the redheaded boy. The butler walked around the long table and collected the two empty plates from the now-full boys, and exited as quickly as he had come. 
Madame Eldridge glanced at her watch and turned to him, “Ten minutes.” 
“Do I still get my prize?” His eyes lowered. 
The mood in the room had fiercely veered from one of pure exuberance to one of growing trepidation. 
“Most indubitably, you will. But for now, you have a dire task to complete,” she responded, a subtle grin creeping upon her face, her long finger tapping the table toward the blank pad of paper. 
The rest of the boys were ushered into the lounge as they waited for Vandalize to make his decisions. Some whispered while some sat in silence. Two specifically didn’t care who they were matched with, but Slob and Fibbsy were desperate to be together. They sat in agonizing stillness next to each other, speaking with only glances. Their plan had not changed, they would still meet in the forbidden room when lights were out. There was much to discuss. 
Madame Eldridge squealed as Vandalize finally walked into the room. She clutched her cane with eagerness. He seemed to be sweating and his freckles disappeared as his skin turned red with embarrassment. With a single match, he could become the sole target of the boys’ misplaced aggression. 
“Once Vandalize has told you of your new pairings, you must immediately head upstairs and move your belongings. All the sheets have been washed, and all the beds made, “Madame Eldridge informed, excited with anticipation. 
The silence was deafening and all waited as Vandalize glanced over the list one last time to make sure everything was in order. 
“Secret will move into Fibbsy’s room,” Vandalize said. The two boys stood in silence without having to be reminded of the rules. 
Fibbsy glanced at Slob for a moment and then looked away disappointedly. Secret played with the ring on his finger, waiting for Fibbsy to join him at the threshold of the grand foyer. 
“That’s a nice pairing,” Madame Eldridge mentioned, nodding in approval. The two walked in somber unison toward the stairs. 
“Cheater will move into Sassy’s room.” 
“You boys are going to have fun together,” Madame Eldridge expressed, winking at the two. 
“I’ll help you move your stuff,” Sassy offered, not feeling in the mood to be sassy anymore. 
“Bully will move into Slob’s room,” Vandalize announced, wincing as the words came out of his mouth. Not a sound could be heard. Slob stood and headed toward the stairs. 
“You’re a real backstabber, you know that?” Bully hissed to Vandalize as he passed him. 
“I didn’t have a choice!” Vandalize rationalized, trying to keep his friendship intact. 
“Any problems with fatty and you’re dealing with it,” he proclaimed, and did so loud enough for the entire house to hear. 
Slob ignored his new roommate’s insult as he hustled to his room to clean up as much as he could before Bully came to stay. 
“Stealer will move into Defiance’s room,” he announced. 
“Anything is better than being with Fibbsy,” Stealer said, fist-bumping Defiance before making his way up the stairs. “Thank you, Vandal!” Stealer said loudly before leaving the room. 
“Don’t stay up all night chatting away gentlemen. Tomorrow you will need to be well rested,” Madame Eldridge advised. 
“I do what I want,” Defiance responded under his breath, following behind Stealer. Madame Eldridge simply chuckled, amused by his comment.
The only person who was left on the couch was Bummer. He sat there alone, looking at Vandalize with a questionable glance. 
“Why did you pick me? You know I have a sleeping problem, and I snore a lot,” Bummer admitted, unable to fathom why, out of all the options, Vandalize chose him. 
“You selected most wisely, my dear boy. Sometimes favoritism can make you an enemy of your peers. You are smarter than you look,” Madame Eldridge said, answering Bummer’s question for him. 
“It’s okay, I have earplugs,” Vandalize mentioned to his new roommate. 
The two headed up to the chaos of the second floor as suitcases, clothes, personal items, and teenagers dashed between rooms in Madame Eldridge’s Wayward Home for Unruly Boys. 






  
  Chapter 10
When The Boys Were Panicky


As promised, Slob and Fibbsy rendezvoused outside the forbidden room once the lights had gone out and the roommates had fallen asleep. Fibbsy tiptoed to the ground floor before meeting his friend. The light in Madame Eldridge’s office was on, and her shadow, visible beneath the bottom crack in the door, paced back and forth. He assumed she would be in there all night. The mystery as to where she slept was one that was still in heated debate amongst the boys. She had no bedroom of her own that any boy could find—and they had looked.  
“What’s it like having to bunk with Bully?” Fibbsy asked. 
Slob shrugged his shoulders. “I gave him a candy bar and he told me about how they explode in the microwave,” Slob said. The verbal abuse that effortlessly spewed from Bully’s mouth was something Slob was learning was more a reflection of his new roommate and not him. 
“Secret is nice,” Fibbsy mentioned, opening the door to the third-floor bedroom and turning on the light.
“He’s quiet, but kind,” Slob agreed. “He doesn’t express many feelings though.” 
“What do you mean?” Fibbsy asked. He reached down, lifting the suitcase onto the bed. He opened it and removed some of the clothing. 
“Try asking him about how he feels about anything. He always changes the subject,” Slob advised. “He wouldn’t even tell me his favorite food. Everyone has a favorite food! Mine is enchiladas, especially with that sauce.” He licked his lips. 
When he saw what Fibbsy was doing, he questioned why he was messing with Peculiar’s shirts, wary of touching anything else in the room. 
“I have a theory,” Fibbsy explained. “I think all of the clothes in the suitcase do the same thing.” He avoided the gray vest used earlier and pulled two new t-shirts from the suitcase. 
“They make you disappear?” 
“They send you back in time,” Fibbsy corrected. 
Slob glanced at the shirts in Fibbsy’s hands, unsure of whether he had the bravery to put it on. Fibbsy walked over to the leg of the bed and pointed to the crack. 
“I did that, after I already had the vest on, and after you claimed I had already disappeared. I kicked the leg in frustration. I think we can change the present by affecting the past,” Fibbsy concluded, holding up a knife he had stolen from the dinner table. 
“Who are you trying to kill?” Slob spat, shaking his head in disapproval. 
“We are going to carve our names somewhere. If, when we return, it’s there, we’ll know for a fact it’s time travel. We could manipulate what happens here!” Fibbsy expressed with a thrill in his voice. 
Slob didn’t fully understand how time travel worked but went along with the plan. He didn’t want to lose the only friend he had. 
Fibbsy pulled Slob out of the room and into the third-floor hallway. He walked over to one of the side tables and quietly pulled it from the wall. Both of them observed the back of the table. Its smooth wood held no dents or scratches. 
“This is where we will carve,” Fibbsy declared. He pushed the table back against the wall. 
Desperate to get it over with, Slob threw the shirt on and struggled to push his head through the opening. As he pulled the ill-fitting shirt down, he vanished before Fibbsy’s eyes. Seeing it happen in real time took Fibbsy by surprise and validated something very peculiar was indeed happening at The Wayward Home for Unruly Boys. He looked around momentarily to make sure no one was there before putting the shirt on himself. As he pulled his head through the hole, a familiar green tint surrounded him. Slob was at the edge of the stairs, looking down. When he saw his friend by the side table he rushed over. 
“There’s an argument going on downstairs,” Slob announced, frightened by the sudden change in the home. 
“I think something really bad happened in this place a long time ago,” Fibbsy said. “The last time I was here, Madame Eldridge was talking to a boy I didn’t recognize about a danger approaching.” 
“I don’t like the sound of that.” 
“Everything seemed to work out. This is the past after all,” Fibbsy mentioned as he carved F&S into the back of the wooden table. When he was done, he prided himself in what a clever idea it all was. 
“Now we have to take the shirts off,” Fibbsy suggested, leaving the table ajar in the center of the hallway. 
Without hesitation, the two boys pulled the shirts off. Slob struggled as the shirt was too small for his frame. The green tint of the hallway dissipated. The table, which Fibbsy had pulled into the center of the hallway, was now back against the wall, dusty and untouched. 
“It wasn’t dusty a minute ago,” Slob mentioned with amazement. 
“It also didn’t have this before,” Fibbsy said. He pulled the table from the wall. Etched into the back were the letters F&S. 
Slob gasped. “But this doesn’t prove we went back in time.” 
“Sure it does! We just changed time by etching our initials!”
“We need more proof before we can conclusively say this is actual time travel,” Slob said.
“I can prove it to you,” Fibbsy declared. Daringly, he threw the shirt back on, disappearing into thin air. Slob was left alone in the dark forbidden third-floor hallway. 
“Wait for me!” he muttered, struggling with his shirt. The world around him returned to the tinted green. Fibbsy was moving the table, still sitting in the middle of the hallway, back against the wall. 
“Notice it’s not dusty,” Fibbsy remarked. 
Slob nodded. He moved over to the banister, leaning over. The sounds of an argument could still be heard two floors below. “Something bad is definitely happening,” he persisted. 
“We should go check it out,” Fibbsy suggested. 
Slob grabbed ahold of Fibbsy’s arm, preventing him from going down the stairs. He put his finger up to his lips and shushed, shaking his head violently. “We don’t want to get caught!”
“Trust me, I did this once before. Let’s go downstairs to investigate, they can’t see us,” he encouraged his wary friend. 
Grabbing onto the banister, they slowly descended to the second-floor landing. All the bedrooms were closed, and the hallway, still tinted green, was dimly lit. The arguing between Madame Eldridge and someone else grew louder as they wandered toward the first floor. Slob hit a step that creaked and stopped, wincing at the noise. 
“We’re here from the future to cause chaos!” Fibbsy shrieked as loud as he could. Slob ducked and slipped on the stairs. Fibbsy chuckled, grabbing his friend and helping him up. “No one can see or hear us, we’re fine,” he assured him. 
Reluctantly, Slob continued until reaching the ground-floor foyer. A butler walked past them without so much as a glance. As he passed, Fibbsy waved. 
“Hi!” Fibbsy called, looking directly at the butler. The man passed the boys without so much as an inkling that they were there. 
“This is incredible!” Slob announced, relaxing his tensed shoulders.
The shirt he was wearing began to itch. He scratched at his side as they moved toward the yelling. Underneath the staircase and past the library sat Madame Eldridge’s study. The door was ajar and the argument within the room was heated. 
They listened intently as they peered in. 
“And furthermore, I told you, you were never allowed in here unaccompanied!” Madame Eldridge berated the teenager who sat in one of the chairs at the front of her desk.
“Are you done? I should really be getting to bed. It is the middle of the night, and I’m sure you will have an exhaustive challenge for me to complete tomorrow,” the boy snarked.
“Who do you think she’s talking to?” Slob asked. 
Fibbsy shrugged his shoulders as he pushed the door open and walked in, dragging Slob behind him. The two in argument glanced up at the door as it swung open. Madame Eldridge moved from her desk, walking over to the door, closing it shut. 
“I hate this drafty old house,” she muttered. 
Fibbsy and Slob dodged out of her way as she turned to return to her desk. 
“She could see the door moving!” Slob worried, glancing back to see the door now completely shut. 
“I didn’t know they could hear or see the things we move. Don’t touch anything,” he demanded. 
Though small compared to the grandiose nature of the rest of the house, the study was tastefully done. An enormous animal hide rug centered the space with a desk and two upholstered chairs facing it. In the corner, out of view until one entered the room, sat a large fireplace which did not have a fire lit. A stuffed moose head was mounted above it. Every wall was covered with built-in bookshelves, except for one, which held a large portrait of Madame Eldridge. The bookshelves did not only house books. Objects and everyday items covered in individual glass domes littered the shelves, and the temptation to touch and explore was great. Slob started to head over and look at them, but Fibbsy stopped him. 
“So, what? Do I get some kind of program punishment?” the boy asked, laughing at the absurd idea. 
“I will deal with your punishment later. For now, I need to know what you did with the object you took from my study,” she demanded. “Something very dangerous went missing, and it must be returned. You don’t understand the balance of power I have to maintain in order to keep you boys safe while you’re here!” She pointed to an empty glass dome with a wooden base sitting on her desk. Nothing was held within. 
“Why did you name me Spiteful?” he asked, ignoring her accusations. He crossed his legs and looked deep into her eyes. 
“You know exactly why you are here,” she hissed. 
“Then you know it is in my nature to be this way. I’m only doing what I know how to do best,” Spiteful responded, a grin still on his face. 
“I don’t think you understand the dire situation your actions have put us in. You have unleashed something very threatening into this house, and it’s coming for you. It’s coming for all of you,” she warned. 
“Is that what happened to Peculiar? Is that why he’s missing? Did it already get him?” he whispered, only widening his grin. 
Fibbsy’s shirt began to itch, just as the gray vest had done. He began to scratch, glancing over at Slob. He too was scratching at his side. 
“This itching is getting unbearable,” Slob complained. 
“This happened with the gray sweater vest. I assumed it was the material. I think it’s a side effect of Peculiar’s clothing.”
“I don’t know how much longer I can last,” Slob announced, digging his nails deep into his back. 
“Don’t you dare take it off,” Fibbsy pressed. 
Madame Eldridge stared hard at Spiteful, her eyes didn’t blink. 
“What did Peculiar ever do to you that could have been so awful to deserve such resentment?” Madame Eldridge insisted. 
“Peculiar was willing to keep your secrets,” he answered, looking toward the bookshelves which lined the room. “He deserved everything that came to him, and so do all the rest of you. All of you have hidden the truth from us,” Spiteful said, resentment in his eyes. “I guess now you will have to let us all go home. You wouldn’t make us stay while the darkness comes for us, one by one,” he suggested. 
“That, my dear boy, is what you don’t understand. These walls don’t harbor the darkness, it will follow you no matter where you go. It will not stop until it has hunted you down and devoured you. And once it has consumed all it can, it will move on to the next one of you. I am your only source of protection. No one goes anywhere.” 
Spiteful huffed at her response. ”I don’t know where Peculiar put it, but if I help you find what I took, will you let me go home?” 
A bolt of lightning flashed outside. It lit up the room, piercing through the tall, stained-glass windows of the study. 
“You’re spiteful enough to lie to me and string me along until we are all dead. I don’t trust a word you say. Get out of my study and go wake up the boys, now. None of you are safe,” she demanded, pointing toward the door. 
“How do you know it’s coming for us?” he asked, uncrossing his legs, a glint of disbelief in his eyes. She looked behind her as the rumbling sound of thunder rattled the windows. 
“Because it’s already here,” she said, turning back to face him. 
A loud thud could be heard echoing through the house. The floorboards trembled. It was slight at first, the vibrations growing as they pulsed through the home. Spiteful held on to his chair as his eyes widened in horror. A soft sound of whispers soon emerged from the corners of the room. Like a thousand prayers being spoken at once; what they had to say was unable to be distinguished. Spiteful bound for the door, forcing it open as he darted toward the grand foyer. 
“Follow him!” Fibbsy cried, bolting behind Spiteful. 
Slob ran as fast as he could, trying to keep up. Fibbsy turned around and grabbed his wrist, pulling him down the hallway toward the foyer as Madame Eldridge slammed her study door shut. 
The boys followed Spiteful as he raced up the stairs. Spiteful ran down the second-floor landing banging on the bedroom doors and screaming for the boys to wake up. For a moment, the two stopped and watched the commotion unfold. A dark shadow had begun to form from the corner of the hallway as it twisted and expanded. It moved like smoke, spreading rapidly down the hall. A feeling of dread came over the boys as they watched it violently pulse, spreading like a field fire on dried kindling. 
As the doors to the bedrooms were opened, the shouting began. Spiteful yanked several out of their rooms. His cries to head for the first-floor exit were violent and forceful. 
“We have to go,” Slob begged, heading toward the staircase to the third floor. 
As they ascended, a dark shadow came pouring over the stairs, creeping toward them. It palpitated as though it were heavily breathing. A flash of light glowed from within it as it grew in size creating a swirling cloud-like structure. 
The whispers grew more intense.
The presence of darkness made them feel heavy as their bones became weak. The entire top landing had been engulfed by the entity. Within the darkness of what used to be the third-floor hallway, a swirling vortex of lightning and ghastly dark silhouettes barreled toward them. 
The boys on the second floor screeched in panic as the darkness peeled from the walls and thrashed toward them. It forced itself through the house. A tremendous thud was heard echoing through the structure of the boarding home. It shook the very foundation. Dark arms extended from the shadows, grabbing onto the walls as the sounds of torment escaped from within.
Slob screamed, turning around on the stairs. He tried to flee to the foyer for safety but he was stopped. Inching up the stairs toward them was another dark force, shaking the floorboards with its thunderous movements. The banister trembled and the noise became too much to bear. The terrified cries from the boys Spiteful had awoken could be heard through the thick fog. From both sides of the staircase, the dark entities moved toward Fibbsy and Slob. A thick gust of wind blew against the stairwell thrusting the boys against the wall. The shadows growled and hissed as they extended their hands.
Madame Eldridge had been right, no one was safe, including them.
“Take it off!” Fibbsy screamed over the uproar. 
The itching was more than either of them could handle. The pain began to burn into their skin. With one last glance at the darkness reaching out with horrific cries, they ripped off their shirts, tugging them desperately from their heads. The world went from tinted green to pitch black. 
Fibbsy and Slob huddled together in the darkness of the third-floor stairway, breathing heavily and holding on to one another. Slob threw his shirt onto the stairs, not wanting to touch it. 
“What just happened?” Slob cried. 
Fibbsy held his finger to his lips, reminding him they could now be heard by anyone in the house. “That’s what came for me the first night I was here,” Fibbsy whispered. 
Slob looked into his eyes and knew for a fact he wasn’t lying. 






  
  Step 4
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Accept You Have A Problem











  
  Chapter 11
When The Boys Were Hostile


That night, no one slept.  
Vandalize couldn’t fall asleep because his new roommate, Bummer, kept the lamp on to read. His insomnia had been strong. 
Defiance and Stealer didn’t sleep a wink because of their newfound friendship In their euphoria over their placement, they stayed up half the night talking and laughing, mostly at Fibbsy’s expense. 
Cheater couldn’t sleep because of the look Madame Eldridge had given him after the comment about running away. The idea that she knew his plans had haunted him. And his new roommate, Sassy, couldn’t sleep because of a sense of betrayal. He enjoyed sharing a room and a friendship with Defiance, but with Stealer in the picture, things were falling apart between them. 
Bully couldn’t sleep because he was too upset with Vandalize for placing him with Slob. When Slob didn’t return for over an hour after loudly sneaking out of the room, he assumed the boy was scouring the kitchen and devouring all the food. Both Slob and Fibbsy had a good reason for not sleeping. Every echoing sound made them jump. 
And then there was Secret, who pretended to sleep but had followed the boys to the third-floor landing without being noticed. He hadn’t stayed long, but he couldn’t stop thinking about what they were doing up in that room with the door closed. He planned on keeping their rendezvous a secret, however. Secret always kept his secrets, secret. 
Vandalize had the privilege of spending an hour before breakfast with Madame Eldridge in her study. The door was locked before he entered, it was locked while they were in there, and it was locked once he left. Several boys tried to listen through the door, but the butlers eventually stood guard, shooing them into the lounge. 
“It’s not food, dude, she gives that away too easily,” Bully explained, sitting on the couch, disagreeing with the others about the prize. He fidgeted with his tie, trying to loosen it as much as he could. 
“Maybe he’ll be allowed off the property?” Cheater pondered, knowing that’s what he would have asked for if he had won. 
“Maybe it’s specific for each person. The prize could be different depending on who wins,” Defiance said. “It doesn’t matter though, there’s nothing she has that I want.” 
“You want to be left alone. That’s the one thing she can give you, the one thing she won’t,” Bummer responded. 
Defiance shot him a look. 
“Yo, he totally called you out, man!” Bully laughed, pulling the tie completely from his shirt and starting the process over again, wrapping it around his thick neck. 
“Don’t pretend to know me,” Defiance spat, standing to leave the room. 
“Today’s step is to accept you have a problem! I suggest you get started on it!” Bummer screamed at Defiance as he made his way into the grand foyer. 
“Dude, have you ever bullied someone before? You could be so good at it,” Bully complimented, holding up a fist in what he assumed would be taken as camaraderie. 
Bummer gave a blank stare. 
Vandalize appeared in the grand foyer calling all the boys to the dining hall. Breakfast was soon to be served and an announcement was to be made. As the boys came rushing in from the second floor and the lounge, they noticed name tags strategically placed atop the undecorated table. 
Madame Eldridge stood by her chair showing off her newest attire. Her hat was tall and cone-shaped. White mesh covered most of it, whimsically wrapping around from the base to the very tip. Dried daisies had been placed in a pattern along the mesh, and randomly, plastic bees had been glued onto the flowers and mesh, giving the appearance of a beehive in motion. She wore a short black dress littered with neon yellow spots. On top of her dress, she wore another, a thin and dark material which was completely see-through. It fell down to her ankles and was adorned with wide-flowing sleeves. As she turned and moved, the dress above was delectable and airy, while the one able to be seen underneath was tight and fitted. 
“I hope you got a long night’s sleep because today is going to be a difficult one, one in which you will see how your problem affects others, and how if not handled with care, could soon become unstoppable,” Madame Eldridge explained. 
“You have to sit next to your roommate today. That’s why there are name tags. But don’t worry, it’s only for today,” Vandalize announced. 
Madame Eldridge walked over to him with praise. ”You did a very good job making that announcement.” She pinched his cheek. 
“What’s the study like?” Defiance asked as he walked past Vandalize, glancing at Madame Eldridge, and then looking back at the boy for a response. 
“Clean,” Vandalize responded, looking at Madame Eldridge for approval. 
She giggled at how he handled the situation, and at Defiance’s dissatisfaction. “Very clean,” she agreed as she sat. 
Fibbsy sat next to Secret. Sassy sat next to Cheater. Slob sat next to Bully as he always had at the table. Vandalize sat next to Bummer, and Defiance sat next to Stealer. Once the pairs were properly placed, the butler’s pantry door was opened and the hot meal was served. A French-style breakfast of stuffed crepes with a variety of flavors and ingredients was presented in grandeur. Quiches were placed next on the table alongside French bread and butter. 
“Do mind the jam, Slob,” Madame Eldridge reminded as she grabbed the serving fork to help plate the food. 
He proudly smiled, already having tucked the napkin into his shirt collar. He was prepared for her commentary, now trying to stay one step ahead. He reached for a sweet cheese croissant, minding the flaky pastry, as he chewed away with delight. 
“Do we get to know what the prize was?” Sassy asked with a mouthful of sweet pepper quiche. 
“You don’t, but you do get to know about today’s challenge. We shall not be retiring to the lounge. The challenge shall start here and now, and will not conclude until I have approved each one of your efforts. Today’s step is to accept you have a problem. The only way to truly do this is to see, for yourself, your own problem in action. Today you will use your problem against your roommate. It will be done publicly. If I believe it is genuine and authentic, then you are done and have passed this step. The only rule is, you must do your worst.” 
The stares Madame Eldridge received were indescribable. The boys whispered to each other as they turned to their roommates in worry. 
“You are telling me you want me to beat up fatty over here?” Bully asked. 
“Don’t call him that,” Fibbsy said assertively. 
“You have been tasked with bullying Slob. Bully him harder and more severely than you’ve ever done before,” Madame Eldridge reiterated. 
“And I won’t get in trouble?” he clarified. 
“Of course not,” she replied. “This will help you to acknowledge you do indeed have a problem.” 
“I don’t want to do this,” Slob said, eyeing the other boys at the table. A look of concern fell on most of their faces. 
Bully nodded with a quick smile and went to work. He picked up the hot tray of crepes and held the back of Slob’s head as he pushed the tray into his roommate’s face. Slob screamed as he tried to fight back, but Bully was too strong. 
“Let me help you get more of those crepes you love!” Bully said, boisterously laughing at Slob’s misery. 
Sassy stood, not sure how to handle what he was seeing. “You’re going to let this happen? This is merciless!” 
His disapproval was noted by her, though she simply shrugged her shoulders as she watched. Bully ground the tray harder into Slob’s face. It was obvious to all that Slob had started to weep uncontrollably, flailing his arms, trying to fight back. 
“Stop it! You’re hurting him!” Fibbsy screamed. He turned his attention to the only adult in the room. “This is not okay!” 
Her eyes flared as she watched Bully do what he did best. Fibbsy stood from his chair, throwing his plate in Bully’s direction. It grazed Bully’s shoulder before falling to the floor, shattering into sharp shards and small pieces. With that, Bully put the tray down, calling Slob awful names one last time, and kicking his chair out from under him. The boy fell to the floor, jam, and Nutella and honey and crepes and sliced bananas, and orange marmalade smeared across his face and chest. 
“Clean up this mess, you know Madame Eldridge thinks you’re a slob.” 
With a look of horror across the boys’ faces, they all stared at Slob on the floor. He tried to catch his breath as he wiped the tears falling effortlessly from his eyes. Cheater got up to help him but Madame Eldridge’s hand aggressively reached out, grabbing his arm and stopping him.
“Sit,” she demanded. Her grip was strong. 
“I did it,” Bully said, moving back to his seat. 
“That’s it? That’s all you have in you?” Madame Eldridge disappointingly sneered.
“You wanted me to do more?” 
“Keep going. I know you’ve done worse than this,” she responded. 
“But he’s crying,” Bully pointed out, looking at the boy who, while hyperventilating, now desperately tried to wipe his uniform with the cloth napkin that fell beside him. 
“This is inhumane,” Bummer said. 
“I refuse to be a part of this,” Defiance announced. 
Madame Eldridge ignored their comments. “What does his crying have to do with you stopping? You simply quit because Fibbsy told you to. Didn’t you recently tell your counselor at school you were a bully because you couldn’t control it?”
“Yeah, but, this isn’t right,” he said. 
“Keep going, and do worse,” she insisted. She held on tightly to the ruby, inlaid in her cane, as she glared at him. 
Cheater stared at the stone, noticing a crack running down the middle of it. 
“I—I can’t,” he said. 
“Interesting… and yet merely a minute ago, you were more than happy to jump on the chance to do it,” she announced, looking dissatisfied. “How does this moment make you feel?” she asked. 
Bully stared at Slob who tried to use the chair as leverage to get himself off of the floor. ”It makes me hate myself,” he responded softly, as he looked into Slob’s swollen red eyes. 
“Keep it going,” she encouraged in a dark tone, her eyes sparkling. “Bully him until it makes you feel better!”
“No!” he refused.
“Make him cry!” she screamed. 
Fibbsy’s heart raced as he grabbed the edges of his seat. His knuckles went white. All he desired was to run to the third floor and toss one of Peculiar’s shirts to Slob and set him free. Madame Eldridge had either changed overnight or was finally showing her true colors. 
“I can’t! I have to share a room with him!” Bully yelled back.
“Do it!” she hissed. “He deserves to be tortured by you!” 
Several of the boys gasped. 
Bully, taken aback, looked at Slob who cowered at the edge of the table, preparing to defend himself from the next attack. Bully stood up in anger, and with all of his might, pushed the table over, the food and glassware crashing onto the floor. Several of the boys jumped out of the way. The crashing startled the butlers who came in to watch. Bully heaved as he stared at Madame Eldridge and pointed his finger at her. The lights in the room flickered momentarily as his anger focused on her. 
“Speak to me like that again and it will be you I’m coming after, not him!” Bully threatened. 
Fibbsy noticed a small shadow twist into the air as it dashed against the edge of the fallen table, crawling violently toward Bully’s direction. It moved effortlessly like a wisp of smoke before scurrying into oblivion. Fibbsy’s heart began to race as he bent to the floor searching for where it went. Wherever it had gone, it had disappeared from sight. 
Madame Eldridge didn’t move from her chair. She simply grinned and clapped, the edges of her sharp, yellow-painted lips curling upward. She knew Bully had it in him. 
“There it is. That’s what I was looking for. The worst you’ve ever done. How does it feel now?” she asked. He teared up and turned toward Slob who still shook, standing beside his chair, terrified. 
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, unable to speak more than that. He trembled with anger, placing his hands over his eyes. 
“We shouldn’t do this now,” Fibbsy said, fearful the dark entity was somewhere in the room. 
Madame Eldridge focused her attention on Fibbsy next. “You need to lie. Lie to your new roommate Secret so deeply he has no choice but to believe you,” she demanded. 
“How would I even do that?” Fibbsy asked. “Secret knows I’ll be lying to him.”
“You are such a good liar, you’ve even convinced yourself your lies are the truth. If you can do that, you can convince Secret of anything you want,” she encouraged. “Lie to him!” she insisted, raising her voice. 
Slob wiped away the last of his tears, still standing far from the table, now eyeing his only friend. The new target had been selected. 
Fibbsy breathed in deeply, trying to think of a lie to tell, when Secret opened his mouth. 
“I’m willing to go first. I want to reveal something I’ve been hiding that I shouldn’t,” he announced. 
Madame Eldridge’s eyes lit up. “Do tell,” she said, waiting in anticipation. “Make sure it’s about Fibbsy, and that I’ll find it worthwhile…”
“Slob and Fibbsy were on the third floor last night,” he blurted out, looking deep into Fibbsy’s eyes with immediate regret. Shame fell over Secret as his heart pounded in his throat. 
A gasp rang out over the crowd of boys. Stealer looked at Fibbsy shaking his head in distaste.
“Oh really?” Madame Eldridge responded, looking at Fibbsy with intrigue. 
“It’s not true!” Fibbsy cried out. 
“Like I would believe that. Especially from a liar,” she said, disappointedly. Fibbsy glanced at Slob momentarily before continuing. 
“It wasn’t me! Secret must have seen someone else and thought it was me!” Fibbsy pleaded, lying as hard as he could. 
“You know the third floor is off limits,” she announced in frustration. 
“You snuck out of bed a little past midnight and I followed you and Slob until you got to the third floor. I couldn’t go up the stairs or you would see me, but you didn’t return for almost an hour,” Secret continued. His face was sincere, though his lip trembled at the idea of giving away a secret he had promised himself he would never divulge. 
“You did the right thing, Secret. He will be severely punished only because of you, but it was the right thing to do,” she confirmed with a firm voice. 
“I can prove it wasn’t me! I couldn’t have been on the third floor because I was in your study last night,” Fibbsy shouted back, speaking before he thought about the consequences. Another gasp fell over the boys. Slob moved his chair far away from Bully before sitting. His knees were growing weak as the conversation progressed. 
“What did you say?” she whispered, looking at him with a fearful gaze. 
“He’s lying. I waited at the base of the stairs on the second-floor landing. He never went down,” Secret disclosed shamefully, desperately ensuring his secret was worthy of Madame Eldridge’s approval. 
“There’s no way he was able to get into my study,” she agreed. She reached into her chest and pulled out the skeleton key which hung from her necklace. “I have the only way in.” 
“Then how do I know there’s a moose head hanging above the fireplace in the far corner of the room?” Fibbsy revealed. His whole body shook as he spoke. 
Madame Eldridge stared at him as she clenched her jaw. 
“He must have seen it when you walked in some time,” Secret said, trying to disprove Fibbsy’s theory. 
“Isn’t there a moose head above the fireplace?” Fibbsy asked Vandalize, who sat frozen looking back and forth as the eruption of crazy unfolded. 
Vandalize had unlocked the forbidden room for Fibbsy and Stealer, and his involvement was now coming back to bite him. He fearfully glanced at Madame Eldridge for a moment and then nodded his head in confirmation. 
“There is a moose head,” Vandalize stated. 
“That room has not been opened around anyone but myself until this morning when Vandalize was let in. And even if he was at the door when Vandalize came or left, the fireplace can’t be seen unless you completely enter the room. Vandalize hasn’t had a moment out of my sight since he left the study to speak to anyone in private. How do you know about the moose?” She watched his every move. 
Fibbsy turned to Secret. “I told you I wasn’t on the third floor last night,” he barked. Secret shrank back into his chair, unsure of what was going on. 
“I could have sworn I saw you in the dark hallway. I mean, maybe it was someone else with Slob, but I could have sworn…” Secret muttered. 
“Your secrets aren’t even worth keeping secret because they aren’t true!” Fibbsy attacked. 
“How does this moment feel?” she asked Fibbsy in a whisper. 
“Terrifying,” he said honestly. 
“I think you and Secret both have accepted you have a problem… A very deep problem…” She didn’t blink as she placed her key back into her chest. Her eyes never left Fibbsy. Madame Eldridge eventually turned her attention to Vandalize. 
“It’s your turn. You need to vandalize something of Bummer’s,” she responded. “Do your worst.” 
“There is nothing I have here you can vandalize that would matter to me,” Bummer said to his roommate. 
Vandalize eyed Bummer’s glasses knowing how much he loved to read. He knew exactly what he was going to do. 






  
  Chapter 12
When The Boys Were Provoked


That evening, the dinner table was deathly silent. Not a boy spoke. All had eventually accepted they had a problem, and by the end of the day, not a single one wanted anything to do with the other. Instead of a lot of I’m sorry, there was simply shame and silence. Madame Eldridge marveled at how well the boys had done, and while a few concerning issues had arisen, she announced the program was running smoothly—everything was going according to plan. After dessert, she sent the boys to bed. Tired, they all fell right asleep.  
All but Fibbsy. 
He lay awake, watching Secret. The golden pocket watch rested firmly in his hands underneath his wool blanket. He knew he couldn’t trust the other boys to believe him or his stories, but one way or another, he was determined to pique their interest. With everyone suspicious, it would be easier to make alliances and figure out the truth behind what Madame Eldridge was hiding from them. Something sinister existed in the home at the time Peculiar lived there, and Fibbsy was fearful it had returned, veracious and provoked. 
Compelled to sneak back to the third floor with a mission to accomplish, Fibbsy twisted the watch’s knob before exiting the bedroom without so much as making a sound. He had placed his pillows under his blanket to make it appear as though he was sleeping. Secret would have no indication he wasn’t fast asleep when the clock was stopped. As Fibbsy walked down the hall toward Defiance’s room, he searched the corners of the hallway for shadows and smoke. He wasn’t quite sure how the entity worked but believed it was connected somehow to the boys at the home, in the past and the present. 
Defiance and Stealer had made a friendship solely based on the idea that Fibbsy had lied about the entity on their first night. He was determined to correct that mistake. 
The ticking of the pocket watch continued, echoing down the second-floor landing as Fibbsy made his way to Defiance and Stealer’s door. It opened with ease. The boys, frozen in time, were fast asleep in their beds. As Fibbsy looked out the window, he saw an owl in mid-flight, wings stretched, glancing toward a tree branch, and looking for a place to land. The pocket watch made the world so hushed and serene. He was grateful Slob had entrusted him with the knowledge of the golden watch, however, he could never tell Slob what he was about to do with it. Slob would accuse him of enacting a personal vendetta. 
Fibbsy stood beside Defiance’s bed and watched him sleep. He placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder, feeling the cold stone of his frozen frame. Fibbsy took a deep breath and snapped the watch closed. With all of his might, he grabbed the bedpost and shook it as hard as he could, letting out a formidable, unnerving cry. Defiance jolted in a panic, forcing himself upright from a deep sleep, the covers tangled between his legs, keeping him bound to the bed. Swiftly, while hidden by the convenient shadows in the room, Fibbsy flipped the watch open and twisted the knob. The ticking sound once again brought stillness to the world. He looked at Defiance mid-jolt, petrified in his moment of distress. It gave him pleasure to see him that way. Defiance’s mouth was opened, ready to scream. 
With a quick glimmer of excitement, Fibbsy got back to work. He walked to Stealer’s side of the room and grabbed ahold of the side table. With a dash of courage, Fibbsy closed the watch and let out a ghastly howl as he knocked the side table onto the ground. It crashed and the lamp went flying across the floor. Ducking out of sight, he flipped the watch open, twisting the knob as fast as he could. The shrieks from Defiance had been rewarding, but the sound was silenced by the golden watch. 
As Fibbsy stood, he observed Stealer bounding from his bed. His unwavering stillness was eerie. Defiance still had his mouth open, screaming. Defiance, having heard Stealer’s side table crashing, now faced Stealer’s side of the room. This was exactly the plan. 
Fibbsy rushed back to Defiance’s bed and began to pull at the headboard, moving him and the bed away from the wall. The bed was cumbersome, but he exerted all of his strength and pulled the furniture far enough away from the wall to get behind the headboard. He glanced over at Stealer’s side of the room and then closed the watch. 
The boy’s screams continued. 
Fibbsy growled a ghostly wail as he forcibly scooted Defiance’s bed across the room until it crashed into Stealer’s. Ducking one last time, he flipped open the watch and turned the knob. As he came out from behind the headboard, he surveyed the room, pleased with his handiwork. It matched his own experience the first night at The Wayward Home for Unruly Boys. No longer would Defiance be an issue for him. Now, he wasn’t the only one, besides Slob, who knew something dangerous lurked within the walls of the boarding house.
Fibbsy walked out of the room, the ticking of the watch soothing his nerves. He closed the bedroom door behind him, closing the watch once more, pleased with the sounds of the boys’ screams from the other side. As he saw the light in their room turn on from underneath the crack in the door, he twisted the knob on the golden watch one last time and made a safe return to his own bedroom. 
He entered and closed the door before climbing into bed. He listened to the sounds of the watch a few moments longer before finally closing the top and stuffing it between his mattress and the bed frame. He fluffed his pillow trying to get comfortable.
A ruffling of bed sheets was heard from across the room. 
“I’m sorry about today,” Secret said softly. 
The sound of his voice startled Fibbsy. He had assumed Secret was fast asleep. 
“I didn’t know you were awake,” Fibbsy said, turning in the darkness to face his roommate. 
“You did go to the third floor,” Secret insisted. 
“I’ve been there before,” Fibbsy agreed. “I was there the day we were looking for the birds.” He tried desperately not to lie.
“You were there last night. I know you were. At least, I think you were,” he said, sitting up and turning on his lamp. The light spread over the room, exposing Fibbsy’s look of fear. 
“Why did you follow me last night?”
“It doesn’t matter. I want you to know I never meant to tell on you. Madame Eldridge was so persistent at the table, and I knew exposing that particular secret would be easier than exposing the others I’ve been hiding.” 
Fibbsy yearned to know the secrets Secret held. 
“Slob warned me you change the topic to avoid telling the truth,” Fibbsy accused. 
“Yeah? Well, you lie for the very same reason,” Secret responded, tension rising in his voice. 
“Why did you follow me last night?” Fibbsy asked again, sitting up in bed. 
Commotion in the hallway was heard as Stealer and Defiance’s bedroom door was flung open. They seemed to be arguing in the hallway, and for a moment, Fibbsy grinned. 
“You’re not the only one who saw something peculiar the first night we were here,” Secret admitted. 
Fibbsy looked into Secret’s eyes as he twisted his dangling feet off the edge of the bed. 
“What did you see?” Fibbsy asked. 
His roommate’s face went white as a ghost as he spilled his second secret of the night. 






  
  Step 5
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Talk About The Problem











  
  Chapter 13
When The Boys Were Uneasy 


“We have to talk,” Defiance demanded, bursting into the communal bathroom on the second floor.  
Fibbsy stood before the mirror brushing his teeth. 
“What do you want?” he asked annoyingly, pretending to know nothing of the night before. He spit into the sink running his toothbrush under the faucet. 
“Explain to me in detail what happened to you the first night you were here.” 
“Didn’t Stealer tell you? Apparently, I threw a temper tantrum,” Fibbsy retorted, turning back to the mirror and fixing his hair. 
Defiance closed the door and moved closer to him. 
“It was Stealer, wasn’t it? He did that to the room and then lied about it, didn’t he?” Defiance asked. x
For a moment, Fibbsy contemplated being dishonest. Agreeing with Defiance’s theory fed his desire for Defiance and Stealer to break off their newfound friendship, but he recognized lying would defeat the purpose. 
“It wasn’t Stealer, and it wasn’t me that first night,” Fibbsy assured him, leaning on the sink and looking at the Defiance through the mirror. “Why such an interest now?” 
“Something happened to me last night,” he said softly. 
“Oh yeah? Welcome to the club. This house is creepy,” Fibbsy admitted, walking past him and out of the bathroom. He headed down the hall toward his room. He needed to get dressed. Breakfast was fast approaching. 
Defiance ran after him, trying to catch up, and whispered loudly, “I need to know I’m not going crazy.” 
Just then, Stealer walked out of his bedroom and headed for the bathroom. He witnessed the two in deep conversation. His face couldn’t hide the outrage building within him. 
“There’s something wrong with both of you,” he accused, his Brooklyn accent the heaviest it had ever been. 
Defiance looked up at Stealer, throwing his hands in the air with an expression of innocent defeat. “It wasn’t me, man! I didn’t do it!” he implored. 
Stealer looked straight ahead as he passed his new roommate. “If you hang with the liar, of course you’re gonna lie.” He pushed the bathroom door open and slammed it shut behind him. 
Fibbsy hadn’t waited as Defiance tried to speak to Stealer through the bathroom door. Defiance raced after Fibbsy once again, following him into his bedroom. Secret stood by his bed in his boxers buttoning his freshly pressed shirt. 
“Can I have some privacy?” Secret asked, focusing on Defiance. 
“You have nothing I’m interested in,” Defiance spat out as he grabbed Fibbsy’s arm. Fibbsy turned around with an expressionless look. 
“What?” he asked with indifference, covertly enjoying every moment. 
“I want to compare notes. Whatever happened to me last night, it wasn’t holy, man,” Defiance insisted. 
“What’s in it for me?” Fibbsy asked. He knew he had hooked Defiance, but he needed insurance that he could trust him. 
“I’ll do anything you need,” he offered. 
“I want you to thank Slob for catching that raven for you. And I want you to stop talking badly about me or him,” he demanded. 
Secret slipped into his pants, tightening his belt. He watched the two speaking, eavesdropping on every word. 
“Deal,” he accepted. “But I expect you not to lie to me,” he insisted. 
“Only if you promise not to be defiant when I need your help. There’s a lot more to this than you know, and I’ll only let you in if I can trust you.” 
Defiance extended his hand in a show of respect. 
“Friends?” Fibbsy asked. 
Defiance paused for a moment. “Colleagues,” he amended. 
“I’ll take it,” Fibbsy agreed, shaking his hand. The boys left together as they made their way to the first floor. 
Madame Eldridge stood mirthfully by the entrance to the dining hall as the boys funneled in. She smiled as though yesterday had never happened, despite the aggressive looks she received from all the unruly boys. 
“Good morning, Stealer! Good morning, Bummer! Oh, good morning, Sassy! Please, come take a seat, gentleman.” Her energy was optimistic. 
“Is it really going to be a good morning?” Sassy sassed as he passed her.
“Oh, Sassy, every morning is a good morning,” she responded. 
“Factually, that’s not true. While it is a saying, it’s also an opinion. Just because it’s morning, doesn’t mean it’s good. Ask a hospice patient or a prisoner of war what type of morning it is, and you may get a different response,” Bummer announced. 
“Any morning with your words of wisdom is a bad morning,” Sassy said to Bummer. 
Madame Eldridge’s attire was strange to say the least, even for her. It also explained a few of the odd looks she received. Her dress was white and too large for her frame. Thick fringes reminded the boys of white and gray dreadlocks which hung from every inch of the fabric, giving her the appearance of a Puli dog. The dress had no straps, exposing her arms and shoulders, and was fastened to her by a thick beaded collar wrapped around her neck. Her hat, which sat on top of her tightly pulled bun, was in the shape of an upside-down Frisbee. On top of that was a pile of plastic fruits and breads and meats. It looked like a shopping basket ready to be bagged. 
“Good morning, Secret,” Madame Eldridge said, smiling widely as she leaned on her cane for support. 
He smiled back before walking into the dining hall to join the rest of the boys. She made her way to the middle of the table and sat in her usual seat. As the butlers brought juice and coffee and water and tea to the table, all were silent. The pain of yesterday was still too fresh. Bully had moved his seat over by one; he didn’t have the heart to sit next to Slob.
“Today will be a much better day, I assure you. Today, you will get your freedom,” Madame Eldridge explained, glancing at Cheater. 
Cheater had finally given up trying to escape the night of the room change and had reluctantly placed his clothes from his suitcase into the shared dresser. 
“In what sense?” Bummer asked. 
“Today you will go into town on your own, unsupervised. It’s part of your challenge. You will be gone all day, so a hearty brunch is needed,” she expressed, clapping at once. 
As the sound was made, the butlers brought out the buffet of delights. Fried-eggs-in-a-basket sandwiches, omelets with cheese and sautéed mushrooms, French toast piled high, hash browns with onions, honeydew melon, cantaloupe, mini pancake muffins with butterscotch chips, and brown sugar sausages were all on the menu. Sliced tomatoes with a sweet balsamic glaze hit the table last, along with a large jug of syrup. 
“What’s today’s challenge?” Vandalize asked as he poured the syrup first on his plate until he had created a pool into which he would drown all of his breakfast selections. 
“Today’s step is to talk about the problem. With such a stressful day yesterday, I’m sure many of you have already started conversations amongst each other. But today is especially unique. Today you will go into town and speak to a stranger. You must have at least one boy from this house as a witness to your conversation. It’s that simple,” she explained. 
“No specific agenda? Just tell them we have a problem?” Bummer probed, not seeing any downside to the day’s challenge. 
“That sounds simple enough,” Defiance stated. 
“I like simple tasks,” Cheater chimed in. “No pressure to perform.” 
Madame Eldridge smiled at the changes she saw in the boys. The program was working as she claimed all along that it would.
“It must be a conversation about your problem, not simply a confession. How you choose to do that is up to you. There is something freeing about talking to others about your problems. You may find the townsfolk are more understanding than you realize,” she speculated with a glint of hope in her eyes. “Of course, there is one more task at hand. Each of you will get a backpack. Inside, you will find twenty dollars. You must bring back at least one ingredient for tonight’s dinner.” 
“What type of food are we having?” Slob asked. His eyes had already glazed over, pondering what he wanted to contribute. 
“Whatever it is you bring is what we shall have,” she insisted. 
“No one purchase pork. Sixty-nine percent of all pork products have tested positive for Yersinia Enterocolitica; it’s a bug,” Bummer explained, looking around the table for confirmation. 
“Pork chops are so good though!” Slob insisted. 
“You need to chill out with your nasty facts, Bummer,” Bully grunted, now regretting sitting next to him. “It makes people like me want to punch you in the face,” he said honestly. 
“I’ve never had pork,” Vandalize said, dipping his sausage into his syrup and chewing away. “I’m Jewish.” 
“That sausage is pork,” Fibbsy said, a grin on his face. 
“Well, pork is delicious then!” Vandalize exclaimed. 
“I don’t eat much pork either. It’s not found in authentic Indian cuisine. My parents are very much into tikka masala, dal makhani, kofta, and fish curry. Or they make aloo gobi if we don’t have meat.”
“They used to feed us a lot of pork at my old foster home, and I hated it,” Secret said, shaking his head in disgust. The room grew quiet for a moment. It seemed as though a third secret of Secret’s had finally slipped out. 
“Foster home?” Sassy remarked, looking at him differently. 
“I’ve been adopted now. Though they don’t seem to like me much,” Secret expressed, getting softer with each word he spoke. 
“See the wondrous things that can happen when we talk about food and problems?” Madame Eldridge exclaimed. 
“Unless food is your problem,” Bully chuckled for a moment. Flashbacks of the morning before surely raced through his mind because he looked at his roommate apologetically. 
“I haven’t spilled a single thing this morning,” Slob responded boastfully, looking at the boys and avoiding eye contact with Bully. 
“Tremendous, all of you!” Madame Eldridge spouted, returning to her plate of food. 
“When are we being bussed into town?” Cheater asked. 
“You aren’t. You’re walking. The edge of the centre of town is only a two-mile walk down the road. I have faith you’ll find your way. It will give you a chance to converse with each other. Once you are done eating you may head to the lounge to grab your backpack. The money has already been placed inside. And once you are ready, you may go, together, or alone.” She looked at Cheater. “Just remember, you must have someone from this house observe your conversation with a stranger to pass the step. And don’t forget about your item for dinner before you return.” 
“I’m excited to finally see the town,” Sassy remarked, rubbing his hands together. 
“That reminds me. Before you leave, make sure to change into your regular clothes. There will be no uniforms on this adventure of yours. And if I were you, I wouldn’t mention you are staying here. Just a bit of advice…”
A wonderful idea struck Fibbsy. 
“I’m finished. May I be excused?” he asked, his plate still half full. 
“Step five awaits you!” she proclaimed excitedly, the thick fringes of her dress moving about as she spoke. 






  
  Chapter 14
When The Boys Were Trusting


Secret walked into his bedroom observing Fibbsy stuffing his backpack with clothes.  
“You’re running away, aren’t you?” Secret suspected. What he’d revealed the night before still hung thick in the air. 
“Absolutely not,” Fibbsy stated. 
“You know Cheater is trying to,” Secret divulged. 
“How do you know that?” he asked, looking up from his backpack to glance at Secret. Secret’s face held no tell of emotion. 
“My name is Secret for a reason,” he reminded, finally cracking a smile. He returned his stare to Fibbsy’s backpack filled with shirts. 
“What is all this?” 
“I’m creating a task force. We’re going to get to the bottom of what is happening in this house. And if what you told me last night is actually true, then we have bigger problems than we thought,” Fibbsy warned. 
Secret twisted the ring on his finger, feeling the smooth silver. “I’m not a liar,” he blurted. “The peculiar thing I saw was real.”
“You mean you’re not a liar like me?” Fibbsy responded. 
“To avoid lying, I keep things to myself. I’m not used to sharing anything about my life. So when I do, I want you to know I’m being honest,” he said. 
“Well, that’s good to know.” Fibbsy zipped up his backpack. “You were rooming with Slob that first night. Did you ever tell him?”
“No,” Secret said shamefully. 
“We have to learn to trust each other,” Fibbsy asserted. 
“It’s hard for me. I’ve been hurt so many times before,” Secret begrudgingly admitted. 
He twisted his ring once more before moving toward Fibbsy and placing his hand on Fibbsy’s arm. Fibbsy looked awkwardly at his roommate for a moment before Secret placed the cool ring against his skin. A sense of dizziness overtook him. Fibbsy could hear murmuring in the background and felt as though he were talking, but his mind was in a daze. He focused on the touch of Secret, and how warm and clammy his hand felt against his skin. The echoes around him were not the same as the whispers he had heard when the entity was around. As he focused on the voices, he couldn’t recognize anyone but his own and Secret’s. He felt as though the two boys were speaking but couldn’t concentrate on what was being said. He tried to turn his gaze to look at Secret, but soon realized even his vision was skewed. His thoughts wandered to a joyful memory of him with his parents as the murmuring echoes slowly faded away. Without warning, the cloudiness lifted. Secret pulled his hand from Fibbsy’s arm and grinned. Fibbsy tried to remember why he was thinking about Christmas at the cabin with his parents, but the reasoning slipped away like trying to remember a dream upon waking. 
“I trust you,” Secret confirmed, turning around and walking to the door. 
“I’ll meet you downstairs,” Fibbsy called to him, rubbing his arm conspicuously. His skin felt chilled to the touch. He looked around the room, in case a dangerous shadow appeared. He suspected something peculiar had happened, but he couldn’t pinpoint what. He reached between the mattress and bed frame, grabbed the golden watch, and placed it in his pocket. It was safer on his person than left in the room upstairs. 
As he walked down the winding staircase, he saw Slob speaking to Defiance. The two displayed pleasant expressions and Fibbsy was glad to see his handiwork was making a difference. The two turned to look at him as he reached the grand foyer. 
“Some of the guys have already left,” Slob said, glancing at the door. 
Fibbsy looked around, noticing the house was mostly empty. “Where’s Stealer?”
“I wouldn’t know. He hasn’t spoken to me since this morning,” Defiance said. 
Slob’s jaw dropped slightly. “What happened?”
Fibbsy hushed him when he saw Madame Eldridge walking toward their group. Her cane was held tighter the closer she came. “I’ll explain later,” he whispered, 
“You gentlemen look ready to go. I can’t wait to see what you bring back for dinner!” she mentioned. 
“What are you going to do all day without us?” Fibbsy asked. 
She looked at him as she leaned on her cane. ”The house needs a good scrub. Besides, a few items I’ve been looking for have been misplaced. I assumed it was Stealer, but to my joyful surprise, it wasn’t,” she rambled, not moving her deathly stare from Fibbsy. 
“He is a thief and he’s good at lying about it,” Fibbsy said, insinuating more than he let on. 
“Sometimes a thief can be a liar, but a liar can also be a thief. We are more complex than our single most dishonest quality, Fibbsy. You should know that,” she mentioned, moving past the group as she headed toward her study. “I am missing something in my study, something very precious. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” she inquired, looking back. 
“I didn’t take anything from there,” he insisted. 
“You couldn’t have, you’ve never been in there before.” She turned around and walked away. 
“That lady is so creepy,” Defiance whispered as he watched her disappear down the hallway. 
Secret came from around the bend with his backpack strapped tightly to him. “I’m ready,” he announced, expressing a joyful expression. 
“He’s coming with us?” Defiance asked. 
“That’s exactly what Secret said to me when he heard you were joining us,” Fibbsy said, chuckling at his own joke. 
“That’s a lie, Fibbsy!” Secret belted out. 
“Don’t worry. You’ll be glad Secret is with us. What he has to share is something you won’t believe.” 






  
  Chapter 15
When The Boys Were Communicative


The walk into town wasn’t as dreadful as the boys had imagined. Fibbsy insisted they not speak about the entity until they were in a safe place. Anyone could be listening while on the road.  
As they came to a small wooden bridge, which brought them over a trickling river, the thick, dense forest seemed to thin out, opening up to the center of town. One wide, long street ran down the center with shops and stores on either side. Black lamp posts were placed on every corner, and though it was only near noon, the lights had already been turned on. The street was made of cobblestone, and the storefronts, all built of red and dark orange painted wooden panels, stood stark against the thick black roofing. 
A block down, Cheater was spotted with Sassy and Bummer walking into one of the specialty shops. Bummer looked back at them, mouthing something the boys could only assume was a dreadful comment, before entering. Defiance spotted a coffee shop, dragging his crew with him. The chime on the door rang as they entered. 
A middle-aged man behind the counter stood, welcoming them in. His meticulously groomed salt and pepper beard and his clean shaved bald head were not what the boys were expecting to see. He didn’t wear camouflage with a backward hat, and all of his teeth were present and white. The stereotype of small-town Virginia with its simple folk and unlettered views had not permeated the area; a lesson to them all in making preconceived assumptions. 
The scents of brewed coffee were delectable, and even Secret, who had never sipped the dark, beguiling liquid, inhaled deeply. A large blackboard behind the counter, written in colorful chalk, displayed the options, of which there were too many to choose. 
“You have a wide variety for a small town,” Defiance complimented the barista, approaching the counter. The sense of being back in the District of Columbia washed over him causing a fleeting moment of homesickness. 
“We have a lot of thangs here one wouldn’t suppose a small town would have. We may be close to the West Virginia border, but we’re urban civilized,” he joked. “I assume you aren’t from around these parts?” 
“Listen to that accent, Boomer,” the lady sitting at one of the tables said. Her mountain twang was strong. “Of course, he ain’t from these parts.” Her dirty blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and the sweater she wore, which fell just to the top of her jeans, was colorful and clean. 
“Boomer? Is that your real name?” Defiance asked. 
“It’s a bit of a nickname,” he confessed, chuckling to himself. 
“I have a nickname, it’s Slob.”
“Are you a Slob?” the woman asked endearingly. 
The boys looked at him holding their breath, waiting for his response, which took longer than expected. Awkwardness was thick in the air. 
“Yes,” he said honestly. 
“We all have our faults,” Boomer said. “Even Miss Tempty over here.” 
“Boomer, you flirt! You know I’m nothin’ but perfection. Though if you ever want to see my faults, I’m more than willin’ to show’m to ya,” she teased, winking at him. 
He laughed, leaning into Defiance. 
“She’s been tryin’ to get me to go on that date for near thirty years now,” he whispered. 
Defiance cracked a smile as he looked back at the woman. She had already pulled Slob down into the chair beside her and was talking about how she hated her mother for making her always clean her room. Slob shook his head in agreement, his triple chins jiggling as she spoke. The southern Miss Tempty was captivating.
“What can I git’ya, son?” Boomer offered; a slight twang in his own booming voice. 
“You shouldn’t spend Madame Eldridge’s money on coffee,” Fibbsy insisted. Defiance just gave a look back as though he had been insulted. 
“What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her,” he insisted, looking at the menu with delight. 
“Well now, if that money of yours is earmarked for sumthin’ special, maybe you should listen to your friend there,” Boomer said. His white apron, wrapped around his waist, had Virginia’s Finest written across the chest. 
“My name’s Defiance, and I’m pretty defiant,” he announced, pride written across his face. 
Miss Tempty stopped her conversation with Slob to interject. “Now that’s a handsome name! Unique if I ever heard one!” she said. “And what about you, sugar?” she asked, tugging at Fibbsy’s shirt and giving him a wink. She pulled the full cup of coffee to her lips and took a delicate sip. 
“I’m Fibbsy.” 
“Well, ain’t that a shame. Doesn’t have as good a ring to it as Defiance. If I were you, I’d lie about my name and make up somethin’ smart.” Her accent tickled the boys’ ears. 
“Miss Tempty, leave those boys alone, now, ya hear?” Boomer insisted
“I’m just having some good ol’ charmin’ fun!” she complained with a smile, winking at the boys.
“I am a good liar,” Fibbsy said. His heart raced a bit as he admitted it without reservation. 
“Are you now?” Miss Tempty asked. “And why do you lie?” 
He thought for a moment, not sure he had ever been asked such a question. The answer didn’t immediately come to him. 
“Because it makes me feel in control,” he answered. 
“I don’t think he’s a good liar, Miss Tempty. That’s as honest an answer as I ever heard, and I’ve talked to liars far and wide,” Boomer responded, a big grin across his face.
“Sure is,” she agreed. 
“I don’t lie all the time,” he insisted. 
Defiance looked back at his newfound friend. “I’m counting on that statement to be true,” he interposed. 
“Well, surely there are more ways to be in control than by lyin’, sugar. Maybe you should think about that. All lyin’ will get you is a mess of trouble I’ve found.” She turned to face Slob, still sitting at the table. 
“Why are you a slob, my chubby, handsome friend?” 
He blushed at the compliment. Defiance, in the interim, had figured out his order and gave it to Boomer. The barista began to make his delectable drink. 
“No one cares about me. So it doesn’t matter if I’m a slob or not,” Slob confessed. His voice was despondent. It’s hard enough to admit others don’t like you, but to admit there isn’t much you like about yourself was something his facial expression held boldly at that moment. 
“I care about you,” Fibbsy said. 
“That’s sweet but doesn’t do a dang thing for someone like Slob. Trust is so delicate, and a liar is hard to trust,” Miss Tempty said. 
“You did throw that plate at Bully to try and protect me,” he chimed in, giving his friend a smile. 
“Now who’s Bully? That little thang over there?” she asked, pointing to the last of their crew. 
“That’s Secret,” Defiance said. 
“He doesn’t speak?” she presumed, looking at the boy in the corner. 
“He does,” Defiance responded, looking at Secret, encouraging him with a glance to say something. 
“Well, if he can speak for himself, why you are speakin’ for him?” Miss Tempty asked. 
Secret timidly said hi as he waved. 
“Because his name is Defiance,” Boomer responded with a chuckle. “He doesn’t follow the rules of society.”
“Feels good to be defiant doesn’t it?” she asked. 
“Doing what’s expected means I have to handle my emotions about it. If I don’t do it, I don’t have to feel much,” he explained. 
As Boomer handed the drink to Defiance, he spoke words of wisdom. “Without feeling sadness, you will never feel joy. To deny any emotion is to deny them all.”
“Put that drink on my tab, Boomer. It’s my treat,” she insisted. 
Defiance graciously accepted. 
Miss Tempty offered the same to the other boys who stood in line for their warm cup of the titillating, roasted splendor. Without missing a beat, she turned to Secret who patiently waited his turn. 
“Tell me, what secrets you hidin’?” 
“I’d rather not say,” he responded, shying away from the line of questioning. 
“It’s no good to bottle up all those secrets inside. If you hide so much from the world, you end up hiding the world from yourself. You deserve more than that, baby boy,” she whispered to him. 
He twisted the thick silver ring on his finger as he looked at her, contemplating her words. 
“He was in foster care,” Defiance blurted out. 
“Hey! That was his secret to tell, not yours!” Fibbsy replied, upset Defiance felt the need to announce it to a room full of strangers. 
“We all have a past,” Boomer nodded assuredly. “Mine was sad. But I’m not sad anymore.” 
Secret stood quietly for a moment as he listened to Fibbsy order his drink. Slob had already gotten his cup and was slurping the sugary treat as fast as he could. 
“That’s not the secret,” Secret said boldly. 
The coffee shop grew steadily quiet, not a word being uttered amongst the boys. 
“Go on then, sounds like you’re ready,” Boomer encouraged. All eyes focused on Secret who teared up in anticipation. 
Before he knew what to do, he blurted out, “I’m gay.” 
The shop stayed quiet for quite some time as Secret breathed in and out, trying to control the whirlwind of emotions running through him. 
“No, you’re not.” Defiance finally broke the silence. 
“Yes, I am,” Secret uttered, looking up apprehensively as their eyes met. 
Slob finished the last of his coffee and put the cup on the table before speaking. “I could see that,” he said. “Did you ever have a crush on me?” His cheeks formed into a big grin. Secret couldn’t help but smile at Slob’s ineloquent humor. 
“Sugar, the only one in this room who has a crush on you is me,” Miss Tempty said, blowing him a kiss through the air. 
Slob blushed and then looked back at Secret with an approving head nod. 
“Feels good to let it out, don’t it?” Boomer asked with a smile. “What would you like to drink?” 
Secret ignored the question, feeling the need to elaborate. “My foster parents never cared, but my adoptive parents make me keep it quiet. They told me I was a sinner. They hate me,” he explained, looking up at Boomer. 
“The only secret to succeeding in life is to be the best version of yourself, despite what anyone else might think. I know exactly what drink you need,” Boomer announced, grinding the coffee and steaming the vanilla-spiced milk. “A latte!” he said excitedly. 
Miss Tempty grabbed Secret’s arm and pulled him closer. “Don’t you ever keep secrets ever again. The world needs beautiful people like you,” she scolded with honest affection. 
“Yes Ma’am,” he said. 
Boomer finished creating the concoction and handed the drink to the boy, clapping his hands together, joyful his coffee orders had been fulfilled.
“That was mighty generous of you to buy all these handsome fellas a cup of Joe,” Boomer told Miss Tempty. 
“Well they deserve it, poor things, havin’ to deal with Madame Eldridge all day,” she indicated. 
“Miss Tempty!” He shot her a look of caution. 
“You know Madame Eldridge?” Fibbsy asked. 
“We knew her once, long ago, sugar.” 
“Is that where you got your names?” Defiance asked. 
The two adults were hesitant to respond. Miss Tempty finished her cup before picking up Slob’s and walking them over to the counter, handing the porcelain mugs across the counter to be washed. 
“You gentlemen best be leavin’ now. You have some food shoppin’ to do if I’m not mistaken. Trust me, you’re gonna want to discuss what you’re buyin’, otherwise it’s gonna be a hodgepodge of a meal,” she warned, laughing up a storm. 
Secret, after a few sips, left his cup on the counter, thanking Boomer. The boys gathered their things and headed out into the chilled afternoon air. With most of their bellies filled with warm liquid, they were ready for an adventure. Fibbsy held Secret behind as the other two walked out onto the cobblestone street. 
“I want you to know I’m okay with your sexuality,” Fibbsy confirmed, looking into Secret’s eyes. 
“Thanks, but I don’t need your approval,” he said harshly.
“I just mean—back in our room—when you touched my arm…” 
“That’s not what you think it was,” Secret exclaimed, putting his head in his hands. He fidgeted the ring between his fingers, waiting for the awkward moment to pass. 
“Then what was it?” 
“I’ll show you tonight,” he said, looking up to see the other two waiting rather impatiently. 
Fibbsy gathered the group of boys and dragged them behind the coffee shop. Beyond the main street of town, and behind the shops, the thick woods were plentiful. Upon entering the edge of the evergreen forest, Fibbsy pulled his backpack off and began to open it. He pulled out four shirts, each a different color, and handed them out. 
“What are these for?” Defiance asked. 
Slob looked at the shirt in his hand and shook his head. “These aren’t what I think they are, are they?” 
“We need a quiet place to talk where no one can hear us, Slob. This is the only way,” Fibbsy insisted. 
Slob dropped the shirt on the ground. ”There’s no way I’m putting that on. Absolutely not. The last time we did this, it almost got us!” he cried. 
Fibbsy hushed him, looking around. “We aren’t at the house. It should be fine,” he argued. 
“What are you two talking about?” Defiance watched the banter back and forth with worried eyes; uncomfortable tension lingered. 
“Remember what Madame Eldridge said in her study? The entity isn’t bound by the walls of the house! It will go wherever we are to find us!” Slob recited in a harsh whisper. 
“You were in her study! You were telling the truth!” Secret gasped. 
“Technically, yes,” Fibbsy replied. 
“How do you know what Madame Eldridge said in her study? She seemed pissed at the idea you were ever in there,” Defiance insinuated. 
“Hold up, what did you mean when you said entity?” Secret asked. 
“He doesn’t know?” A dumbfounded expression crossed Defiance’s face.
“We aren’t talking about this here!” Fibbsy hissed. Upset with the arguing, he put his arms through the shirt sleeves and looked at the boys with commonsensical instruction. “If you want answers, follow me.”
Fibbsy pulled his shirt over his head and vanished before their very eyes. 
“It’s like he can’t help himself! You know, I think he has an unnatural obsession with these stupid shirts,” Slob complained. 
Secret’s jaw dropped. He moved his arms around the space where Fibbsy had just been. Defiance took a step back and uttered something that wasn’t quite understandable. Slob picked up the shirt from the ground as he rolled his eyes. He refused to be left behind without the only friend he had. He struggled to pull the tight shirt over his head, and as soon as he had, he disappeared from view. 
The two boys left stared at the empty space where Slob and Fibbsy once stood. Defiance, without thinking twice, pulled the shirt over his head and too was gone within an instant. Secret was the only one left. 
He glanced back toward the main road, hearing Bummer and Sassy talking loudly and laughing as they walked along the sidewalk lined with shops. Before they came into view, he threw the shirt over his head and pulled it down tightly. Just as an overwhelming green hit his eyes, something grabbed his arm and thrust him violently to the left. 






  
  Chapter 16
When The Boys Were Thunderstruck


Secret was dragged a few yards then pushed against the backside of the shop. As he grappled to see who his attacker was, he saw the edge of the forest, and a grey wolf standing alone along the edge. Everything around him had shifted to glow a faded tint of green. The air even held the color, faintly though it did so.  
“Didn’t mean to grab you so hard,” Slob apologized, out of breath, pointing to the wild animal standing dangerously close. Defiance and Secret took in the scenery. The world outside had grown dark and warm; a summer’s evening. Crickets and cicadas buzzed in the distance. 
“What just happened?” Defiance hissed in a cold whisper, eyes were filled with fear. 
“No need to whisper. No one can hear us,” Fibbsy stated, calm as day. 
“We’re in the past,” Slob informed without explanation. 
“Run that by me again?” Defiance said. 
Fibbsy ushered Defiance and the others to follow. As they returned to Main Street, Fibbsy pointed to the curb which no longer held parked cars on the side of the cobblestone street. He gestured to the street lamps which not only had a completely different appearance, shorter and green, but glowed by an actual flame. He presented the front of the coffee shop which no longer displayed Virginia’s Finest Coffee. The sign now read, The Tavern. 
“Looks like it used to be a bar,” Fibbsy said. Defiance studied the front of the shop with curious eyes, then began to lift his shirt up. “Stop!” Fibbsy screamed, grabbing Defiance’s shirt and pulling it down. 
“What did I do?” 
“If you remove it now, you will reappear back in our time in the middle of Main Street and in front of anyone who’s walking by,” he said. “You have to trust me. Don’t do or touch anything without checking in first,” Fibbsy insisted. 
Defiance had a look of fear across his face. Secret just kept quiet as he observed the street. 
“This is what you were doing on the third floor, weren’t you?” Secret probed, mildly impressed. 
“So it really is true… You were on the third floor…” Defiance murmured, shaking his head in disappointment. 
“It’s all Stealer’s fault. Come, let’s sit and I’ll explain everything,” Fibbsy replied. 
The four entered The Tavern as the door swung open and the bell on the door rang. Fibbsy winced, realizing the mistake only after they had walked it. He knew whoever was in there was going to hear the bell. They were stuck in The Tavern as the door closed behind them, it was too late. The bartender came out from the back room, looking curiously into the unoccupied bar. 
“Hello?” he called out to an apparently empty room. 
“He can’t see or hear us,” Fibbsy reassured the frightened boys. 
They headed over and sat in an empty booth. The bartender walked to the door, looked out the front window, and then returned to the back room to stock. 
Fibbsy explained the timeline to the boys as best he could piece together. He started with Stealer taking the framed picture, then moved to the entity that attacked him their first night. With Slob’s help, he explained the discovery of the forbidden room, and discussed the threat of danger heard from Madame Eldridge’s own lips in her study. 
Secret and Defiance tentatively listened. 
The story of Peculiar going missing, and the story of Spiteful’s actions became of great interest as the mysteries of the house caused a feeling of dismay to grow between the boys in the booth. No one was sure how the objects worked or why they held the powers they did, but the boys were in agreement every object in that room needed to be explored, together, with caution. 
The green tint of the world around them didn’t change, but the familiar itching soon progressed around Fibbsy’s sleeves. He tried to ignore it as he spoke, but soon he was scratching. 
“When are we?” Defiance asked, looking around the bar. 
No one was quite sure of the precise date. 
“I can only assume a long time ago,” Fibbsy noted. He turned to Secret. “Someone else besides me had a peculiar experience the first night they were in the home.” 
Slob and Defiance glanced to Secret who shifted his eyes down to his lap. 
“Tell us,” Slob urged, reaching over and patting his old roommate on the back. 
It took Secret a moment to compose himself, but when he had, trepidation filled his eyes. “Slob had fallen asleep. Of course, I couldn’t. I was too upset my adoptive parents had sent me here to rid me of my problem,” he sniffled, looking up at the boys. “And that’s when I saw my bedroom door open by itself.” 
“What did you do?” Defiance shuddered. 
“When I went to close it, I heard footsteps in the hallway. I was curious and tried to follow the sound down the hall, but it traveled to the stairs…” 
“To the third-floor?” Slob clarified. 
Secret just nodded. ”I remember being on the stairs and hearing the footsteps right in front of me. I chased them, wanting to know what was making the sound. The third-floor hallway was empty. I walked past the forbidden room—none of us knew it was forbidden at the time. I felt a warm grasp on my hand and was yanked down the hallway into the last bedroom. I tried to pull free, but there was this force, dragging me against my will. I was pushed into the room, then door slammed shut.”
“You would have never gotten me to follow those creepy footsteps,” Defiance quavered. Shivers ran down his spine. 
“I tried to scream and open the door, but I was locked in.” 
“Tell them who it was,” Fibbsy insisted. 
Secret looked straight into Defiance’s eyes. ”It was you,” he sputtered. 
“Excuse me?” Defiance shouted, moving his head back and forth. “I never did anything to you, man.” 
“You were up there?” Slob questioned. 
“I’ve never been to the third-floor!” Defiance blurted again. He scratched at his side as the shirt began to itch. 
“It wasn’t you now, it was you as an adult. A you from another time.” 
“You saw me?” Defiance asked. 
“The chair under the desk moved all on its own. It was pulled out, almost as if it was an invitation to sit. The pen on the desk lifted into the air and started to write. At first I was too terrified to move, but a gentle hand guided me toward the desk.”
“What did the pen write?” Defiance asked, his forehead wrinkled. 
Secret closed his eyes for a moment. 
Secret, I need your help. 
I am not here to harm you. 
I have traveled through time to change the past.
“The pen moved without anyone else in the room?” Slob asked. 
“I watched as the pen moved on its own, scribbling against the empty pad of paper,” Secret confirmed. 
“We could do the same thing now to that bartender if we wanted. We’re technically from his future. He wouldn’t see us, but would surely see the pen move,” Fibbsy said, grabbing a hold of the shirt as proof. 
Secret glanced across the room in thought before reciting the next part of the letter. 
One day soon, I will ask you to give me your ring.
This ring you will find under the bed within the forbidden bedroom.
Don’t listen to him or all will be lost. Lives hang in the balance.
“I still don’t understand why you think this is me. I don’t want your ring,” Defiance defended himself, glancing at Secret’s hand. Secret twisted the thick silver between his fingers before making his hand into a fist. Secret looked square into Defiance’s eyes, detailing the last thing that was written. 

No need to wait. Go get the ring, now. 
I miss you, old friend. 
~ Defiance
“This can’t be true,” Defiance said, looking at the others for commentary. 
“It’s obvious future you used a shirt to come back to our present time to change an event that happened. I’m assuming unnecessary deaths can still be prevented. We have to listen to the warning,” Secret implored.
“I feel like you’re blaming me for a future that hasn’t yet happened,” Defiance spat.
“The blame is on me,” Secret confessed, he held his head down in shame. Fibbsy rubbed Secret’s back, as the boy became emotional. 
“That letter blames me,” Defiance barked with offense. 
“It implies I was weak and let you take the ring from me. If I hadn’t given in, maybe things would have turned out differently. Without the ring, I think we are all lost,” Secret said.
“That’s all the letter said? I didn’t tell you how to prevent what might be coming?”
“It’s safe to assume the more we change in the past, the more unpredictable the future becomes. If future you told me too much, I may not do something I should have, or do something I shouldn’t have,” Secret revealed.
“What does the ring do?” Defiance ask, desperately studying the ring on his finger. 
The door to the bar was heard crashing open as Madame Eldridge came rushing in; her flowing, curly hair bouncing against her back. Her eyes were in a deep panic and she moved as fast as her legs would take her.
“Hide, it’s Madame Eldridge!” Defiance hissed, sliding beneath the booth and under the table. 
Fibbsy pulled him up with encouragement. ”She can’t see or hear us. This moment in time has already happened,” he reminded. 
Defiance slowly sat up in the seat, watching Madame Eldridge bolt toward the bartender in utter hysterics. 
“Where’s her cane?” Defiance asked. 
“That’s a good question,” Fibbsy remarked. 
The boys watched with interest. The head mistress appeared quite younger. Her skin was not as wrinkled and her features were much more delicate. One may have even called her attractive if it weren’t for the sheer terror washed upon her face. 
“He’s gone!” she screamed. 
The bartender looked up at her with worried eyes. ”Who?” he responded with concern. 
“Peculiar!” she stammered, shaking frenziedly. 
The bartender bound over the bar, taking her into his arms. He comforted her as he took her over to a table to sit. He fetched a glass of water, returning as quickly as he could. She guzzled the cold liquid between gasps for air. 
“You are acting irrationally, Fighteria. Calm down, I will help you find him.”
“You don’t understand, he hasn’t run away. I think something got him,” she confessed, grabbing his arm and holding it tightly. 
Defiance turned to ask the group what the bartender had called her, but a more serious matter took precedence. 
“My shirt is starting to itch badly,” Secret announced as he scratched both of his sides. 
Slob was doing the same, trying his hardest to ignore the uncomfortable feeling. 
“The itching is happening to all of us. I think it’s a side effect of the shirts. Don’t let it get to you. We can’t be in anyone’s sight when we take them off,” Fibbsy warned. ”This is now the coffee shop, don’t forget, and Boomer and Miss Tempty are probably still right over there.”
The bartender looked firmly at Madame Eldridge. 
“That’s not possible. All the children at The Wayward Home for The Unruly are guarded. The house will protect them. You will protect them,” he proclaimed with certainty. 
“I knew I shouldn’t have taken this job, I wasn’t ready,” she wept, falling into his arms. 
“Madame Hortense taught you well. You just need to remember your training. That’s all. But the whole town is here for you. I am here for you,” the bartender reiterated. 
Madame Eldridge sat up, wiping the tears from her eyes. Her lips trembled. ”A totem went missing from my study. You know the one I’m speaking of. The one we’ve been hiding all these years.” She looked deep into his eyes. “And I believe I know who took it.” 
“How did they get it?” he pressed. 
“My study has been locked. No one but us should have access to it. I believe one of the boys is more powerful than we imagined. The program has failed him. His problem has become unleashed, and it’s growing.” She fell back into hysterics, unable to speak.
“Tell me his name!” his voice hardened, his tone more desperate. 
Madame Eldridge tried to control her trembling as she uttered the name she regretted saying. ”Spiteful,” 
“An entity fueled by spite is something not even this town is prepared to tackle,” he shuddered in a whisper. ”We need to speak to The Council.” 
“Gosh, this itches!” Defiance grunted, banging his fist on the table, trying to distract himself from the overwhelmingly uncomfortable sensation which plagued his chest and back. 
“No!” Fibbsy yelled upon hearing Defiance’s fist. He shot a worried look at the two in the distance. 
The sound of the thud was heard across the bar. The bartender looked off in the direction of the boys. 
“Did you hear that?” she sputtered, turning in anxiety. 
“If what you are saying is true, you must speak with Spiteful at once. You must get him to return the ruby stone to the study. If he becomes aware of what it is, he may feed its desires, and lose control. God help us all if that happens.” 
Madame Eldridge tried her hardest to take in deep breaths as she focused on what she had to do. She embraced the man who sat next to her, whispering something in his ear. 
He nodded as he stood. ”I will gather the others. The town will fight this and find that boy. You deal with Spiteful, we will deal with Peculiar’s disappearance,” he instructed. 
The disconcerting feeling the boys shared only grew as they spoke with one another in the booth. While they weren’t quite sure what they had just overheard, they knew enough to know something dark had once befallen Madame Eldridge’s Wayward Home for Unruly Boys. 
Madame Eldridge headed for the door, and Fibbsy realized their chance to escape was fast approaching. He ushered Defiance, Slob, and Secret out of the booth, rushing to catch the door as it tried to close behind Madame Eldridge. 
The bartender stared in their direction, wondering why the door stood half opened, refusing to shut. All four finally slipped out of the bar. As the bartender took a step forward to investigate, he watched the door mysteriously close on its own. He looked around the space warily, cracking his knuckles. He was prepared to fight anything unholy that came for him. 
As the boys ran from The Tavern, they watched Madame Eldridge race down Main Street toward the wooden bridge which led to the house. Fibbsy pulled the group of itching boys back toward the edge of the forest. None of them spoke as they looked around to make sure they were out of sight. In one swift motion, they all pulled their shirts off in relief. The dark evening quickly turned to midday, and the warm summer air quickly turned into a chilled autumn breeze. The green tint of the past dissipated and before them the sunshine illuminated the present afternoon. 
“Whatever that thing was that came after you and me, we now know Spiteful caused it,” Defiance said to Fibbsy. 
Fibbsy wanted to tell Defiance the truth, that the entity had never actually tried to come for him, but he recognized the truth would hurt more than keeping the lie in play. In this instance, he decided lying was not about holding power over someone, but about using it for the greater good. 
His lie wasn’t controlling him, he was controlling the lie. He thought back to all of the lessons Madame Eldridge had taught them, and believed she was trying to save them from a darkness trapped within them, in her own way. He assumed Spiteful’s problem had taken over, and once he couldn’t control it, it was unleashed into the world. 
“Hey, losers! Did you talk about your problem?” they heard off in the distance. Bully came jogging over to the group, holding a bag full of live crabs. The boys all hid the shirts behind their backs.
“What are those for?” Defiance gawked with disgust, backing away as he watched the claws try to move despite the rubber bands. 
“Dinner!” Bully exclaimed excitedly. 






  
  Chapter 17
When The Boys Were Honest


Miss Tempty had been correct, the boys should have banded together and discussed what was for dinner before purchasing ingredients. Of course, with a house full of unruly boys, finding a moment of clarity was not the most simple of tasks. With pie crust, live crabs, sweet potatoes, frozen corn and lima beans, spaghetti noodles, a jar of pickles, Twinkies, Swiss cheese, eggs, the largest mushroom any of them had ever seen, watermelon, pork shoulder, pork loin, pork dumplings, and a cow’s tongue, along with a slew of other less than choice ingredients, dinner was an unappetizing sight to behold. The poor chef worked her magic as best she could, but some of the dishes just could not be saved.  
Madame Eldridge could be heard laughing hysterically as she watched the boys try to consume that night’s dinner. She didn’t tell them she had a wonderful array of desserts to make sure their bellies were full for the evening, and instead made jokes at their expense about how those who are hungry should not complain. Slob wasn’t picky and enjoyed everything on his plate. Ketchup, apparently, could fix just about anything. 
After the boys had retired to their rooms, filled mostly by desserts, Fibbsy and Secret sat on the same bed having a heart-to-heart. Fibbsy made Secret retell the entire story of the mysterious letter, to make sure there was nothing he was missing. The entire time he spoke, Secret twisted the ring on his finger. 
“I used the ring on you when I touched your arm earlier today,” he admitted, pulling it off and handing it over. 
Fibbsy embraced the cool sensation of the ring against his skin. Body heat didn’t seem to have an effect on it. ”What does it do?” he asked. 
“It makes you tell the truth,” Secret said, taking Fibbsy’s hand and sliding the ring onto his pointer finger. The sensation it exuded was marvelous. It felt as though his confidence was building the longer it stayed on his hand. 
“I can see why Defiance would have wanted it,” Fibbsy said. 
“I won’t remember what you ask me when you touch me with it. So whatever you do ask, and whatever answer you get, just don’t tell me. It’s only fair—I did it to you. I trust you with any secret you have of mine.” 
Fibbsy took a moment to think and then turned to Secret. “Are you really gay?” 
Secret turned red. “You have to touch me with the ring for it to work,” he reminded him. 
“Sorry,” Fibbsy responded, throwing his head into his hands. As he reached out to touch Secret’s arm, he watched his roommate fall into a trance. His body slumped, and his eyes rolled over, his eyelids closing halfway. 
“Did you actually get a warning from the future?” Fibbsy asked. 
“Yes,” Secret said, in a dull voice. 
“Did the pen really move on its own?” he asked. 
He wanted to ask if it had really been a future Defiance, but Secret hadn’t seen who wrote it. He thought hard about concrete answers only Secret would know. 
“Yes,” Secret said. His voice trailing off, soft and distant. 
“Did you really feel the invisible hands pulling at you?”
“They were warm and strong,” he muttered. 
Flashbacks to the first night flooded Fibbsy’s memory. He too had felt the warm touch of an invisible hand. 
“Have you been into the forbidden room?” 
“Once,” Secret responded. “I went the night I received the letter.”
“Have you been into Madame Eldridge’s study?” Fibbsy asked. 
“Yes,” Secret said, in a far-off tone. 
Fibbsy’s eyes grew wide. The hairs along his arm rose as chills raced toward his spine. Panic flooded his thoughts. He leaned in knowing what he was going to ask next, but a knock on the bedroom door came fast and steadily. 
“One second!” Fibbsy called out, still holding tight onto Secret’s arm. Quickly he whispered another question. “Are you still hiding things from me?” 
“Yes,” his voice was so soft. 
“What are you hiding?” The knock on the door came again, this time stronger. 
“Secrets,” he whispered, his answer barely audible. 
“Secrets about this house?” he implored. 
“Yes.” 
Fibbsy released his grip from Secret’s arm and rushed to the bedroom door. He opened it to find Slob and Defiance peeking in. 
“We’re still meeting in Peculiar’s room after lights out, yes?” Defiance checked. 
Fibbsy turned to Secret who nodded in approval. 
“We’ll meet you up there at the appropriate time,” Fibbsy agreed. “Slob, you are on Madame Eldridge duty. Make sure she’s in her study before heading up.” After closing the door, he turned around to Secret reaching his hand out to receive back the ring.
“Did you get all the answers you wanted?” he inquired. 
“Enough,” Fibbsy mentioned, placing it on Secret’s palm. “Do you think it’s possible to hide things while someone is using the ring?” 
“Why would you think that? What did I say?” 
“Nothing to worry about. Besides, you said you didn’t want to know.” 






  
  Chapter 18
When The Boys Were Distressed


The boys met in the forbidden room at the appropriate time ready to take inventory. Many objects adorned the room and they weren’t quite sure whether all or simply some would hold powers.  
“Have you ever emptied the entire suitcase? Could more items could be hidden in there?” Defiance asked as he watched Fibbsy fold the shirts they had used that afternoon.
“Is that where you hide things? In your suitcase?” Fibbsy probed, chuckling. 
“That’s okay, you can tell us the truth!” Secret encouraged, placing his hand on Defiance’s arm. Defiance seemed to fade away instantaneously, eyes half closed. “Do you hide things in your suitcase you don’t want others to find?”
“Yes,” Defiance responded, his voice sleepy. Secret lifted his arm from Defiance who opened his eyes unaware anything had happened. 
“No, I don’t, but I heard some people do,” Defiance lied. 
Secret held his finger up to his mouth, shushing Slob from saying anything. Fibbsy wasn’t sure he liked the idea of using the objects against one another. They were supposed to be working as one team, and the truth that Secret held things from them was festering in the pit of his stomach.
“We should check it then,” Secret insisted, pulling the clothes out of the suitcase until it was emptied. Nothing appeared at the bottom. It was bare with no pockets or zippers to search. The leather lining was smooth. 
“We should hide some of these objects in the bottom of the suitcase,” Defiance suggested. 
“How is that helpful?” Fibbsy asked. 
“He’s right. You have been carrying that pocket watch around so no one walks in here and takes it. Honestly, no one would ever think to search at the bottom of a suitcase full of clothes,” Slob added in his two cents worth. 
“But what if Madame Eldridge discovers this room is unlocked and locks it back?” Fibbsy insisted, clenching to the golden watch in his pocket. 
“Didn’t Vandal open it for you the first time? I’m sure he’d do it again,” Slob suggested.
The reasoning seemed fair enough. The boys eyed the objects they had yet to dabble with. Not all of them could fit in the suitcase with the clothes. It would have to be a selective process. 
“Let me show you how to do it right. It’s easy. Secret, lemme see the ring,” Defiance said. 
“No,” he insisted. 
“Oh, come on, man. How can I lose it here? I’ll give it right back!” he promised, smiling with his hand outstretched. 
“That’s not a good idea,” Fibbsy warned. 
“I want to show you that you can trust me. I’m not here to do any harm to anyone no matter what my future self says!” 
Secret took the ring off of his finger and handed it over. Defiance took one of the shirts and placed the ring within before folding and tucking it at the bottom of the suitcase. 
“If anyone quickly searches, they will lift the shirt, not realizing anything is hidden within!” he announced, pulling the ring out of the shirt. 
“We could hide a lot of things that way,” Slob agreed. 
“Okay, yes, I see your point,” Secret said, holding out his hand. 
“It’s a lot better than just plopping all the items at the bottom like this!” he said, tossing the ring onto the bottom. 
As the ring hit the base of the suitcase, a flash of blinding light illuminated. The bottom of the suitcase rippled, and then the ring was gone. 
“What happened?” Fibbsy barked. 
“No, no, no, that didn’t just happen,” Defiance begged, looking at the empty suitcase. “It has to be here,” he professed loudly. 
“Hush your voice!” Fibbsy demanded. “Do you want the others to hear us up here?”
“My ring!” Secret cried in a harsh whisper. His eyes held daggers as he looked at Defiance. 
“It’s here…” Defiance assured them. 
“You see it?” Secret exhaled with relief. 
“No, I mean it has to be here. It can’t just disappear…” he insisted. 
“It’s all magic! Of course it can disappear!” Fibbsy hissed. 
“We’re all going to die now. This is what Future Defiance warned us about,” Slob babbled. 
“You’re not helping!” Defiance growled as he lifted the suitcase from the bed to look underneath. 
“It wouldn’t be underneath!” Secret cried, trying to keep his voice down. He stared at Defiance who refused to acknowledge his spiteful gawking. 
“Maybe it’s still in the suitcase,” he proposed, reaching his hand and running it along the bottom. As his hand applied pressure, a flash of light came from within the suitcase. Defiance’s hand went through the bottom, as the solid surface rippled. 
Everyone watched in anticipation. 
“Pull your hand out, very slowly,” Fibbsy instructed, leaning in to observe the suitcase rippling around his wrist. 
“I feel fine! I’m just searching around in there. I might as well try and get the ring,” he rationalized, pushing his arm deeper into the suitcase. Now up to his elbow, he felt around beyond the rippling leather. Back and forth his arm moved. 
“You better get it back,” Secret demanded, his nostrils flaring. 
“Chill, man! I’ll get it!” he said. And with that, an unholy thrust pulled Defiance’s body through the suitcase. Head first, he was forced through the bottom, disappearing from sight. Secret began to scream, but Fibbsy caught him in time, covering his mouth. 
“Shh, I need you to breathe through your nose. You are okay. Defiance will be okay. We just need to think about this calmly. Can you do that?” 
Secret nodded. 
By the time Fibbsy pulled his hand from Secret’s mouth, Slob had already made the ultimate choice. He had grabbed two shirts, tucked them under his own, and jumped head-first into the suitcase. As the boys turned around, Slob was already being engulfed. The rippling leather struggled around his midsection, but eventually swallowed him whole. An echo of Slob’s voice came out from the bottom of the case. 
“I’ll get him back!” 
Secret shook uncontrollably as he turned to Fibbsy for answers. ”What do we do now?” 
Fibbsy didn’t take his eyes off the suitcase. ”We wait,” he replied. 
Slob felt the wind being knocked out of him. He heard Defiance off in the darkness as he scrambled his arms and legs, pushing off the ground. Damp grass pressed against his cheeks before Defiance’s strong arms lifted him to a standing position. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, a dense forest came into view. The call of wild animals could be heard through the dense trees. Their branches rustled in the chilly night air as birds flew into the thick canopy for safety. The smell of burning leaves wafted through the Virginian air. 
“Where are we?” 
Defiance pointed to the house a few yards behind him. ”The backyard,” he said, defeated. 
“It’s better than being in some other dimension!” Slob said with a grin, thanking Defiance for helping him up. The wet of the grass had seeped through his pants and sleeves. 
“How did it suck you in?” Defiance asked. 
“Is that some kind of fat joke?” Slob asked, offended by the question. He rubbed his sides where the suitcase had squashed his frame. 
“Man, not everything is about that. I meant, how did you get pulled in too!” he rephrased in frustration.
“I jumped in after you.”
The sounds of crickets swarmed the area. 
“Why?” 
“I assumed we were all friends, and that’s what friends do for each other. But I may have read you wrong,” he admitted, turning fully to face the house. Slob glanced at the third floor, eyeing the single window with the lights on. 
“I appreciate it,” he said, extending his arm for a fist bump. Slob bumped him back without much enthusiasm. 
“Where’s the ring?”
“Here,” Defiance answered, extending his hands before the whole of the backyard. The thick grass concealed the ground, and the darkness of the night was in no way helpful. The moon hid behind drifting clouds. 
“I’ll help you look for it tomorrow,” Slob offered. “We have to get back into the house. I’m sure Fibbsy and Secret are freaking out at the moment. 
“We’re stuck out here, man. I tried the back door already. Madame Weirdness locked the whole place up,” he said. 
“Luckily, I brought these,” Slob said with a glint in his eye.
“Grabbing shirts was your best idea? How is the past supposed to help us?”
“You know, I could have just left you out here to solve your own problem,” Slob responded.
“I was just asking!” Defiance said, cracking an awkward smile. 
“You need to learn to be a team player,” Slob responded, handing one of the shirts over. 
Slob placed his shirt over his head, squeezing it down around his body. As he did so, the green-tinted world surrounded him. The scent of dew was in the air, and the morning sun was rising on the horizon. Defiance appeared behind him, tugging on his shirt. 
“What’s the brilliant idea?” Defiance asked. 
“Madame Eldridge always unlocks the doors in the morning,” Slob explained. 
A real smile replaced the awkward one on Defiance’s face. ”I’m not used to working with others,” he admitted. The two boys pushed through the tall grass toward the back door. As Slob turned the handle, the door opened with ease. ”You are the man!” Defiance exclaimed, patting Slob on the back.
Inching their way down the hall, a butler passed in front of them completely, oblivious to their presence. Whispered sounds could be heard coming from the back library next to Madame Eldridge’s locked study. Slob stopped for a moment, turning back to the library. As he peered in, he ushered Defiance over. 
“What are we doing?” Defiance stopped suddenly when he saw two boys sitting on the couch in the library. 
“They can’t hear or see us. Just don’t move a door or bang into anything,” Slob reminded him. 
“Shouldn’t we be getting back?” Defiance worried. He clenched his fists. 
Slob pointed to a tall, thin boy no older than sixteen. His jet black hair, combed forward, covered parts of his eyes. ”That’s Spiteful.” 
“He looks spiteful,” Defiance said, getting closer to the couch. 
Spiteful’s uniform was neatly pressed. The boy who sat uncomfortably close to him continued to wave his arms about as he passionately spoke. For a moment, he readjusted his glasses, which set tightly fixed against the bridge of his nose. His finger went through where the lenses should have been and rubbed his eye.
“I could do great things with you, Peculiar,” Spiteful said. His eyes glowed with intensity. 
“I’m shocked you are willing to go against Madame Eldridge’s wishes so easily,” Peculiar admitted. He pushed his dirty blond hair out of his eyes, readjusting the lensless, gold-rimmed spectacles. 
“If it’s true, and she really does have magic stored away in that study of hers, we should be able to get to it,” he said, excitedly. 
“Imagine all the things we could do if we had power like that,” Peculiar emphasized; his mind wandering off in possibilities. 
“How do you know about all of this stuff?” he inquired. Peculiar looked at him with a sideways glance. He chuckled. 
Defiance started to scratch the sides of his shirt as he watched the boys talk.
“Promise me you won’t take the shirt off until we get back to the third floor,” Slob insisted. 
“I know the rules,” Defiance assured him, scratching away. 
Soon Slob too was scratching at the collar of the shirt. The terrible itching agitated his neck. Peculiar laughed, grabbing the boys’ attention. 
“You really don’t know, do you?” 
“Know what?” Spiteful responded, his eyes narrowing. 
Peculiar pulled a dried banana peel from his pocket, placing it between the pages of the book he held in his lap. He gently closed the book, placing it on the coffee table before them. 
“What’s wrong with you?” Spiteful asked, giving Peculiar a look of disgust, eyeing the hardened peel sticking out of the aged, dusty book. 
“They call me Peculiar for a reason. I like my quirks,” he explained; he scratched around the braided shoelace necklace he wore.
“So, you really don’t know the reason you are here?” Peculiar asked. 
“Because of my attitude,” Spiteful spat out. “You’re getting weird again. Don’t make me regret talking to you.” 
Peculiar leered. ”That’s not why you are here. That’s not why any of us are here. We all hold a dark magic, stripped of our powers, and hidden in a world which lies about who we really are. Madame Eldridge is a woman who has tried to suppress our unique gifts by calling them problems. She is not a fixer, she’s an executioner of the powers that grow within us. There are other homes like this one, I’ve heard, for people like us. We are here to be stifled.” 
“How do you know this?” Spiteful demanded.
Slob and Defiance began to scratch uncontrollably. They patted and scraped as best they could but they wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer. 
“Because I broke into her study and stole something very ancient and very powerful. I stole back what was taken from us long ago. It reanimated something within me. Now everything I touch is fueled by my magic, inspired by my uniqueness. My gift, not my problem, is peculiarity,” Peculiar said. 
“What would my magic be?” Spiteful asked, a devious grin forming. 
“Something much darker. Something to right the wrongs of this program and of the people who put us here. You could create revenge, my friend,” he said with an excited whisper. “And no one would be the wiser. Who would have suspected sweet little Peculiar and his weird quirks could ever hope to one day take back the magic that was stolen from us!” 
A boy walked into the room, young but handsome. His short, trimmed-back hair and big smile caused the two on the couch to hush. 
“What do you want, Boomer?” Spiteful barked. 
“Madame Eldridge says it’s time for breakfast.” 
Peculiar pulled a coin from his pocket, painted white on both sides. “Should we do what she says and go to breakfast or stay here and make our own choices?” he asked. He tossed the coin into the air, watching it spin. As it landed, he flipped it over onto the backside of his hand, studying the smooth white surface. “Tails. I guess we’ll go to breakfast.” 
Spiteful warily watched Peculiar doing his peculiar thing. Slob and Defiance, sweating with irritation, bolted past the young Boomer and ran with all their might up the staircase. The stairs creaked, but it didn’t stop them as they flew past two boys headed down for breakfast. 
“Did you feel that gust of wind?” one of them said. 
“No,” the other responded. 
Slob, gasping for air, barely made it to Peculiar’s room before pulling off the shirt and collapsing on the floor. The green tint faded as the morning sun rising in the window was immediately replaced by the view of the quarter moon high in the sky. Defiance, also out of breath, took the shirts and threw them into the suitcase, closing it, and tossing it under the bed. 
“You’re alive!” Fibbsy gasped. 
“Where’s my ring?” Secret demanded.
Slob tried to answer but was still unable to catch his breath. He lay on the floor, eyes closed, inhaling deeply. 
Defiance turned to them with utter exhilaration. ”Forget the ring! We know why Peculiar’s objects are magical!”
“He wasn’t a good guy!” Slob added. 
“Tell us everything,” Fibbsy demanded. 






  
  Step 6
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Make A Habit of Fighting The Problem









  
  Chapter 19
When The Boys Were Enticed


“We have to tell Madame Eldridge about Peculiar,” Slob insisted.  
“With what proof? It’s ludicrous!” Defiance spat back in a harsh whisper. 
“We need to find that ring first and foremost,” Secret reminded the group.
“Now is not the time to discuss this,” Fibbsy insisted under his breath as they walked down the stairs toward breakfast the next morning. 
Madame Eldridge greeted the four in the middle of the foyer. They awkwardly smiled as they passed her. She leaned in on her cane, watching them intently. 
“They’re acting suspicious,” Stealer remarked to the headmistress as he came down behind the group. 
“Perhaps we should have named you Jealous?” She glanced into the dining hall as the boys took their seats. “It seems your pal Defiance has found a new group of friends. Have you found a group to call your own?” she inquired. Her head tilted farther to the side than usual. 
“Sassy and Bummer seem cool. I’ve been hanging with them,” he replied unenthusiastically. 
“I’ve noticed Bully and Vandal seem to have kept their friendship despite the room change fiasco. As for Cheater, he seems all alone. Maybe you should invite him into your new circle,” she advised. 
“Nah—he seems to blow everyone off,” Stealer responded, stretching his long arms and yawning. 
“Sometimes when we push people away, it’s not because we don’t want to be with them, but because we simply don’t know how. There’s no way to cheat friendship, is there? Besides, I’d rather have a cheater on my side than one against me,” she informed, her eyebrows raised high on her forehead.
“You have some street smarts,” Stealer complimented, heading off into the dining hall. 
Madame Eldridge followed the boy in, standing by her chair, and refusing to sit just yet. She moved about to make sure everyone got a chance to gaze upon her dress. 
From head to toe, she was covered in stark red leather. As she strolled around the table, the leather onesie made a stretching sound. The arms and legs were tight fitting with sharp pointing shoulders extending outward in the most ridiculous fashion. The light reflecting off the red shimmered as though it were made of plastic. Her lipstick matched, and she was meticulous to ensure none of it got onto her teeth. Her hat was beyond extravagant. In the shape of a witch’s, it bent at the tip to create a whimsical spiral.
On top of the hat were paper notes, opened and closed, configured in an intricate, interwoven design. Stamps littered the hat with random purpose. The hat, not as sturdy as most, tipped this way and that as she looked amongst her unruly boys. 
“Red’s my favorite color,” Vandalize announced, admiring her. 
“Red is the color of passion and the color of warning. Today you will all move on to step six: make a habit of fighting the problem. You have identified, observed, called out, talked about, and accepted your problem. Today you will fight to keep it at bay. Oh, you will be tempted to fall into your old ways, but don’t you do it!” Her finger waved in the air. 
Without further ado, she glanced toward the butler’s pantry as the butlers presented themselves with plates in hand. That morning’s breakfast would not be a buffet as each plate was individualized. Some got waffles, some got eggs, some got pancakes, and just one got oatmeal with fruit on top. 
Each of the breakfasts had been shaped accordingly to resemble a sad, angry, or silly face; each appropriate for the person to whom it was given. Vandalize looked down at his pancakes in the shape of a smiling devil with horns. A jug of syrup was placed beside him. It was apparent he revered Madame Eldridge by thanking her with his eyes.
“Temptation is strong, little one,” she insisted. 
“What is this supposed to mean?” Secret announced, looking at his omelet; the face was one of terror. The bacon lips held great fear in them. 
“Do you not like it? Is it not delicious? I thought you loved hash browns and a feta spinach omelet.” 
Her very own was a simple waffle with a whipped cream smiley face. She cut it up with a fork and knife, placing a piece delicately in her mouth. 
“I don’t understand the message behind this,” Secret confessed. 
“What you get out of it is completely yours. That’s what this whole program is about; you, not me. And I trust, if the message is powerful enough, it will resonate with you.” 
She continued to eat in silence as the other boys began to chatter. Slob let out a sigh of relief when he saw his plate. He glanced over at Bummer who happily dug into his bowl of oatmeal and fruit. Bummer looked back at Slob, eyeing his fried pancakes in the form of a pig, little sausage legs sticking out of the plump sides. 
“Mine has no processed foods. It’s good, clean energy.” Bummer would have typically told Slob about what refined sugars and complex carbs do to the body, but he just bit his tongue instead. “Looks like you’re enjoying your slop.” 
“It’s delicious,” Slob agreed. 
When breakfast had concluded, the boys were brought into the lounge. Upon the ottoman sat a pile of beautifully decorated envelopes, their edges tightly creased. Golden lettering held the name of each boy written in calligraphy across the front with the seal of the house above it. A vintage red stamp sat in the corner of each tan envelope, adding a spark of faded color. 
“Today’s challenge is to get a golden ticket. Somewhere in this town is someone who has yours with your name written upon it. Simply bring the ticket back and place it in this jar.” Her black nails tapped against a large glass jug, which sat on one of the side tables beside one of the couches. She lifted the lid carefully, pretending to drop a ticket within. 
“How do we find the person with our ticket?” Bully asked. 
Madame Eldridge eyed the letters. “All the information you will need is held within these.”
She walked out of the room, her red leather noisily shifting against her movements. She turned back momentarily to face the boys. “Within thirty minutes, I expect this house to be empty. There are twenty dollars in each envelope. You will need to provide your own lunch in town, or coffee, if that’s what you desire,” she announced, her pricing eyes falling on Defiance. 
“It’s like a scavenger hunt, isn’t it?” Bummer unenthusiastically asked. 
“Most of you will find who you are looking for quite easily. Just return by dinner time,” Madame Eldridge insisted. 
“What’s the actual challenge? Is this like hide-and-go-seek?” Sassy asked. 
By the time he had made his comment, Madame Eldridge was gone. She had left the room and was nowhere to be found. The boys grabbed their envelopes one by one, and remembering the rules of yesterday, knew to head up the stairs to change into regular clothing.
Bully was the first to open his letter. He looked it over in confusion. 
My Dearest Bully, 
A man by the name of Skittish has your ticket. He’s not fond of giving up things that are golden or shiny. You can find him at the downtown library. Just a forewarning, he’s a fast runner. 
Best of luck, 
Madame Eldridge. 
“What’s today’s step again?” Bully asked. 
“Make a habit of fighting the problem,” Cheater answered. “Why?” 
“This makes no sense,” Bully complained, showing off his letter. 
Sassy stood by him and read it. “She’s hoping you try and bully him into giving it to you, don’t fall for it,” Sassy advised, wishing his housemate the best of luck. 
“What does yours say?” Bully asked. 
Sassy opened his envelope and peeked inside, catching the twenty-dollar bill and a business card before they fell to the floor. He read his letter aloud for all to hear. 
My Dearest Sassy, 
There is a woman in town who has the same name as you. What a hoot she is! I’m sure you can convince her to hand over your ticket. The business card has her work address. 
P.S. She doesn’t go by Sassy, simply Sass. 
Mind your manners, 
Madame Eldridge.
Sassy mumbled a sassy comment under his breath as he realized this Sass was going to be a challenge. Sassy people never know when to turn it off; he of all people know that. He glanced at the business card in his hand. 
“Maybe I’ll use the money to buy her lunch,” he schemed. 
“That’s not a bad idea,” Bully said, scratching his chin, contemplating how he was going to get Skittish to comply with giving up his golden ticket. 
“My guy has spray paint!” Vandalize announced to the room as he ran into the grand foyer, heading toward the stairs. 
“Dude, don’t fall for it!” Bully screamed after him. 
Vandalize hadn’t heard a word he said as he bolted up the stairs to change clothes. Bully turned to Sassy and Cheater with a look of urgency. 
“I’ll see you all in town. I have to go talk some sense into Vandal.” 
Bully ran after his friend who was all too excited about the prospect of meeting a guy on a skateboard under a bridge. Sassy stood awkwardly beside Cheater as he opened his envelope. Cheater just seemed frozen as he read his letter over and over. 
Finally, Sassy couldn’t take it. 
“What’s the struggle? Is it written in Chinese?” he joked. 
Cheater didn’t smile. In his hands, besides the letter, were two items: a train ticket and his golden ticket. The glistening golden ticket was cut from a thick, shiny material, his name engraved into the center of it in an elegant black lettering. Cheater said nothing as he forfeited over the letter and walked to the glass jar, lifting the lid. He dropped the golden ticket into the jar, watching it fall. Sassy quickly unfolded the letter, reading it to himself. 
My Dearest Cheater, 
Enclosed is your golden ticket. Now, you don’t have to cheat to get it. You will also find a train ticket. The train departs at noon sharp and is headed for your hometown. If you would like to exchange the ticket at the ticket booth for the twenty dollars I gave everyone else, that is solely at your discretion. I give you my blessing. 
Bon Voyage, 
Madame Eldridge.
P.S. You shall be missed. 
“What are you going to do?” Sassy asked, looking back at the jar with a single sliver of gold within. 
“I have to think it over,” Cheater confessed, taking the letter from Sassy.






  
  Chapter 20
When The Boys Were Curious


Fibbsy, Slob, Defiance, and Secret had headed up the stairs to their respective rooms but instinctively knew they were not headed out of the house. The look Fibbsy had given them on the stairs told them all they needed to know. As the door to Peculiar’s room opened for the fourth time that morning, Slob walked in, closing it quietly.  
“I had to wait for everyone to leave. They were all hanging out on the second-floor landing,” he explained. He was welcomed by the other three. 
“Why do you think Madame Eldridge was so insistent we leave the house so quickly?” Secret asked, looking at his watch, and realizing the specified time for their expected departure had passed. 
Defiance smirked, “Assuming she’s up to something?” 
“I just think she’s acting strange,” he replied. 
“She always acts strange,” Slob insisted. “I couldn’t find her anywhere before I came up here. I think she left the house to follow the others into town.” 
“I called you here because I think this is the perfect time for us to start exploring some of the other objects in the room,” Fibbsy said, trying to get everyone back on track. 
“What about my ring?” Secret interjected. 
“That will have to wait. We can’t go rummaging through the yard midday while we are supposed to be in town,” Fibbsy said. 
Secret’s eyes fell but complied with the logic. Fibbsy knew Secret was hiding the truth about being in her study and worried about what other things Secret withheld from the group.
“Should we all select something and try to figure out what it does?” Slob suggested, reaching for a comb on the dresser. He studied it with interest, rubbing his fingers along the edge.
“We should do one item at a time, and be deliberate. Just like the suitcase yesterday, we don’t know what any of these things can do,” Fibbsy said. He stopped, a look of dread crawling across his face as he watched Slob comb his hair. 
“Slob! Stop!” Fibbsy cried. Slob froze mid-brush and pulled the comb from the top of his messy head. 
“Do you feel any different? Anything happening to you?” Defiance asked. 
Slob looked around the room and felt his body up and down. ”Nothing,” he replied. Secret let out a sigh of relief, his eyes still bulging. ”Maybe some of these items aren’t magical.” 
“We still have to be careful,” Fibbsy admitted. 
Slob laughed at his friend without malintent. “Imagine if I had turned into a potato or something!” Slob spat out, laughing even harder. 
Secret began to chuckle alongside him. Even Fibbsy smiled, reminding them to lower their volume. 
“I’m Fibbsy with my perfect hair,” Slob said jokingly, combing his hair once more. Within a moment, it was only Slob who still chuckled. The other three stared at him, their jaws fallen. 
“Slob? Is that you?” Fibbsy took a step back. 
Slob stopped laughing long enough to look down at his hands. “Of course it’s me!” he exclaimed, looking at the three. 
“Not anymore,” Defiance broke the news, taking hold of Slob and bringing him to the mirror which hung on the wall.
Slob’s reflection was not quite what he was expecting. Looking back at him through the reflection was Fibbsy’s eyes. Slob brought his hands to his new face. Through the large oval mirror, he glanced behind him and saw the real Fibbsy standing in the middle of the room. Two Fibbsy’s now looked in the mirror, and no Slob to be seen.
“The comb changes your appearance,” Secret marveled, now wide-eyed with wonder. 
“I could get used to this,” Slob said, feeling his new body. 
“Stop touching my body,” Fibbsy grunted. 
“Technically, it’s mine,” Slob informed. A bit of Sassy had started to rub off on him, and he liked it. 
“This is creepy, turn back,” Fibbsy said. 
Slob, jumping once in the air to feel what it was like to be agile, took the comb and brushed it through his now pulled-back, gelled hair. 
“I’m Slob,” he announced, while he combed. The other three stared at him, again, unsure what to do. He gave them a look and then turned back to the golden-framed mirror. Fibbsy’s face still looked back at him through his eyes. 
“It didn’t work,” Slob worried, growing upset. 
“Try it again,” Defiance suggested. Slob combed his hair once more and said the words again. Still, nothing changed. 
“This is why I mentioned we shouldn’t go messing with things!” Fibbsy emphasized, frustration in his voice. 
Slob tried over and over without success. “I’m Slob!” he grunted one last time, pushing the comb as hard as he could through the hair on top of his head. 
“We have to give up for now. I don’t think this is a good idea, and we have to get to town for the challenge,” Defiance said. 
“How will Slob complete his challenge?” Secret asked, pointing to the two Fibbsy’s in the room. 
“His person doesn’t know what he looks like. We have until dinner to figure this out. We’ll take the comb with us,” Fibbsy replied. 
“We still need some way of distinguishing which Fibbsy is which,” Secret mentioned. 
“That’s a good point,” Slob agreed, placing the comb on the dresser. “I’ll just mess up my hair,” he suggested. 
Fibbsy winced at the thought of having to see himself with messy hair. 
Slob jostled his hands through his hair until it fell out of form. The other three stared at him with smiles on their faces. Before them stood Slob in all his glory. 
“We just had to mess up the hair,” Fibbsy announced guiding Slob back to the mirror. His old self reflected back. Slob looked down to see his stomach and wide arms had returned. 
“It’s good to be back,” he replied in sadness. 
Relief didn’t last long as the sound of creaking stairs was heard beyond the door. Madame Eldridge’s heels clanked against the hardwood flooring, the sound coming closer. 
Defiance bolted behind the door and tried to press himself against the wall. Fibbsy grabbed Secret and pulled him to the floor, urging him to crawl under the bed. As Fibbsy bent down, he felt the golden watch press against his leg. He stood, pulling it from his pocket. 
“What are you doing?” Secret hissed. 
“She’ll notice it’s gone!” Fibbsy whispered in fear. 
The footsteps grew louder as they closed in on the door. Secret crawled as fast as he could, sliding beneath the bed frame and out of sight. The golden watch was placed on the side table, sitting as though it had never been touched. 
“Slob! Come!” Fibbsy hissed as he dropped to the floor, slipping underneath the bed. 
The sound of the key sliding into the lock could be heard. There was a sense of relief in the fact that Madame Eldridge still believed the door had been locked, but with Slob still standing in the middle of the room, all four boys realized they were soon to be caught. Slob jumped on top of the bed as the key turned. 
The door was pushed open with a quick thrust. As it swung, it nearly hit Defiance in the face as he hid behind the door, holding his breath. Her shoes made an aggressive tapping against the hardwood as she walked in, standing just within the threshold of the room. There was a long moment of silence. No one so much as blinked. Madame Eldridge glanced around and then turned slightly to the right to observe the wall which housed the picture of the storm. It hung delicately against the faded wallpaper. 
“A place for everything and everything in its place. Now that is most peculiar,” she said to herself, turning around and leaving. As she closed the door, she placed the key into the lock. With one loud click, the bolt set into place. 
“You were right, no one is upstairs, but something suspicious is afoot,” she called out—to whom was anyone’s guess. 
The boys listened intensely as she moved down the hall toward the stairs. They waited until no sound could be heard before finally relaxing. 
Defiance came from behind the door and helped to pull the two from underneath the bed. The look of terror on their faces was hard to wash away. 
“That was too close for comfort,” Defiance shuddered. 
Fibbsy scoured the room with concern. “Where’s Slob?” 
“He went under the covers,” Defiance said, looking back at the empty bed. 
The covers pulled back disclosing Slob beneath. No bulge was visible as the sheet lay flat against the mattress. Slob, in slob fashion, rolled out from under the sheet and pushed his legs against the floor, using his arms to stand. 
“I discovered it the other day,” he admitted, pulling the sheet from the bed and covering himself up. As he did so, he and the blanket disappeared into thin air. He reappeared as he pulled it off. 
“Smart thinking,” Fibbsy admitted. 
Secret looked at him with distrust. “And when were you going to tell us you discovered this?” 
“You still haven’t told us what the ring does!” Defiance blared, defending Slob.
“It doesn’t matter anymore because you lost it!” Secret responded, getting louder than he should have. 
Fibbsy hushed the both of them, placing his hand over Secret’s mouth as his eyes shot to the door. 
“I think we can all agree we have withheld things from one another. We should clear the air later. Right now, we need to collect everything we can and place it into the suitcase, but wrap them in the shirts, we don’t want any items falling through the bottom and ending up in the backyard,” Fibbsy instructed. 
“Why are we taking everything?” Slob asked. 
Fibbsy went over to the door and turned the handle, trying to open it. “It’s locked from the inside as well.” 
“How do you expect us to get out of here?” Secret asked. 
“We have the shirts, don’t we?” Defiance announced, winking at Slob. 
The boys packed all they could into the suitcase, including the blanket, the comb, the watch, a few shirts, and a few other items they hoped would come in handy. Fibbsy made sure he was holding onto the suitcase when he placed the shirt around him in hopes it would travel with him. As the green tint of the past came into view, the four boys opened their eyes. 
Slob, frightened, let out an unexpected cry. Peculiar was lying on the bed, mumbling to himself with the framed picture of the storm in his hands. 
“That’s Peculiar on the bed,” Defiance informed the others.
Secret and Fibbsy watched the teen closely. He was pale and thin. His facial features seemed innocent, though his nose was too long for his face. There was a mischievousness glowing in his eyes. Peculiar made a few clicking noises with his mouth before mumbling to himself. 
“I won’t let her take my God-given rights away…”
“What’s he talking about?” Secret asked. 
“I’ll explain later,” Defiance promised, walking through the opened door into the hallway. As the boys gathered on the third-floor corridor, Slob reached his hands out to stop them. 
“We can’t keep the shirt on,” he protested. 
Fibbsy looked up and realized why. A dark shadow had started to form near the edge of the staircase. It teased the wall as it twisted. A flash of light from within glowed as billows of smoke began to extend, stretching toward the banister and creeping onto the hallway floor. 
“We’ve been here before, at this exact moment when it attacked,” Slob announced, looking at Fibbsy. 
“No, this is a different moment. The last time we saw the shadow attack the house, Peculiar was already missing. He’s currently in his room,” Fibbsy said. 
“But yesterday at The Tavern, Madame Eldridge was complaining Peculiar had already been missing for a while,” Defiance said. “Then Slob and I saw him talking with Spiteful in the library earlier.” The boys contemplated the fractured timeline. “I don’t think these jumps back in time are chronological.”
The entity rose into the air as whispers began to echo down the hall. At first, they were soft but soon grew louder, piercing the boy’s ears. With a nod of agreement, the boys threw off their shirts. The morning sunlight showed through the large staircase windows welcoming them back. 
“How are we going to sneak out of here without Madame Eldridge knowing we stayed behind?” Secret asked. “It’s not like we can use the suitcase to get to the backyard, we would have to leave it opened and behind.” 
Fibbsy already had the answer. The suitcase had in fact been opened and out he pulled the blanket. It was large enough for all of them if they huddled tightly together. Slowly in teamwork, they progressed down the stairs until they reached the second-floor landing. The house was quiet, and that was the tricky part. Madame Eldridge and the butlers could hear them if they so much as made a sneeze. 
Cloaked, they inched toward the foyer. All eight feet eventually touched the ground floor successfully. A few more steps were taken before they froze in their tracks. Madame Eldridge walked past the invisible four across the grand foyer, leaning on her cane for support. Her red leather outfit made stretching sounds as she walked. 
“Come into my study, Cheater. We have dire work to do and not much time in which to do it,” she insisted without looking back. “Someone very near and dear to me is dying to meet you.” 
Cheater followed her, his eyelids drooped and his movements robotic. His face was expressionless and his tone was faded. He simply moved forward as though in a daze. 
“Yes ma’am,” he responded without hesitation. 






  
  Chapter 21
When The Boys Were Motivated


“We can only tackle one problem at a time!” Fibbsy argued, speed walking along the dirt path toward town, the suitcase full of Peculiar’s items in his hand. 
“Cheater was clearly hypnotized,” Defiance responded. “He needs our help!”
“Not our problem,” Fibbsy said, his heart racing at the prospect that something more sinister was afoot than any of them had realized.
Secret gave a wary look. “I think this answers the question of why she needed the house to be empty.” 
“And who was she dying for him to meet in her study?” Defiance cried. 
“Probably that entity—the darkness…” Secret’s voice was merely a whisper. 
Fibbsy kept walking, his stride never lessening. Too many things were happening at once and his head was becoming clouded. Slob tried to keep up, half speed-walking, half jogging. His breathing was labored, yet he didn’t complain. 
“Well if that’s the case, he can join the club of those who have been in her study,” Fibbsy said. 
“What club?” Secret asked earnestly. 
“The club you are a member of,” Fibbsy shot back, stopping and turning to look at Secret. The rest of the boys halted in their tracks. 
“What’s going on?” Defiance asked. 
Slob put his hands on his knees, bending over and breathing heavily, grateful for the break. 
“You told me you went into her study,” Fibbsy revealed without the slightest bit of discomfort in his voice. 
“That’s a total lie and you know it!” Secret roared. 
“You’re hiding secrets and it’s becoming dangerous!” Fibbsy shouted. Defiance and Slob watched the two, unsure where the tension stemmed from. “I’m fearful the secrets you revealed so far aren’t anything compared to what you’re still keeping from us!” Fibbsy locked his eyes with Secret’s. 
“Is this about me being gay and not telling you?” 
“This is about the ring!” Fibbsy screamed. 
“The ring Defiance stole from me?” He turned to Defiance, as frustrated with him as he was with Fibbsy. Secret pointed at Defiance in anger. “And I’m tired of you being the reason why bad things are happening to me!”
“Whoa, man. What did I ever do to you?”
“When I used the ring on you last night, you told me you had been in the study,” Fibbsy announced to the world. 
For a moment all the boys stood in silence along the breezy dirt path. 
“Will someone please tell me what the ring does?” Defiance pleaded. 
Their problems were tearing them apart, and Fibbsy didn’t know how to rectify it. “It makes you tell the truth,” he said. 
“If I have been in the study, then I don’t remember it,” Secret said earnestly, not losing eye contact with Fibbsy. 
“You also told me you were hiding secrets from us about the house,” he accused, looking away for a moment, hiding the warm tears starting to form in the corners of his eyes. 
Secret took a moment to himself before he answered. “I have not, to my knowledge, been in that study. Though if Madame Eldridge or something in that house did to me what we just saw it do to Cheater, then yeah, there’s a possibility I have been. And as for keeping secrets, it’s true. I don’t trust easily. Everyone my entire life has done nothing but lie to me.” 
“I guess it’s possible Madame Eldridge did to you what she did to Cheater,” Fibbsy admitted, trying to take control of his frustration. 
“My parents told me they loved me and we’d always be together, then they sent me into foster care. The State said they would always protect me, then it let me be adopted by some fanatical couple with a vendetta for anyone who’s different. My adoptive parents told me they would always make sure I was safe, then they dropped me off here. I don’t give away all of my secrets because I have a hard time trusting. But I’m trying.” 
Secret left the group, headed in the direction of town, alone. Fibbsy looked back at the other two to gauge their reactions. 
“That was deep,” Defiance said, placing his hand on Fibbsy’s shoulder for moral support. 
“Wait up!” Slob called out to Secret, still trying to catch his breath as he jogged ahead. The four eventually caught up with one another as they crossed the wooden bridge into town. They expected to see others moving about, but with agendas to accomplish, everyone was out of sight. 
“We need to start on our challenges,” Fibbsy instructed, turning to the group. 
Secret, without saying much, handed his envelope to Defiance, who curiously opened it up to read. 
My Dearest Secret, 
Defiance has your ticket. He won’t give it to you until you tell him your secret. 
There’s nothing to hide, 
Madame Eldridge.
“Is this what all your anger toward me is about?” Defiance asked, holding up the letter. 
“You already know my secret. So give me my ticket,” Secret demanded. His resentment had not lessened. 
“I don’t have it, I swear,” he insisted. “I’m not lying to you.” He paused for a moment, before ripping his letter open. He glanced inside with apologetic eyes, hesitant to say anything. 
“What does it say?” Secret asked. 
My Dearest Defiance, 
Tonight at dinner, you will announce Secret’s secret to the boys. I have one ticket for you, and one for him if you do so. 
Don’t be obstinate, do what you have to do, 
Madame Eldridge.
“I’m not doing this.” Defiance shook his head in opposition as he handed the letter over to Secret. Fibbsy and Slob leaned over his shoulder to read what was written. 
“I don’t care. Tell everyone I’m gay. I don’t care,” Secret encouraged. 
“I won’t do it.” 
“That’s what she’s trying to get you to do, not be defiant. I’m telling you I’m okay with everyone knowing. Besides, it wasn’t me who wanted to keep it a secret, it was my adopted parents. I think Madame Eldridge is trying to get me to realize I don’t have to hide everything from everyone because others say I should,” Secret said, assured of his decision. ”It’s an easy fix.”
“It doesn’t feel right coming from me.”
“I only get my ticket if you do it,” Secret pressed. 
Defiance walked away for a moment cursing out his frustrations. When he returned, he placed his hand out in the air before the other three. 
“Put your hands on top of mine,” Defiance said. Slob joined quickly, and the other two followed. “Between us, there will be no more secrets and no more lies. No more messy situations, and no more rebelling from what needs to be done to figure out what’s going on in that house. If you agree, say unruly.” 
The boys screamed the word and threw their hands in the air. A smile crossed their faces as they realized they were not only healing their friendships but themselves. Next was Slob’s turn. He took the time to open his letter as advised by Fibbsy. Once Slob had finally pulled the letter out, he read it aloud to the group. 
My Dearest Slob, 
Cheesecake is for dessert. Silly chef forgot the cherry syrup. Please pick it up from the bakery. The baker has your ticket. 
Don’t drop it, 
Madame Eldridge.
“That sounds easy enough,” Slob admitted. 
“Knowing Madame Eldridge, I would say she has something up her sleeve,” Defiance insisted. 
A woman a block away began crossing the street, laughing uncontrollably. Her long, blonde hair moved about in the autumn’s gust as she continued on her way. She kept talking to herself and laughing. Sassy followed closely behind, trying to keep up. His thin frame rushed behind as he spoke to her with desperation. He saw the group of boys standing at the edge of the road and gave them a frustrated glance. 
“Excuse me, Miss! Do you know where the bakery is?” Defiance called out to her. She stopped and turned to them. 
“Of course I do. Thanks for asking!” 
“No, what I mean is, can you tell us where it is?” Defiance explained. 
“Yes, I’m able to tell you exactly where it is,” she responded. She then started to turn and walk away. 
“Excuse me,” Defiance, laughed out of frustration, realizing the game she was playing for Sassy’s sake. “One last question. Where is the bakery?” 
“In town, silly!” she replied, waving goodbye before continuing on her way. 
“She’s impossible! She won’t be serious!” Sassy screamed as he followed her again. 
“When do I get my ticket, Sass?” Sassy screamed at her. 
“I don’t know the specific time it’s going to happen, Sassy. Are you looking for an exact time?” she responded as she kept walking and laughing. 
The boys cracked up as they watched Sassy in desperation. 
The bakery was easy to find, and as they entered, they were delighted by the scents of the luscious baked goodies. The whole store was crowded with tables and trays of delectable desserts. Slob, now hungry, decided he was going to spend his lunch money there. After explaining who they were, the baker brought the boys to the back room and pointed to a large pot at least two feet wide and three feet tall. 
“The syrup is in there,” he said, pointing to the pot on the floor. 
“No way,” Slob complained. 
Fibbsy gave a fleeting glance then shook his head. “This is impossible.”
“Not at all, I have a dolly you can take,” the baker said, gesturing to the haphazardly constructed wooden square with wheels screwed to the bottom corners. 
With careful precision, the baker and Slob lifted the heavy mental container onto the dolly. The bright red liquid inside splashed up against the sides nearly spilling out. By some miracle, the two were able to get it steady. Fibbsy watched, holding on tightly to the suitcase, wondering if any of the new items would become their most valuable commodity.
“Where’s the lid?” Slob asked. 
The baker scratched his head. ”Oh, I lost it eons ago. That’s why you can tell Madame Eldridge she can keep the darn thing. No use to me.”
Slob, sighing, walked back to the front of the bakery, pulling out his money and ordering a dozen cookies and a mini Chocolate cake for lunch. After most of his money was spent, he returned to the storage room. The dolly was sturdy, but with every push, the liquid, filled almost to the rim, threatened to spill over. 
“Where’s the ticket?” Slob asked the baker who stood behind the counter watching the struggle and refusing to offer help. 
“Didn’t I tell ya? It’s taped to the bottom of the pot.” 
Slob kneeled and looked under the dolly, seeing only part of the golden ticket sticking out. 
“Help me tip the can so I can get this ticket,” he urged. 
The boys didn’t move a muscle. 
“Slob, we will help you get it, but there’s no rush. I think you should try and do it the smart way as opposed to making a mess,” Defiance suggested. 
Knowing he was right, Slob thanked him. He took the lead, guiding the lidless container of cherry syrup out of the bakery and onto the street. Next door was a sandwich stop, which was convenient for the other three. Slob still had enough money left to order a side of fries. He asked Secret to buy it for him as he sat with the container in the outdoor seating. Eventually, all the boys sat munching on their sandwiches and Slob on his cake. 
“Are you going to open your letter?” Slob pried, asking Fibbsy. 
“I already did, back at the house,” he responded. 
“What do you have to do?” Slob asked, shoveling a handful of ketchup-soaked fries into his mouth. 
“I have to tell the truth,” Fibbsy admitted with vexation in his eyes. He sipped on his soda, seemingly lost in thought. 
“Whatever it is, we have your back,” Defiance responded. 
“All of us do,” Secret reiterated. 
Fibbsy, grateful for the companionship, pulled the envelope out of his back pocket and unfolded it, reading it aloud. 
My Dearest Fibbsy, 
When you return to the house from lunch, you must tell me what you and Slob were doing on the third floor the night Secret caught you. I have your ticket.
Honesty is always the best policy, 
Madame Eldridge.
The boys looked ill. 
“How would she know if you’re lying? Make up something!” Secret insisted. 
“What were the two of you actually doing?” Defiance asked. 
“We were meeting in Peculiar’s room. I wanted to show Slob how the shirts worked,” Fibbsy replied, still deep in thought. 
“Remember when I didn’t believe you?” Slob laughed, chocolate cake smeared across his face. 
“I’ll figure something out. But we need to get that pot back to the house,” Fibbsy addressed. “That’s what’s most urgent at the moment.” 
“It’s going to be a long, slow walk,” Slob said, exhausted by the thought of it.
“She’ll know if I lie,” Fibbsy muttered to no one in particular, unable to get his predicament out of his head. 
Defiance didn’t want to wait any longer. “Let’s move this container out back behind the coffee shop. We can lower it slowly into the suitcase. It will pop right behind the house,” he suggested, throwing his trash away. 
“Won’t it spill if we push it through?” Slob asked, throwing the last bit of cake in his mouth. 
“I’ll go through first and be on the other side to help guide it down. Not sure how it’s going to work, but I’m the strongest one here,” Defiance said. 
“What if Madame Eldridge sees us in the backyard? She’ll know…” Secret remarked. Half of his sandwich was left untouched. He couldn’t stomach to finish it. 
“I have to tell her about the third floor anyway. She’s going to know no matter what we do,” Fibbsy announced. 
“No, she doesn’t!” Slob said, coming closer and whispering in Fibbsy’s ear. Fibbsy smiled and turned to hug his friend. 
“Slob, you’re brilliant!” 






  
  Chapter 22
When The Boys Were Secure


Defiance went through the suitcase first.  
The group had discussed using the watch to stop time as they went through the suitcase so Madame Eldridge couldn’t see them moving about in the backyard. But without understanding how the objects worked together, it was a safer plan not to. With a quick thud, Defiance’s feet hit the backyard, and he balanced easily without falling. Placing the suitcase on the ground and stepping into it was Secret’s idea, and it was a brilliant one. He was able to land without toppling over this time.
Defiance looked skyward, waiting for the dolly to appear. The space above his head started to ripple as the wooden corner appeared within reach. He grabbed it and pulled it through the portal, placing it on the ground. Checking to make sure no one was watching, he squatted and held his hands ready to receive the large metal pot. 
“You can do this, man,” he encouraged himself. 
For about a minute, he waited, worried something had gone wrong, when finally the bottom of the pot materialized just above his head. The glistening of the golden ticket taped to the bottom of the container caught his eye. Instead of securing the pot, he reached up and tugged on the ticket. The tape was strong and he fidgeted with the edge, pulling as hard as he could until finally with one hard yank, the ticket came off. As he pulled, the pot was dropped. 
Defiance tried to grab a hold of it but felt the pot slipping out of his grasp as gravity pulled it down. He hugged the pot, twisting his body as he fell to his knees, trying his hardest to keep the container upright. As his knees hit the ground, he felt a tremendous pain shoot through his left leg. His knee had hit a rock. Some of the syrup splashed over the side and landed in the grass. Defiance pushed the bottom of the container into the ground, holding it steady to ensure it didn’t topple over. 
As soon as the container was secure, he felt under his knee. To his surprise, it was not a rock his knee had hit, but the ring he feared had been lost. Before he had time to celebrate, he saw the legs of Slob forming in midair. He grabbed the container, dragging it as quickly as he could out of the way to avoid Slob landing in the pot. The liquid splashed up against the side, desperately wanting to spill over, but Defiance was masterful with only a small amount escaping over the edge. It was an easy cleanup, and Madame Eldridge would never know. 
Slob collapsed onto the ground. Without making a sound, so as to not draw unwanted attention to the backyard, he jumped up and down in triumph, waving his hands in the air excitedly. As he danced about, his hand hit something. The legs of Fibbsy were coming through the air. Slob moved out of the way and helped guide his friend into the grass. Luckily for the boys, the backyard was filled with trees and bushes which helped to conceal their magical arrival from the view of the home’s large windows. 
With the strength of three, the pot was lifted onto the dolly, and the dolly was pushed with precision through the bumpy backyard and around the side of the house to the stoop. It was a near-impossible task, but teamwork and slow precision was key. Once placed in front of the steps to the home, Slob rang the doorbell and then returned to stand beside the freshly wiped-down container. Fibbsy’s undershirt had been used as a rag and discarded in the woods and they prayed no one would ever find it. Madam Eldridge answered the door with a grin on her face. 
“I see you brought dessert,” she exclaimed in a cheerful tone, stepping beyond the threshold of the front door to glance around the expanse of the front yard. 
“The butlers should carry it up the stoop and into the house. I don’t want to make a mess,” Slob said, walking past her as he pulled the tape from the golden ticket and made his way to the glass jar. 
Madame Eldridge simply clapped her hands twice in succession and the butlers came to retrieve the pot, lifting it, and hurrying it away to the kitchen. Slob dropped the ticket into the jar and then turned to ensure the tape made it into the trash bin. 
“Oh my, you have grown up before my very eyes. It’s almost like magic!” she declared. 






  
  Chapter 23
When The Boys Were Truthful


Madame Eldridge held Fibbsy’s ticket in her hand as she walked the stairs with him to the third floor. He was nervous to be alone with her but knew he had no choice. Most of the boys had returned to the home, and the smells from the kitchen were wafting up the stairwell. She stared at him as she took the last few steps before joining him on the landing. She glanced at Peculiar’s door, and then down the hall at the rest of the rooms.  
“No lies,” she announced, giving him a hard stare. 
“No lies,” he mentioned, in agreement. 
“What were you doing the night Secret caught you in this hallway?” Her eyes didn’t blink. Her lips stayed firm. 
“Why aren’t we allowed up here?” he pressed. 
“Because this is Peculiar’s floor, you know that,” she explained, trying to read him. Fibbsy looked down the hallway at the many closed doors. 
“Which room was his?” he asked innocently. 
She didn’t make a sound. She simply lifted the ticket in the air. “If one of you doesn’t pass, then all of you don’t pass, and you will all do the challenge again tomorrow. Don’t forget, this is still a group home, and still a group challenge.” Fibbsy shook his head and walked over to the hall table pointing to the fingerprints in the dust. “Speak,” she demanded. 
“I didn’t have any friends here until Slob. We just wanted to do something daring to solidify our friendship,” he insisted, as he pulled the table away from the wall. There, the carved initials of F&S sat, as plain as day on the back of the piece of furniture. She walked over to the carving, examining it carefully, before inching close to him. 
“How did you carve it?” 
“With a knife,” he admitted. 
“Where did you get the knife?” 
“I took it from dinner,” he winced, swallowing hard. She moved away, looking back and shaking her head as she leaned on her cane. 
“You stole, and you vandalized,” she said in a soft cold tone. 
“Yes I did,” he confessed, apologetically. 
“Your name is Fibbsy, not Stealer or Vandal, so this is of no concern to me. Your presence on this floor, however, is. You are never to come up here again. And if you do, I will fail every single last one of you and we will start this program all over again. Am I clear?” she threatened, handing the golden ticket to him. 
He took it with a smile and graciously accepted, walking down the stairs beside her until they had reached the ground floor. Her red leather onesie made an awkward sound as she moved toward the table. Fibbsy rushed to place his ticket in the jar and then joined the rest of the boys in the dining hall. 
All the seats were filled but one. 
“I will be checking the jar for the tickets after dessert is served. You can thank Slob for his diligence and hard effort in making sure we had enough cherry syrup for the cheesecake,” she announced. 
“Is Cheater not back?” Stealer asked, looking at the empty seat beside him. 
“Cheater has left us. He has gone home. It does not affect your progress in this program in the slightest, so fear not,” she assured. 
“Why did he go?” Stealer probed. 
She gave him a look of confusion. “You tried your hardest to ignore and shun him. Why would you suddenly be so concerned?” she asked. 
All of the boys sunk slightly in their seats. 
She clapped her hands and smiled as the butler’s pantry door opened. Trays of steak, mashed potatoes, green bean casserole, barbecued chicken legs, cinnamon-baked apple slices, macaroni and cheese, and bacon-wrapped asparagus covered the long dining table. The smells were enriching, and soon the news of Cheater leaving was all but forgotten as their plates were piled high with rich, decadent food. 
The sound of chewing was the only one which could be heard. Quiet glances continued to cross the table. Fibbsy looked at Slob and smiled. Stealer looked at the empty seat next to him in shame. Vandalize looked at Bully who shook his head with a big grin, approving of their day together. Secret looked at Defiance, insisting with his expression that he do what must be done. 
“Ah—I wanted to make an announcement,” Defiance said, putting his napkin in his lap. 
“Do you?” Madame Eldridge said, looking up and giving him her full, undivided attention. She placed her fork and knife delicately on the table beside her plate. 
“Secret told me a secret today, and, ah, yeah, now I’m going to tell you all,” he nervously announced. 
The boys looked at Secret, and then back at Defiance, who shook his head, not wanting to do what had to be done. 
“Secret is gay.” He sat there, ears hot, looking straight ahead to avoid judgment. 
“That’s messed up. You shouldn’t out people,” Stealer responded in disapproval. 
“I didn’t want to,” Defiance barked, focusing on Madame Eldridge. 
“My aunt’s gay,” Vandalize said. “She’s pretty cool.” 
“That was his secret to tell when he was ready to tell it.” 
Fibbsy could tell Stealer was disgusted he had ever been friendly with Defiance to begin with. Fibbsy kept his focus on his food, begging for the moment to pass. 
“It wasn’t a secret, at least not until I came here. I was forced to keep it quiet,” Secret admitted. “I’m okay with him telling everyone.”
“Secret being forced to hide things he didn’t want to hide is his true secret. In outing Secret, Defiance has freed him, giving him back his power. We should never keep ourselves a secret from the world unless it is a secret we and we alone choose to keep. I’m very proud of you, Secret,” Madame Eldridge cheered, taking a bite of her steak and turning to him with approval. 
“My adoptive parents are ashamed of me,” Secret said to the group.
“We aren’t ashamed of you,” Stealer contended, looking back at Defiance, his eyes still lowered in disapproval.
“Stealer is right, we are very proud of you. In fact, I’m proud of all of you.” Madame Eldridge nodded to the butler who went to Secret and then to Defiance whispering the same thing in both their ears. 
To their surprise, taped beneath their plates, they found their golden tickets. And before dessert was served, both had left the table to head to the jar. Defiance pulled Secret aside in the lounge, leaning in close.
“Secret, I have another secret I want to announce,” Defiance divulged, holding out his hand. Upon his palm sat the chilled silver ring. “I didn’t wear it or use it or anything,” he promised. Secret took the cool, thick silver, and without hesitation, placed it on his finger, looking up at him with relief. 
“How did you get it back?” he asked. 
“I found it when I fell through the suitcase,” he said. “Where did you put the suitcase by the way?” 
“Since I had to walk back with it alone, I hid it in the woods. Thought it best not to be in the house around her,” Secret said, gesturing to Madam Eldridge laughing up a storm at the table. He looked down at his finger, jubilance filling his soul. 
“I didn’t tell anyone else I found the ring. I know it breaks our friendship pact, but it’s your secret to tell, whenever you are ready,” Defiance assured him. He knew it was a secret hard to hide. The ring stood out pompously against his simple, pale fingers. 
“Thank you,” Secret said. He placed his hand on Defiance’s arm. Defiance felt the world quickly fade away as his mind became fuzzy, forgetting all that was happening around him. His eyes were left half opened, and his body relaxed. 
“Do you really think of me as a friend?” Secret asked. 
In a far-off voice, Defiance answered honestly. 
“Yes.” 






  
  Step 7
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Find A Solution To The Problem











  
  Chapter 24
When The Boys Were Irritated


Madame Eldridge’s attire the next morning was the oddest one yet. Her dress was puffed and extended downward in the shape of an upside-down teacup. The pattern was camouflage. There wasn’t anything particularly appealing about the dress. And yes, she wore it with glee. The camouflage was not the normal colors of brown and green and tan. They were purple and pink and yellow and white. The hard hat she wore was standard military, topped with what looked like mini army soldiers and a small papier mâché tent. Today, she wore a thick, silver chain necklace, and in lieu of a pendant, was simply a silver whistle.  
“You look lovely today,” Bummer complimented. 
Madame Eldridge’s mouth dropped open. “What lovely flattery! I’m glad you approve of my attire!” she responded, giving a little dance with her cane as she moved her dress about. 
“Oh no, your dress is hideous. Your face is what I was referring to; you look well-rested. You usually look tired and overwhelmed,” he explained before he walked into the dining hall. 
She smiled, nonetheless. 
“What is this?” Sassy exclaimed as he sat down for breakfast. 
The entire table was covered in sticks and leaves. Hard-boiled eggs, granola bars, bananas, oranges, packaged crackers, and cheese sticks littered the table. 
“Today we work for our food,” she advised, addressing the concern in his voice. 
As the boys strolled in one by one, their uniforms nicely pressed from the butlers’ hard work that morning, they each turned their noses up in the air. Madame Eldridge was optimistic, however. Her cheery disposition was one that could not be ignored. 
“Please, everyone, dig in,” she announced as she sat; sticks and leaves scattered before her. No plates or silverware were needed for such a feast. As she looked behind her at the butler’s pantry door, the butlers came with metal water bottles, one for each boy, and a metallic purple one for the headmistress. 
“You know what I’m going to say about plastic water bottles, aren’t you?” Bummer announced. 
“The fact that you didn’t start the morning off by telling us is a great achievement on your part, I must say. Bravo on restraining yourself,” she complimented. 
“It hurts,” he confessed, checking out the water bottle. 
“Progress always does at first,” she responded. 
Slob tried to break open the hard-boiled egg, but it simply skated off the table and rolled, half-cracked onto the floor. She stared at Bully and Sassy who had their mouths open and ready to make a comment. Both boys closed their mouths as Slob went to retrieve the egg. He even had the wherewithal to pick up the tiny piece of shell which decorated the hardwood floor. A butler came around with a small plate and doily. Slob placed the pieces of shell on the plate to be taken away. 
“Step six seems to have been most successful! Which is why today we shall jump steadfast into the seventh!” she began. 
The boys tried to enjoy their meal, but the truth was, they nibbled without much excitement. Even Slob just gave up, opening an orange and swallowing the slices whole. Bully couldn’t stop looking at the tablescape and at the headmistress’s dress. He eventually spoke up. 
“Are we going to be soldiers?” 
A few of the boys sneered at his comment.
“Man, don’t give her worse ideas than she already has,” Defiance responded. 
“Shut up! I don’t see you having any good guesses!” he yelled back. 
“Step seven is: find a solution to the problem. You all are now very aware of the problems which plague you and have become accustomed to talking about them. Let this be your freeing agent. Instead of using your problem to harm, use it for good! The power of good is so much stronger than any darkness that lives within you,” she claimed. 
“This makes no sense,” Stealer commented. 
“Seeing as you all will be moving into the backyard for the remainder of the day and spending the night, your problems could come to good use. I noticed you stole five cheese sticks from the table already and placed them in your pocket, Stealer. You might as well steal all that is left for snacks for your friends and yourself on your camping trip,” she advised. 
“What about me?’ Vandalize asked. “What could I possibly do?”
“You are so good at destruction, but creation is not much different. I suppose you will be most excellent at putting up the tents, and even better at tearing them down!” Madame Eldridge insisted. 
“That’s nice for some. I have no skills,” Bummer expressed. 
“On the contrary! You know more debilitating facts than most encyclopedias! I’m sure your knowledge of which mushrooms are safe to eat, and how long you need to boil river water before it’s not deadly will be wildly celebrated when it’s needed. And the same goes for Fibbsy, who will lie and tell everyone how wonderful they are doing, even when it feels as though all hope is lost. Morale is most essential in an outing such as camping,” she insisted. 
“I hate to also ask, but I wouldn’t know what to do,” Bully said. 
“With muscles like yours and an I tell people what to do attitude, hard labor and a leader of the pack is a skill only you possess,” she responded. 
“You’re smart,” he said, accepting his compliment. 
“You all are smart and wonderful in your own individual ways. You simply have to find a solution to the problem. Now Stealer, grab what’s left of breakfast and everyone else head into the lounge. I have some gifts before you go,” Madame Eldridge instructed. 
Breakfast was over. No one was eating. 
The boys headed into the lounge with less than enthusiastic steps. Madame Eldridge pointed to different piles, each with a boy’s name attached by a name tag. 
“Vandalize, you will take the tents and start placing them in the woods,” she said. He got to work and began lifting the poles to carry outside. She walked over to the pots and pans and pointed to Slob. “As much as you can eat, I assume you can cook.”
He grabbed the box of utensils and headed toward the back door. 
“Bully, please do be careful with the weapons,” she demanded. 
“Guns?” 
“An axe for chopping wood, knives for cooking, fishing poles for fishing, and matches for starting a fire,” she explained. 
He didn’t look thrilled, but when she removed her necklace and placed it around his neck, he held the whistle with pride. She ushered Bummer over and pointed to the largest pile of all. 
“Sleeping bags, pillows, blankets, and so on. I trust you will keep them bug-free?” 
“That’s a near impossibility, but I’ll try,” he responded. 
She smiled with merriment. The rest of the boys were handed their piles and together they marched into the backyard, past the tall grass, and deep into the woods. A clearing a few hundred yards away from the edge of the house was a sufficient place to set up camp. Without the need for Bully’s demands, the unruly boys got to work. He still blew his whistle and pointed wildly as they worked. 
Madame Eldridge was kind enough to supply enough water to last the night, and Fibbsy brought out the plastic bottles and placed them between two exposed tree roots which created a bowl for them to sit and not roll away. As teamwork progressed, a fire was started, and tents were pitched. There were five tents in all, two boys per tent, just like the rooms in the home. Sassy, now having to sleep alone because Cheater left, announced he was feeling apprehensive sleeping alone amongst the wild animals. After the boys had settled in and most of the campsite was set up, large logs were brought around the fire to sit on. 
“What is the point of all this?” Stealer complained, chewing on one of the cheese sticks. He tossed the plastic into the fire, watching it melt as black smoke rose high into the chilly Virginian air. 
“Madame Eldridge said this challenge was to find a solution to our problems,” Bummer answered, twisting leaves in his hands and tossing them into the fire as well. Slob had already gotten into the marshmallows and he and Vandalize were scraping the ends of sticks to make skewers. 
“No, I mean, why are we even in this program? Why are we working so hard and doing what she wants? Cheater just gets to leave and go home? There’s no incentive for us,” he explained. 
“I know I’ve changed for the better,” Slob admitted, keeping the mood optimistic. 
“I haven’t. As soon as I get home, I’m still going to keep doing what I was doing before I got here,” Vandalize announced with a hint of mischief in his voice. 
“You’re a bad little dude,” Bully said with a smile, patting his friend on the back. 
“I’m serious though, what if we all just decided we had enough and begged her to go home?” Stealer asked. “I know I wouldn’t mind leaving.” 
Thoughts of Spiteful trying to entice Madame Eldridge in her study to let him go home those many decades before flashed through Fibbsy’s head. 
“Maybe Cheater had a good reason to leave,” Defiance insisted. 
“Like what?” one of the boys asked. 
“A family emergency. Something more serious Madame Eldridge didn’t think appropriate for us to know about,” he suggested. 
“She wanted him to leave,” Sassy said. 
“Dude, enough with the sass,” Bully responded, giving him an I’ll punch you look. 
“I’m being honest. In her letter to him yesterday, she gave him the golden ticket. She also gave him a train ticket to go home.” 
The boys went silent. The only sound was the popping of the fire and the rustling of the trees. 
“How do you know this?” Fibbsy inquired, joining the conversation. 
“I was the only one next to him when he opened his letter. He didn’t really have a group here. No real friends. I just felt bad for him.”
“Maybe he just wasn’t doing well enough,” Vandalize said, shrugging his shoulders. 
“We were all passing every challenge,” Fibbsy reminded him. “Something weird is going on.” 
“Has anyone else noticed something strange is happening with Madame Eldridge?” Defiance added. 
“She’s a weird old chick,” Bully insisted. 
“She’s also becoming more dangerous,” Defiance observed. 
“How so?” Stealer asked. 
“Making Bully beat on Slob. Forcing us out of the house into the wilderness without any clue of what we are doing. Forcing me to blab Secret’s secret at dinner.” 
Defiance looked back at Secret who just smiled as the firelight hit him. The wounds had been temporarily healed.
“Why are you blaming your actions on her?” Stealer prodded, looking at Defiance with the same look he had given him the previous night. 
“That’s what was in my envelope. I was forced to tell his secret in front of everyone,” he said with resentment. 
The popping of the fire was all that could be heard once more, except for the sound of Slob gushing water down his gullet. The boys sat and thought about all they heard until Secret couldn’t take the awkward silence any longer. 
“My father once taught me about poles. I’ll search for a river and see if there are any fish.” 
Secret made side eyes with the boys in his crew. Slob didn’t catch his secret message, he was busy setting up the pots and pans and counting how many ramen noodle packets there were. Fibbsy got the hint and pulled Defiance in. With one fishing pole and a bucket, the boys were off, deeper into the edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains.
The first thing Secret did was hold up his hand. 
“The ring!” Fibbsy exclaimed. 
“Defiance found it. I think we need to use it to get as much information as we can.” 
“It’s only as good as the question we ask,” Defiance admitted. 
Secret veered them off to the right, walking further away from the sound of the river. 
“Is this where you hid the suitcase?” Defiance asked. 
Secret just nodded, pointing to the tree with one of the shirts tied around its trunk. 
“It’s not smart to use the shirts like this. What if someone found it?” Fibbsy asked. 
“Who do you know would find a shirt tied to a tree in the middle of the forest and take it home to wear?” Secret responded. 
Fibbsy opened the suitcase making sure everything was still inside. Once all the objects had been accounted for, he pulled out the stopwatch, the comb, and four shirts. 
“What’s with the comb?” Defiance asked. 
“We have to find out what happened to Cheater. I don’t think he went home. I have a plan,” Fibbsy mentioned. 
“We aren’t too sure how the comb works,” Defiance reminded him. 
Fibbsy took the comb and ran it through his hair. “I’m Madame Eldridge.” His entire appearance quickly changed. He grew taller as his clothes altered, his hair grew longer, his face warped, and his body changed. 
“That’s uncanny,” Secret gasped. 
“Do I look the part?” Fibbsy asked, dancing around inappropriately. Even his voice had changed. He threw his hand up to his mouth as he heard her voice come from within him. 
Secret grabbed Fibbsy’s arm making sure the ring was touching flesh. Fibbsy’s eyes lowered, a buzzing sound clouded his thinking, and he lost all sense of place and time. The Madame Eldridge before them looked weak, defenseless, and simple. 
“Are you Madame Eldridge?” Secret asked. 
“No,” Fibbsy said. 
Secret pulled his hand from Fibbsy’s and looked back at Defiance. 
“Why did you do that?” Defiance asked, reacting to how liberal he was with the use of the ring. 
“What did he do?”
“He did the ring thing on you,” Defiance said. 
“Just an experiment! I had to see if the powers of the ring still worked against other magic,” Secret explained. 
“Smart,” Fibbsy admitted, giving it a pass. 
“You can’t go using her likeness like that in whatever plan you have. You would need her cane too,” Defiance said. 
Fibbsy pulled the bun apart, tossing the hair about. His size and shape changed as he transformed into the Fibbsy they knew. 
“Did it work?” Fibbsy asked, looking down at his own arms once more. 
“Like a charm,” Secret said. 
“You know, you’re brilliant,” Fibbsy said to Defiance. 
“What did I say?” he asked, looking at Fibbsy. 
“The cane. We never thought to investigate her cane,” he said. 






  
  Chapter 25
When The Boys Were Conniving


Catching fish was easy. The boys discovered if they all held the watch at the same time the knob was turned, they all experienced the stopping of time. The river was still difficult to get into. Water wasn’t as tough as stone, but moving through it while time had stopped was like pushing through Jello. Despite the setback, there were plenty of fish. Grabbing them and placing them in the bucket was as easy as one, two, three.  
On the way back to camp, Fibbsy shared his plan. It wasn’t only the boys at the campground who needed to be questioned, it was Madame Eldridge. They were sure the ring Future Defiance wanted protected wouldn’t be of much use on the boys, but on Madame Eldridge, it would be monumental. It was she who held all the knowledge as to what was going on. The plan was simple, break into the house, and use the ring to ask any and all questions. They didn’t fear Madame Eldridge herself, but they feared Peculiar and the history of the house. He was still lost, somewhere, influencing. The boys just hoped Cheater hadn’t met the same fate. 
The campground was filled with excitement as the three boys brought back a bucket full of fish. The ramen noodles wouldn’t be enough, and with the fish cooking on the pans and Stealer making rice from the large bag he stole from the kitchen, everything seemed to be falling into place. Bummer offered to identify random mushroom species but explained there was still a danger with food poisoning. By the time the meal was ready, and the boys had sat around the fire to eat, the sun had gone down and the stars had come out. The evening air was chilly, but the fire kept them warm. As they stuffed their bellies with fish and rice and hard-boiled eggs and cheese, they began to tease one another. 
“Come on! You can tell us! What was the prize Madame Eldridge gave you after the third challenge?” Sassy pleaded. 
Vandalize shook his head. “No way am I going to tell you!” Vandalize screamed as he giggled with enjoyment. His face beamed with a sense of power. 
“Was it monetary in value?” Bummer guessed. 
“What does that mean?” Vandalize looked at the others. 
“Money, your moron!” Bully called out. 
“Nope, wasn’t that.” 
“Give us a hint,” Sassy insisted. 
“Wow, you guys are dying to know aren’t you?” Vandalize teased, soaking up the attention. 
Secret called Sassy over to the corner of one of the tents. Sassy left the fire pit a questioning look on his face. Secret placed his hand on Sassy’s arm and his consciousness faded away. 
“Have you been in the forbidden room?” he asked. 
“No,” Sassy responded. 
“Have you been in Madame Eldridge’s study?”
“Yes,” he said in only a whisper. 
“How?” Secret asked. 
“Madame Eldridge took me there, in the middle of the night,” he said, his voice in a far-off tone. As Secret pulled his hand away, Sassy stood there, his eyebrows pressed together. 
“What did you call me over here for?” 
Secret panicked before starting to mumble. “If you don’t want to sleep alone in the tent because Cheater isn’t here, you can always bunk with Fibbsy and me,” he offered with a wince in his voice. 
“That’s nice of you, but I don’t think we could comfortably fit three to a tent,” he said as he walked away to join the group. Secret passed the ring off to Fibbsy who walked to one of the farther trees. 
“What kind of hint should I give you?” Vandalize asked the group encircling the fire pit, laughing as the boys threw ideas at him. The fire grew brighter as they roasted their marshmallows. 
“Was the prize personalized?” one of the boys asked. 
“I think it would have been the same prize no matter who won,” Vandalize said. 
“Hey, Bully, come here for a second!” Fibbsy called. 
Bully stepped away from the fire pit of fun joining Fibbsy by the tree. Fibbsy placed his hand on Bully’s arm and his consciousness faded away. 
“Have you been in the forbidden room?” he asked. 
“No,” Bully responded. 
“Have you been in Madame Eldridge’s study?”
“Yes,” he said, his voice steady and calm.
“How?” Fibbsy asked. 
“Madame Eldridge took me while I was sleeping,” he said, his voice now in a whisper. As Fibbsy pulled his hand away from Bully, Bully stood there with a stupid grin waiting to hear what Fibbsy had to say. 
“Come on, Vandalize had to tell you what he got! You can tell me!” Fibbsy insisted, faking interest with a buddy-buddy tone. 
“Dude, even if I did know, I wouldn’t tell you!” he laughed, pushing Fibbsy back by his shoulders and returning to the group. 
“Fine!” Vandalize addressed the group. “I’ll tell you. But if I do, I’m not going to explain more!” 
“Just tell us!” Slob squealed, a sticky marshmallow coating the inside of his mouth. 
“Let’s just say there’s more to the house than you think,” Vandalize admitted. 
Fibbsy passed the ring off to Defiance who walked over to where the water bottles were being stored and called Bummer over. Bummer, concerned the water had been contaminated, rushed to his side. Defiance placed his hand on Bummer’s arms and his consciousness faded away. 
“Have you been in the forbidden room?” he asked. 
“No,” Bummer said. His voice was soft. 
“Have you been in Madame Eldridge’s study?”
“Yes,” he said. 
“How?” Defiance asked. 
“It was dark outside, and Madame Eldridge pulled me from my bed,” he said, his voice fading into a whisper. 
As Defiance pulled his hand away from Bummer, Bummer stood, waiting. 
“What do you need?” he asked. 
“Listen, man, I’m terrified of bears. Are there any bears out here?” 
“You don’t even want to know what type of predators are roaming these woods at night,” Bummer replied. 
The fire pit roared as the boys chanted for Vandalize to give them the answer they sought. Finally, he gave in as he leaned in close to the fire. 
“The house is riddled with secret passageways, leading to secret rooms. Madame Eldridge showed me where one of them was, and it’s all mine.” 
The boys all spoke at once, screaming and laughing and begging him to tell more. Secret had been handed the ring again, a protocol between the three so as not to be too suspicious with the questioning. 
“Hey, Vandal, come here for a second. I have a question for you,” Secret said as he twisted the ring on his finger. 






  
  Chapter 26
When The Boys Were Valiant


When the majority of the boys had fallen asleep, in one tent or another, and the fire had been outlined with stones, so it didn’t escape into the woods, the four boys met under the canopy of the forest beneath the brilliant midnight stars. With their data pooled together, they came to realize every single one of them had been in Madame Eldridge’s study at one point or another. Of course, Vandalize had been brought there in the middle of the day as a prize winner and Cheater had been seen being pulled in through duress, or magic. But the rest of them were brought in obscurity under the darkness of night.  
What made it even worse was when they questioned each other, realizing they too had been brought into her study, with no memory of it. Fibbsy felt guilty for blaming Secret all this time. 
“She may be dangerous,” Defiance warned, second-guessing the plan they had formulated. 
“You saw how Cheater looked. He was like a zombie following her!” Slob said, casting his vote to forgo the break-in. 
Fibbsy turned to Secret for his opinion. 
“It seems with Peculiar’s items, we have always been one step ahead of Madame Eldridge. I don’t know why tonight should be any different. Cheater is missing and we can’t forget Future Defiance warned us that people’s lives are at stake. We have the ring! Fate is on our side. I say we go for it.”
“There are four of us and one of her. While it’s true we don’t know what she is up to, we have to find out what happened to Cheater,” Fibbsy devised, yearning for approval. 
“As long as you all are there, I know I’ll be fine. I’m in,” Defiance said, placing his hand in front of them. 
Fibbsy and Secret placed theirs on top of his. Slob stood for a moment, hesitating. 
“We can’t do this without you, Slob,” Fibbsy insisted. 
“Let’s go get Cheater back” Slob exclaimed, putting his hand on top of theirs. 
They lifted their hands up in unison as they cheered, “unruly boys!” 
As they headed toward the back of the house from the edge of the woods, Slob held the watch firmly in his grip. Fibbsy placed the comb securely in his pocket, walking with determination. Secret wore the ring which twisted and turned against his fingers, and Defiance protectively held the shirts against his chest. The lights on the first floor were on. This was the last moment they could still turn around before it was too late. No one stopped their march as they strode closer to the house. With every step they took, the bravery within them only grew. 
The locked door at the back of the house was only yards before them. 
Defiance handed out shirts to each of the boys. They looked at each other one last time before slipping them on. The green tint was immediate, and so too was the chaos. Slob dodged out of the way just as a boy came running toward his direction, panic in his eyes. Another ran right into Defiance knocking him to the ground. 
“Something’s attacking me!” the boy screamed, distraught by the sudden collision. 
Fibbsy recognized the boy who lay on the ground. Cusser had been the first boy from the past Fibbsy had ever encountered. Cusser screamed out profanity as he struggled with Defiance who lay on top of him. To him, Defiance was nothing more than an invisible force. Cusser punched in front of him, thrashing his arms and legs. Defiance fought back to evade the assault. Fibbsy dodged out of the way of another panicked boy as he called to his friend, “Defiance, he can’t see you! Back away before you do something that can’t be undone!” 
Defiance drug himself away from Cusser, giving the terrified boy room to flail away. Another two boys soon appeared, running out of the back door in fear. Three butlers ran out after them, horror on their faces. The sounds of whispers escaped the house. They echoed out from the opened back door. The green tint glowed more eerily than usual. A creaking thud could be heard rattling the foundation as the floorboards beyond the opened door trembled. 
“We picked a bad time to do this, didn’t we?” Slob mentioned. The bravery that had been building within them was slowly fading away. 
“We can’t back out now!” Fibbsy shouted over the noise of the shouts and thunderous roaring. 
His heart raced as he gripped Secret and Slob by the wrists, dragging them toward the back door. Defiance flanked them, his eyes wide, scanning the shadows that danced hungrily in the corners. The moment they crossed the threshold, the floor beneath them trembled like a living beast, sending ripples of unease through their bones. Black tendrils of shadow spiraled from the ceiling, unfurling like dark smoke, and spilling down the walls with an eerie grace. Fibbsy found the courage to continue ahead until he reached the grand foyer.
His resolve hardened as they plunged deeper into the house, adrenaline surging. They burst into the grand foyer, and the boys craned their necks upward. The chandelier above them twisted in a furious ballet of shadow and light, its core glowing an ominous dark amber. Thunderous bursts of lightning erupted, illuminating grotesque forms that flickered in and out of existence. It writhed in anger as whispers pierced their ears.
Defiance felt the urge to remove his shirt, lifting the edges with a tight grip, but Fibbsy stopped him. 
“Keep it together!” Fibbsy shouted over the deafening roar, his eyes darting around for safety. 
Secret pointed at the staircase, his voice barely racing above the storm. “Look”
A wild wind spiraled through the foyer, whipping their hair into chaotic halos. At the top of the stairs stood Peculiar, his grin twisted and menacing, eyes like bottomless pits. He glared at Madame Eldridge with a lack of respect. Madame Eldridge stood at the foot of the stairs, desperation etched on her face as she implored him to come down.
“Where have you been? We’ve been searching for you for days!” her voice cracked, trembling against the raging storm. She reached out as if she could bridge the chasm between them, but Peculiar’s gaze sliced through the air like a blade. The noise in the grand foyer was deafening, and yet the whispers snuck through the continual thunderclap. “Come down the stairs! The entity is coming for you! I can save you!” she pleaded. 
“Foolish woman!” he barked, contempt dripping from each word. “You represent everything I despise!”
The shadows roared to life, contorting and crashing against the walls, a dark tide surging forth. Peculiar’s eyes flickered with a dark glee as he loomed over her, the entity behind him shifting into a sinister shape, coiling like a serpent ready to strike. It mimicked Peculiar’s every move. The entity had taken its true form.
“Spiteful unleashed this chaos, but it’s not too late! Come down!” Madame Eldridge’s voice climbed with urgency, each word a plea that fought against the overwhelming darkness.
“This isn’t Spiteful’s doing! It’s mine!” Peculiar’s voice boomed, shaking the very foundation of the house.
A deafening crack of thunder erupted, and the boys flinched as a violent pulse of energy reverberated through the room. Slob, too petrified to move, finally began to scratch his side as the itching of the shirt began. Fibbsy was already scratching around the collar, his focus torn between the escalating chaos and the shadowy entity.
“No! You are my sweet Peculiar!” Madame Eldridge wailed, her heart breaking at the betrayal.
The floor bucked violently, shadows racing down the walls, creeping closer to the boys. Peculiar, with a flick of his wrist, commanded the dark force coiling behind him. A monstrous arm shot forward, tendrils of darkness grasping toward Madame Eldridge.
“My name is Fighteria, and my strength holds no bounds!” With a warrior’s spirit, Madame Eldridge unleashed a piercing cry that sliced through the tempest, rallying her strength. The shadows recoiled as her hands clawed through the darkness, tearing at its sinewy form. But another wave surged forth, enveloping her, lifting her high into the air as fire erupted in flashes, illuminating her fierce determination.
“Stand firm!” she roared, the very essence of her being a beacon against the malevolence.
“We have to go! We aren’t safe!” Secret implored. 
The sounds of terror whisked through the air as the wind from the turbulent storm of darkness forced itself around the house. The boys didn’t move, scratching themselves in pain, mesmerized by the devastation that unfolded before them. Secret shook them out of their trance, dragging them down the hallway before the shadows took an impinging hold on them. The twisting darkness nipped at their feet as the boys bolted through the grand foyer toward the hallway in search of shelter. 
“Into the closet under the stairs!” Defiance commanded, adrenaline surging as they dashed toward the small door. 
They flung it open, tumbling into the cramped space as the shadow surged toward them, slamming the door shut behind them. The floor quaked, whispers coiling around them as the heinous screams became unbearable. Without a word, they ripped off their shirts, the oppressive itch of fear driving them to instinctual action.
In the eerie silence that followed, Defiance reached above his head, fumbling for the pull string. The closet light flickered to life, illuminating their anxious faces as they exchanged glances, hearts pounding like war drums.
From the other side of the door, the sound of boisterous laughter and classical music came through. Glassware could be heard clinking as dinner conversation continued. An abruption of laughter repeated, momentarily drowning out the music in the background. 
“What’s happening out there?” Secret whispered, eyes wide.
“It sounds like a party,” Defiance replied, bewildered.
“With whom?” Secret’s voice was barely a murmur as he braced for whatever horror awaited them beyond the door.
“I’m going to find out,” Fibbsy stated. He pulled the comb from his pocket, brushing it through his hair. “I’m a butler,” he said. 
His appearance changed instantaneously. He looked down at his arms. The hairy knuckles on his hand were enough proof he no longer looked like himself. 
“Do you even have a plan?” Defiance worried. “We didn’t expect any of this. The original plan was difficult enough with her being alone in the house!”
“I’m going to scout out what’s happening. While I’m gone, I want you to use the watch and search the first floor for a better place to hide. We need a room that isn’t occupied. We are going to need to lure Madame Eldridge away so she’s all by herself,” Fibbsy devised, straightening his penguin suit and opening the door. 
Fibbsy walked into the grand foyer, glancing up at the stairs, making sure the past was truly in the past. As he turned to the right, he saw the extended wooden table of the dining hall filled with adult guests. They laughed and cheered as they ate from delicate, white porcelain china. The tablescape was decadently set. The dinner guests were elegant, dressed in their finest. The classical music playing in the background was charming, fostering a sense of class and sophistication. 
“Oh, butler! Go on then, fill me up now, will ya?” a woman with a heavy Southern accent called. 
Her arm and empty glass waved toward Fibbsy. He walked into the dining hall careful to avoid eye contact with Madame Eldridge. 
“Of course,” Fibbsy responded. He recognized the woman from town immediately. 
“Miss Tempty, I do believe this will be your third glass,” one of the ladies next to her proclaimed. 
“It’s the only way I can put up with any of y’all!” she remarked, laughing explosively. 
Fibbsy made his way through the butler’s pantry door. One butler stood in the kitchen watching the soccer game on a small TV set as several others moved back and forth between the halls. Fibbsy grabbed one of the opened wine bottles and returned to the dining hall headed toward Miss Tempty. As he looked around the table, he recognized most of the guests. Every single one was from town. 
“Now, I’m curious to know how your current group is doing,” one of the men asked. His long, white beard fell to his chest. His face gave no indication of age. 
“They are doing marvelously. They are currently in the woods conquering their problems,” Madame Eldridge explained. 
Fibbsy stood beside Miss Tempty, tipping the wine bottle. She held out her glass as he filled it. 
“Have there been any indications any of them won’t be able to finish the program? Any youngsters not able to control their inner demons?” Miss Tempty specified. “The four I spoke with were charmin’, to say the least.” 
“Trust me when I say, they will soon have no magical abilities at all. The problem brewing inside of them has been sufficiently suppressed, and by the end of this week, they will be allowed to return to normal life. You will see tomorrow,” she assured the group. 
A round of applause broke out around the table and a toast was made in Madame Eldridge’s honor. Fibbsy moved about the room, filling the half-full glasses. 
“Do any show potential to join us?” Boomer asked curiously, looking at his old mistress with gratitude. “You found me, after all, and turned me into who I am today.” 
“I have tested each and every one of the children in my study, and sadly enough, none of them will be able to succeed as we all have. We are a unique group of individuals. A selective compilation which hides in obscurity. The last remaining remnants of a once terrifying world. I’m just honored to have been selected those many years ago to run the only successful program in Virginia.” 
“Hear, hear!” Cusser said, raising his glass as he whistled in the air. 
Applause surrounded the table. 
“None of them show enough potential? That’s a shame,” Miss Tempty said, as the applause died. She turned to look into Fibbsy’s eyes. “Kiss me,” she said, pointing to her cheek. 
An overwhelming sensation came over Fibbsy as his body moved without control. He watched from within as his body shifted toward her, leaning down, and gently kissing her on the cheek. 
“You naughty girl!” the woman beside her laughed. The others heard her laughter and chuckled along, unable to control it. Fibbsy regained control of himself, backing away. 
“Giggles, you are quite the party guest,” Madame Eldridge noted. 
Giggles threw her hand in the air as she laughed out loud. Without so much as a reason, the guests at the table burst into hysterics, howling and hooting and wiping tears from their eyes. 
“The use of magic is one that should only be given to the few, and should only be trusted by those who have good intentions,” the man with the white beard said, shaming Miss Tempty with his stare. 
He verbally supported the madam’s decision that sometimes a group just didn’t have someone worthy enough to be brought into the inner circle. 
“I couldn’t agree more,” Madame Eldridge responded. 
“Tell us, are there any children with a darkness we should be watching?” one of the ladies with a spendthrift attire asked. 
“All nine are perfectly safe and capable of controlling what is growing within them. Fear not, my good friend,” Madame Eldridge placated. “There is no darkness in this home.”
“Only nine boys?” Boomer questioned. 
“I was also under the assumption there were ten in this group,” a tall, thick woman responded. 
Her attire was just as fanciful as Madame Eldridge’s and complimented her dark chocolate skin. Her head stood high, and exceptionally long nails extended three inches from her fingertips, tapping delicately on the table. 
“This round there are only nine, Convincestress.” 
“But there have been ten in every group for years,” Convincestress stressed, looking around the room as she rubbed her fingernails together. The rest of the adults instantaneously agreed, nodding and mumbling the number ten to themselves passionately. All eyes focused on Madame Eldridge. 
“When you came through these doors, Convincestress, well before my time, there used to be sixteen, let us not forget. You know how peculiar things happen. The world changes over time…” Madame Eldridge stated. She didn’t blink. 
“You are absolutely correct,” Convincestress replied, nodding in compliance. “Of course, in those days they sent more children of color here to be fixed. That may account for the number difference. We were always seen as the problem.” Her fingernails tapped against one another as she spoke. The rest of the group joined in unison as they murmured and shook their heads in agreement that nine was the acceptable number. 
“Of course, she’s right. There were always only nine,” Boomer agreed.






  
  Chapter 27
When The Boys Were Bewildered


Slob scouted the first floor while the golden pocket watch ticked steadily in his hand. He was unsure which of the butlers was Fibbsy and didn’t even try to look for him. He discovered the library in the back of the house was the safest place to bring Madame Eldridge and was thrilled to tell the others there was hope after all.  
Back into the closet he went with the good news to scheme and prepare for the most daring feat of his young life. The new plan had Slob, Secret, and Defiance hiding in the library while waiting for Fibbsy to lure Madame Eldridge there. The golden watch would be used to freeze time as soon as she entered the room, only unfreezing time once Secret’s ring had been placed upon her skin. She would fall into a daze not knowing what happened to her. She would never see any of them. It was the perfect plan.  
When Fibbsy finally returned to the closet, he insisted they would need to use the shirts to make it into the library. The risk of being caught was too great. After Fibbsy reviewed the plan one last time, he wished them well. In the blink of an eye, Slob, Defiance, and Secret pulled the shirts over their heads, and they were gone. 
The world around the three turned a tinted green, the air thickening with an unnatural tension. The floor beneath them trembled violently, the whispers rising to a deafening crescendo, weaving through the chaos. Madame Eldridge’s piercing screams sliced through the ominous roar of the shadow’s thrashing movements, each cry a desperate plea for salvation.
Defiance surged forward, throwing open the closet door and bolting into the hallway, his heart pounding like a war drum. He raced toward the library, fear and adrenaline propelling him forward. Slob hesitated, a strange compulsion gripping him. The darkness beckoned with a sinister allure, pulling him toward the staircase. He glanced up, drawn by an insatiable curiosity—it was calling him, a siren’s song of shadows.
High above, Madame Eldridge struggled against the malevolent force, her body suspended near the second-story banister as the entity coiled around her. Lightning flickered within the swirling shadows, illuminating Peculiar’s sinister grin as he glared down at her from the top of the stairs. The shadows whipped, slamming her against the air with bone-crushing force, her screams echoing like a desperate melody in a storm.
A sudden stillness fell over the chaos as she uttered words in a forgotten language, each syllable resonating with an ancient power that sent shivers down the boys’ spines. Secret darted beside Slob, desperately tugging him back into the hallway, but the shadows had already wound around their feet, icy tendrils holding them captive.
Without warning, a blinding light erupted from within Madame Eldridge, piercing the gloom like a beacon of hope. A brilliant shockwave of light pierced through the room, reminiscent of a supernova igniting within the dark void of space. Its power rippled along the walls as it moved. The brilliance she emitted shattered the entity’s hold, forcing the swirling darkness to retreat and crash against the walls of the grand foyer. As the light dimmed, Madame Eldridge collapsed onto the landing, and her energy waned. Slob and Secret were thrown to the ground, dazed and struggling to rise as the mist wrapped around them, draining the very essence from their bones.
Peculiar was hurled backward by the force of the blast, collapsing in a heap, while Madame Eldridge lay just yards away, slowly regaining her strength. Her fists glowed with a fierce light, illuminating her determination.
“I choose not to see the darkness within you. There is always still time,” she declared, her voice steady and resolute.
Peculiar pushed himself up, his gaze sharp as he met her challenge. He pushed the lensless glasses up the brim of his nose. “You created me because of your selfish program,” he retorted, cracking his neck as he focused on her. “You gave me the desire to fight back, to cultivate the peculiar magic within me. I have only you to thank for my greatness!”
As his words hung in the air, the entity surged with renewed power, the shadows creeping back into the corners of the room. The walls trembled as the sounds of darkness echoed ominously.
“If I have to destroy you to stop this, I will!” Madame Eldridge warned, unwavering in her resolve.
A gust of wind whipped through the room, her hair whipping around her face like a wild storm as the whispers grew deafening. Dark figures materialized from the walls, swirling together to form a menacing vortex that roared against the ceiling. The chandelier swung wildly, caught in the malevolent current. Madame Eldridge’s hands ignited with a fiery glow, sparks dancing around her fingers. The ground shook beneath them, the very air vibrating with intensity.
“Do your worst!” Peculiar bellowed, defiantly embracing the chaos.
Defiance seized both Secret and Slob, yanking them down the hall by their shirts as screams echoed behind them. An explosion detonated in the grand foyer, shaking the walls and causing picture frames to rattle from their mounts. He dodged the billowing shadows that crept along the walls, their twisted forms reaching out like desperate hands.
With a determined shove, he propelled the two into the library and slammed the door shut as the shadows began to seep under the frame, relentless in their pursuit. They didn’t wait to witness the horror unfolding behind them; instinct took over, and they ripped off their shirts, shedding the weight of fear.
As the green tint faded, the familiar strains of classical music returned, intertwining with the echoes of laughter from the dinner party down the hall.
“Madame Eldridge has powers,” Secret whispered. 






  
  Chapter 28
When The Boys Were Paralyzed


Fibbsy, alone in the closet, tossed his hair.  
As he watched his arms, the hairy knuckles subsided, and his clean-cut nails returned. He waited a full minute as he was instructed to do before proceeding. He took a deep breath, knowing he had but one chance to succeed. He brushed his hair with the comb. 
“I am Cheater,” he said, closing his eyes. 
He felt the transformation taking place. The glasses on the edge of his nose were not something he was used to, and he pushed them up, making sure they wouldn’t slip. When he felt he was ready, he cracked the door open, looking down the hall to make sure no butlers were around. 
He stepped out and snuck down the hall toward the grand foyer. To the left was the empty lounge and to the right was the dining hall. The laughter and clinking of silverware were persistent. He knew he was in luck because Madame Eldridge hadn’t sat in her usual seat. This evening she sat facing the foyer. Her eyes occasionally drifted up into the rest of the house and it was this he was counting on happening at least one more time. 
Fibbsy dropped onto his hands and knees and scooted into the foyer trying his hardest not to be seen. As he glanced at the table, he noticed Madame Eldridge’s eyes drift up toward the staircase. This was the moment. He stood up quickly, smiling as Cheater would, and then dropped back down to the floor. Madame Eldridge’s face blanched white as a ghost. Without hesitation, she turned to the guest next to her and whispered something before making an announcement.
“Excuse me, but I must use the lady’s room,” she addressed the table, leaving her seat and walking through the dining hall into the grand foyer. Her cane pounded desperately against the wooden flooring. 
Fibbsy scooted down the hallway and bound to his feet, running toward the library door. When he reached it, he turned around, looking back. As she progressed through the grand foyer, she turned left and saw Cheater standing in the hallway. She rushed toward him as fast as her cane would let her move. 
Fibbsy burst into the library. “Slob, get ready. She’s behind me!” 
Defiance tossed Fibbsy his shirt as Slob and Secret hid behind the small couch. There weren’t enough hiding spaces for all of them in the library, and they couldn’t afford her laying eyes on any of them. Fibbsy tossed his hair, returning to his normal form. Frantically, he opened the shirt, preparing to put it on; he needed to disappear out of Madame Eldridge’s sight. 
Defiance grabbed his arm in haste. “I want to warn you, it’s not pretty where we are about to go,” he cautioned. Fear permanently plastered across his face. 
The four could hear her shoes and cane as she approached the door. 
“Get out of here or she will see you!” Slob hissed. 
With mere seconds to spare, Defiance and Fibbsy yanked their shirts on, pulling down with all their might. The faint strains of music from the dinner party faded into an unsettling silence as the ground beneath them trembled violently. They pulled open the door and ran down the hall into the grand foyer, avoiding the reaching shadows that grabbed for them. The swirling vortex of darkness churned and pulsed at the top of the ceiling, covering the walls with a billowing darkness. Above them, the vortex churned and pulsed ominously, filling the space with a sense of impending doom. The walls seemed to close in, trapping them in a nightmare.
At the top of the stairs, Madame Eldridge and Peculiar stood locked in a fierce struggle, hands entwined, lightning crackling around them like a wild storm.
“You will never strip me of my magic!” Peculiar screamed, his voice a blend of fury and defiance.
From their vantage point, Defiance and Fibbsy watched as Madame Eldridge summoned her strength, pushing Peculiar toward the edge of the stairs.
“Don’t make me do this! You have a future! Dark magic is not the way! I can still help you!” she implored, her own light pulsing brightly, pushing back against the ravenous shadows that sought to consume her.
“We can’t stay here!” Defiance yelled, his heart racing as he dashed off toward the lounge before skidding to a stop. The entire first floor had transformed into a thundering cloud of darkness, lightning streaking across the walls like wild serpents.
“There’s nowhere to go!” Fibbsy cried, struggling to be heard over the howling wind and the cacophony of deathly screams.
“We have to take off our shirts!” Defiance insisted, his voice urgent and frantic.
“We can’t! The dinner party is going on in the dining hall!” Fibbsy protested, panic rising in his chest.
“Then we get on the floor, huddle against the wall, and take them off! It’s not safe here!”
In agreement, they crouched beside the wall, stealing glances at the intense battle unfolding before them. Bolts of lightning erupted between Peculiar and Madame Eldridge, each clash sending shockwaves through the air.
In unison, they ripped their shirts off, the fabric fluttering to the ground but the green tint of their surroundings remained stubbornly intact.
“What happened?” Defiance screamed, horror washing over him. 
Fibbsy’s thoughts turned to the golden watch.
“Slob must still be freezing time in the present! I think it’s preventing us from returning!” he gasped, watching in dread as the darkness twisted closer, a malevolent force that would not be denied. Defiance slipped his shirt back on, frustration boiling over as he quickly tore it off again.
“I assume we should keep the shirts off?” he asked, clutching the fabric tightly as the dark vortex above them flickered with violent energy.
“We are at the golden watch’s mercy! Keep it off! We have to wait until Slob turns the knob!” Fibbsy shouted, desperation in his voice.
In a split instant, Madame Eldridge forced Peculiar down the stairs with all of her might. He screamed as he fell backward, flying off the second-floor landing and crashing onto the stairs. His flimsy body came to a stop on the foyer floor at the base of the stairway. For the moment he lay still, the wind stopped and the darkness pulsed; breathing deeply. The boys watched as the smoke froze only inches from them. 
Peculiar’s eyes opened. Laying on his back, he tried to lift himself but cried in agony. Madame Eldridge began her cautious descent, calling out his name.
“You broke my hip!” he bellowed, his lensless glasses twisted by the fall. The darkness slowly receded further as Peculiar writhed, grabbing his side. 
His focus grew intense as he screamed with all his might for the shadows to return, and this time with a vengeance. The entities pounded against the walls as the wind flew faster around the vortex on the ceiling. A wall of dark clouds pushed through the room as though a volcano had erupted. The chaos shook the air as the floorboards cracked, splintering the perfectly polished floor. Madame Eldridge stood resolute on the staircase, shadows swirling around her like a storm. She pressed her hands together, a radiant ball of light forming between them, illuminating her determined face. x
She said but one thing, her voice filled with regret. “I’m sorry.” 
Peculiar glared back, pulling a large, polished ruby stone from his pocket, gripping it tightly as he raised it toward her.
“I’m not!” he hissed, his words dripping with venom.
“The totem!” she gasped, realization dawning in her eyes.
In a heartbeat, the darkness lunged at her, crashing through the turbulent shadows. With feral strength, it flung her into the air, crushing her beneath the billowing smoke. The vortex above twisted violently as the last flicker of light within her extinguished.
The boys watched in horror, frozen against the wall, as Slob’s ticking golden watch held them captive in the past. Without warning, Madame Eldridge’s body was sucked into the red stone that Peculiar held tightly in his grip. She vanished without a trace, leaving nothing but a lingering silence in the chaos.






  
  Chapter 29
When The Boys Were Distressed 


Slob kicked himself for not making sure Secret was also touching the watch when he turned the knob. Everything had happened so fast. In the room, Madame Eldridge stood just past the door frame, frozen, in search of Cheater. He walked over slowly and closed the door looking back at Madame Eldridge who had an expression of revenge on her face. He peeked behind the couch. Secret was frozen, crouched in fear.  
He placed the ticking watch on the coffee table and started pulling at Secret’s body. Secret, as hard as a rock, inched slowly as Slob dragged his stiff body. He struggled to make sure his friend did not topple onto his back. As he inched closer, he looked at Secret’s extended hand and realized he was going to have a difficult time placing it on Miss Eldridge’s leg. There was no other place for the ring to make skin contact. 
He felt powerful, realizing the whole mission rested on him in this moment in time. He dragged his friend across the room, stopping momentarily to take a breath. Dying of thirst, he left the two frozen in the room as he opened the door and walked down the hall looking for something to drink. He tried to smell what the dinner guests were having, but nothing came to his nose. He assumed the stop in time also infringed the ability to smell. Curious, he walked toward the dining hall instead of the kitchen. 
The table was set and the guests, all dressed in whimsical attire, sat around with forks full and mouths opened. A few sipped their wine while others appeared to be in the middle of laughter. One of the women, whose hat was covered in silver ripples, was extending her long, purple fingernails across the table as she looked into the eyes of the gentleman she spoke to. Slob recognized the man immediately. He was the owner of the sandwich shop with the delicious fries. He looked closer, realizing just how young he was compared to the others at the table. 
Distracted by the food on their plates, and the steam coming from the roasted ham that delicately lingered with stillness in the air, he didn’t notice Miss Tempty at the end of the table. He also didn’t notice the small, twisted shadow in the corner of the room, frozen in its attempt to reach across the floor. 
Slob made his way into the kitchen and tried to turn on the faucet before looking for a cup. Though the handle moved, no water flowed. He cursed the rules of frozen time and searched for anything that would quench his thirst. 
At long last, he gave up his search. He had even removed an ice cube from the freezer but was disappointed to discover it simply would not melt in his mouth. It was like sucking on cold glass. He spit it out and tossed it into the sink. As he left the kitchen, he walked around one of the butlers, making his way through the back hallway and rounding the corner to the opened door of the library. He closed the door and looked back at the frozen scene before him. He hoped Defiance and Fibbsy were safe, somewhere in the past. The history of the home made him shudder as he looked at Madame Eldridge. 
“What happened to you to make you like this?” he asked her, knowing very well she wouldn’t respond. 
He went back to work as he looked at his friend Secret, still crouched, in the middle of the room. The last few inches were the hardest, and he struggled to make sure the hand fit against her bare leg. As he held the leg and the hand together, he took his time to look around all angles to make sure it was a perfect fit. Secret, once time was restarted, was going to have to be held to make sure he didn’t jump back. Slob was ready for the task at hand. 
Slob grabbed the watch and made his way back to his friend whose hand was extended on Madame Eldridge’s bare leg. With his body, he supported Secret’s back. His hand made sure the ring stayed flush against her leg. He counted down from three to one, and then with a quick prayer said closed the watch.
Madame Eldridge barely had time to register the feeling of something touching her leg before her eyes glazed over and her body went limp. Secret, who was shocked by his immediate teleportation from the back of the couch to the middle of the room, tried to move in shock, but Slob kept his hand pressed against her leg, and his body still. 
“Don’t move your hand, keep the ring touching her skin. Everything’s going according to plan,” he instructed in a quiet whisper. 
The sounds of the dinner party grew louder as the door to the library stood open. With quiet movements, it was shut. In the room stood a terrified Defiance and Fibbsy. As they tried to catch their breath, Slob looked at them. 
“We’re ready,” he confirmed. 
Fibbsy and Defiance walked in circles trying to calm their beating hearts while Secret began the questioning. 
“Did Cheater go home?” 
“No,” she whispered in a cold whisper. 
“Did you take him?”
“I tried to,” she said, her voice calm but almost silent. 
“Where is he?” Secret demanded. 
“He’s locked away in a hidden room with no key. A room you can always see but one you can never reach.” 
They all stared at Madame Eldridge, shaking. Fibbsy, having caught his breath, reached out and touched her cane, feeling the smooth, ruby stone inlaid. His fingers grazed over the crack in the stone which ran down the center.
“It’s the same stone,” Fibbsy announced, looking at Defiance. The two stared at it, accepting the truth. 
“That’s why she needs a cane,” Defiance responded. 
“A broken hip would cause limping,” Fibbsy agreed in terror, looking back at his friend. 
Slob watched the two talking in riddles and finally let go of Secret, standing up and regaining his balance. Getting off the floor was never an easy task for him. 
“What’s going on?” Slob asked. 
“This Madame Eldridge is not who you think she is,” Defiance said, quivering. 
“Who is she then?” Secret asked, still holding tightly onto her leg. They didn’t have time to answer, Madame Eldridge did it for them. 
“Peculiar.” 






  
  Step 8
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Replace The Problem











  
  Chapter 30
When The Boys Were Inspired


The morning sun came earlier than the unruly camping boys had expected. Even though no alarm clocks helped them rise, most were up by the crack of dawn. They rekindled the fire and used the last of their rations as snacks before heading back to the house for breakfast. For some it was a wondrous sleep, for others, it was a struggle, and for four of them, it was filled with anxiety.  
Once the questioning of Madame Eldridge was done, they didn’t have long before she would be missed by the dinner party. All four boys held on to the golden chain as Slob turned the knob. All four of them were easily able to walk out of the house without her ever knowing they were there. Of course, they had to put on the shirts for only a moment to walk through the back door, since she always kept the doors locked, but that wasn’t an issue. It was only a few seconds, and the darkness never came close to catching them. 
They questioned her about several things, though most of her answers didn’t make sense. What they did confirm was Madame Eldridge existed within the ruby inlaid atop the cane, and somewhere, within a hidden room with no key, Cheater was being held captive. Madame Eldridge may have answered every question she was asked, but her powers were strong, and her responses came in the form of riddles.
“That wasn’t too bad of a night now was it?” Stealer asked Defiance, trying to regain some sense of friendship. 
Defiance didn’t respond as he broke down the tents. The poles were placed into a pile for Vandalize. The majority of the boys pitched in, cleaning up and bringing items back to the house. The back door was opened, and they were instructed to place everything into the lounge. Dirty, smelly, tired, and hungry, the boys were sent upstairs to shower before changing into their eating attire. Slob walked past Madame Eldridge with a box of pans and tried to avoid making eye contact, timid while in her presence. She stopped him as she looked at him, leaning against her cane. 
“My dear, what has the wild done to you?” 
“I’m just hungry,” he responded, never making full eye contact. 
“And smelly!” she added, chuckling at her own joke. 
Defiance, Fibbsy, and Secret were able to avoid her as they brought stuff into the house before heading up the stairs to shower. The night had been long and the day was just beginning. The four boys knew this would be a day like no other. Because of Future Defiance coming back in time, and because of the ring, they were going to save lives. This would be the day they changed history.
“I assume he will no longer exist because we’ve altered the timeline too much,” Fibbsy said, referring to Future Defiance as he stood by his bed, removing his dirty clothes and throwing them onto the floor. 
“Do you think we have changed it enough?” Secret asked, exposing that he didn’t understand how time travel actually worked. 
“We didn’t let Defiance have the ring, so whatever was to be prevented was prevented,” Fibbsy explained. 
Secret’s face scrunched. “Technically, he did get the ring. And it fell through the suitcase. So, maybe nothing was prevented at all. Perhaps that’s the event that was meant to be avoided?” 
Fibbsy finished undressing and wrapped a towel around his waist, prepared to head to the showers. ”I didn’t disappear after I carved my initials into the side table, but that was a small change. We have altered whole events,” Fibbsy said. ”I doubt whoever wrote that letter knew the truth about who Madame Eldridge is. The only way we were able to figure it out was because of the ring we had. It wasn’t lost. And lives haven’t ended…” 
“How do we know this for sure?” he insisted. 
“Why are you worried about this?” Fibbsy asked, pausing to look dead into Secret’s eyes. He waited, worried Secret would reveal another secret which would change the course of everything he thought he understood about the mystery of the letter. 
The silence was awkward. 
“I was just wondering if there was a way to harness this magic to make my life better. To change something in the past so dramatically I don’t get sent to live with those awful people,” he mumbled, deep in thought. 
Fibbsy left his side of the room and walked closer to Secret. ”If it weren’t for those awful people in your life sending you here, I would have never met you.” Secret smiled at the kind words being said. He smiled at his friend with overwhelming gratitude. “And if it weren’t for Peculiar, none of us would ever have been brave enough to contemplate saving Cheater. Our past isn’t something to play with, it’s something to build upon. Don’t worry about changing the past, Secret. Worry about changing the future.” 
“How do you think Future Defiance did it?” Secret asked. 
Fibbsy hadn’t ever thought about it until he laid eyes on Peculiar’s shirt. Suddenly, the warm, invisible hands pulling him to safety the first night he encountered the entity and the moving of the pen to write a note Secret saw suddenly made perfect sense. The boys moved fast, showering and changing before they rushed down to breakfast.
Madame Eldridge’s attire was simplistic, to say the least. She wore an all-back dress with an all-back vest, and an all-black hat with an all-back vail. She greeted the boys as they trudged into the dining hall hungry and ready for a warm meal. Her cheery disposition did not seem any different from any other morning, despite that four of the boys knew what she had gone through the night before. 
Cheater’s seat sat empty as the rest of the boys filed into the room. 
“How was the camping trip?” she asked her unruly boys. 
“Exciting!” 
“Fun.”
“Stupid.” 
“I burnt a marshmallow!” 
“Difficult.” 
“I couldn’t sleep.” 
“Fine.”
“Bully burped in my face.” 
“I did not!” 
The onslaught of answers was drowned out by her excessive applause for a job well done. She looked at the boys before her and couldn’t help but swell with pride. 
“Today is the last full day of the program. The last step before you have all the tools to fight the problem within you. Today is step eight: replace the problem. Instead of doing your usual tactics, you will find a new and better solution. This step can be the most challenging, or the most fun. It all depends on what you make of it,” Madame Eldridge announced. 
She clapped her hands and the butlers appeared out of the butler’s pantry door bringing a warm buffet of breakfast delights to the table. 
“Hash browns, sugar?” Miss Tempty asked as she placed the platter on the table. 
Fibbsy looked up to see the woman dressed in a black and white suit. Her hair was pulled tight into a bun and a big southern smile spread across her face. 
“What are you doing here?” Fibbsy whispered. 
Several of the other boys gasped as they recognized the adults from town, now dressed in black and white suits. Fibbsy glanced around the room spotting Boomer, Sass, the baker, and the man who owned the sandwich shop. Bully got up in excitement to fist-bump Skittish. The man dropped the bowl of eggs and walked backward into the kitchen. The rest of the adults piled into the room, randomly sitting next to the unruly teenage boys. 
Slob stared at the long nails of Convincestress which clicked as she moved her fingers about. He recognized them from the night before and glanced at Fibbsy to try and get his attention. He was too busy in idle conversation with Boomer to notice. As the breakfast of pepper sausages, hash browns, apricot tarts, fruit salad, scrambled eggs, breakfast burritos, sliced avocado, and refried beans with tomato chili were served, Slob forgot about getting the attention of his friends and hastily filled his plate. 
Convincestress looked at the hefty boy piling his food high and grabbed a spoonful of fruit salad adding it to his plate. 
“No, thank you,” he tried to say in time. It was too late, she had dumped the fruit beside his hash browns. 
“Child, you need something healthy on this plate,” she groaned, giving him a warm, motherly look. 
“Thanks?” he responded, not sure why she had found such interest in him. 
“Of course, you need to eat the healthy food first,” she said, clicking her nails. 
Slob wasn’t quite sure if the fork had moved on its own, shoveling a mouthful of fruit into his mouth, or his arm had simply done what she had demanded without his approval. Either way, he found himself removing the fork from his mouth, mangos and grapes, and pineapple and tangerines on his tongue. 
“That’s better, isn’t it, baby?” she asked. 
He just shook his head, unsure why he was agreeing with her.
Madame Eldridge stood, her black clothes accentuating her curvy figure. She tapped a spoon against the wineglass filled with sparkling grape juice and grabbed everyone’s attention. 
“Before you are adults, all of whom were, at one time, in these very chairs going through this very program. They are our success stories, and for today, they are your counselors. One-on-one, they will guide you to find a better solution than to rely on your problem.” 
Bummer glanced around the table focusing on the female attendees. ”I thought this was a home for unruly boys only,” he announced. 
“Oh no. At times it’s been a home for unruly girls as well,” Madame Eldridge explained. Several of the women waved at him. 
“Just as well, when boys and girls are placed together in a stressful environment, what can happen is—” 
He was cut off by Giggles who laughed as she tapped his hand. 
“You are quite the funny boy!” she cackled, opening her mouth wide as she looked into his eyes. 
For a moment he stared at her in distaste, watching the half-chewed food in her mouth as she laughed, but soon he was smiling without knowing why. A few of the other boys started to laugh as the sound became infectious. As she threw her hand in the air, Bummer began bawling in hysterics without understanding what was causing him such elation. He turned to the table trying to catch his breath. 
“Can you imagine the trouble I could have gotten in if this were a co-ed experience!” he screamed between bouts of laughter. 
Bummer, feeling the laughter subside, stopped his chucking and faded into a look of embarrassment. 
“Yes, Giggles here used to find everything funny,” Madame Eldridge explained, giving her a sharp look. 
“It used to get me into a lot of fights at school,” she chimed in. 
“And Tempty over there was quite the bad influence as a teenager,” Madame Eldridge announced.
“I used to have all the boys chasin’ me,” Miss Tempty said, nudging Bully and giving him a wink. Her charming accent swooned the boys. 
“Really…” he responded, with an alluring smile as he raised his eyebrows. 
“Back down, you’re not my type, sugar,” she said, giving him another wink. 
“Now she uses her problem as her gift, in sales.” 
“Best car saleswoman in Virginia,” she said proudly. 
“She sold me on an overpriced car, and that’s very hard to do with someone like me,” Sass insisted. Sassy looked at her, still upset by her antics from the day before. 
“Calm the look down, Sassy. You got your golden ticket eventually!” Sass sassed, rolling her eyes. 
“Boomer over here used to like to blow things up. Isn’t that right?” Madame Eldridge said. 
Vandalize’s interest had been peaked. “Do you blow stuff up for your job?” he asked. 
“I came to realize a flavor explosion is much more satisfying than an actual explosion. I love watching the excited faces of my customers in my coffee shop. Though I have to say, my side hobby is fireworks,” Boomer responded with a head nod. 
Madame Eldridge interrupted, providing her last set of instructions before sitting down. “After breakfast, you may all go wherever you please in the house for the day. Lunch will be sandwiches provided by Hypocrite and his wonderful sandwich shop.” Stealer glanced at Hypocrite with curiosity. 
“I’ll tell ya when we got some privacy,” Hypocrite whispered, knowing very well Stealer was interested in how he’d gotten his name. 
Fibbsy, Defiance, Secret, and Slob all glanced at one another, trying to figure out how they were going to rescue Cheater with adult supervision. As the adults spoke, and the meal progressed, Fibbsy thought about Future Defiance and what he had done in hopes of saving lives. He couldn’t let all that happened be for naught. Suddenly, a brilliant idea came to Fibbsy, a solution to the problem had been there all along. He watched Defiance and Cusser speak to one another as relief came over him. 
“How long ago were you here at the house?” Fibbsy asked Boomer, sipping on his apple juice. 
“Long before you were ever born. I was one of Madame Eldridge’s first when she took over the program,” he admitted. His slight mountain twang was detectible as he spoke. “I look a lot younger than I am.” 
“I wonder if we had the same bedroom,” Fibbsy asked, acting innocently. 
“Second floor. First one on the left,” Boomer said. “You?”
“I’m farther down the hall.” 
“So, do you feel this program has helped you?” he inquired with a hopeful smile. 
“Excuse me, I need to use the bathroom,” Fibbsy said, standing up. 
Madame Eldridge watched him as he walked toward the grand foyer. ”You wouldn’t happen to be lying now, would you?” Madame Eldridge questioned, a look of interest crossing her face. 
“Would you like to accompany me?” he asked. 
She laughed at the ridiculous notion. ”Fibbsy, I trust you. I just wanted to remind you that when you are honest with others, the feeling of mistrust others have in you eventually goes away.” She turned back around returning to her plate. 
Fibbsy dashed up the stairs and ran into his room. He dug through the bottom of the dresser drawer, pulling out the comb, the golden watch, and Peculiar’s shirt; anything that may be useful. In case he was being watched, he raced into the bathroom. Looking in the mirror, he gave himself a pep talk. With one last glance, he threw the shirt on as the world around him took on the familiar green tint. 






  
  Chapter 31
When The Boys Were Apprehensive


The bathroom was occupied, and Fibbsy chose not to look in the stall to see who it was. He walked toward the door. If it was Boomer in the bathroom, he would soon know.  
“First door on the left,” he said to himself as he walked down the second-floor landing toward the staircase. All the bedroom doors on the second floor were open, as was the unspoken rule during the daytime. Most of the boys were in their rooms. Some talked in groups, others read alone. To his delight, he saw Peculiar coming up the stairs on his way to the third-floor staircase. Quickly glancing to make sure there were no unwelcomed shadows, Fibbsy thanked his lucky stars he had landed in a time when his plan could work. 
As he walked into Boomer’s room, Boomer sat on the bed reading a book on explosives. His roommate was nowhere to be seen. Fibbsy glanced at the desk and saw the pen and pad of paper lying untouched. He had never used his own in his room and was relieved to see he wasn’t the only one. Not wanting to waste time, Fibbsy closed the door noisily. Boomer glanced up. 
“Who did that?” he asked, sitting up in bed not moving, before returning to his reading. “Stupid Pranky,” he muttered, flipping one of the pages in his book. Fibbsy walked over to the desk and picked up the pen. On the pad of paper, he wrote: 
Boomer, I need your help. 
Fibbsy dragged the chair away from the desk. As the legs moved against the floor, Boomer observed the chair moving all by itself. He jumped beside his bed, prepared to run. Fibbsy lifted the pad and held it in front of him. 
“If this is some kind of joke, I’m not falling for it!” he cried, obviously in distress. 
He stood motionless as he saw the floating pad of paper return to the desk. The pen, without warning, lifted into the air and scribbled more writing. When Fibbsy was done, he lifted the pad once more and watched as Boomer read the letter. 
I am not here to harm you. 
But I need you to sit in the chair.
Fibbsy got closer, reaching out his hand and holding onto Boomer’s as gently as possible. Boomer, jolting at first, glanced down at his hand, filled with the sensation of a warm touch. Fibbsy pulled his arm as he brought Boomer closer to the desk. Letting go, Boomer sat in the chair. Fibbsy placed the pad of paper on the desk and continued to write. 

One day, a boy will tell you a story of a coffee flavor so exquisite, everyone thought it was a lie. 
Listen to everything he says. 

Boomer was confused by the message and looked into the air, not sure who or what he was communicating with. 
“Why would I do this?” he asked. 
Fibbsy took the pen and wrote the last two sentences on the paper. 
Everyone’s lives depend on it.
Believe what he tells you.
Fibbsy realized in doing what he did, there was a possibility Boomer would never remember this moment, or that in showing the paper to others, it would change the course of history so much there would be no coming back from it. Knowing what he had to do, he grabbed Boomer’s head from behind, pressing his hands against Boomer’s mouth. Boomer’s hands immediately tried to fight against the presumed entity blocking his airway. 
For a moment, Fibbsy let Boomer struggle, and then he let go. Fibbsy grabbed the pad, ripped the first few pages off, and darted for the door. He swung it open as Boomer jumped up in horror. Fibbsy ran to the bathroom, grateful it was now unoccupied, and dashed into the stall dumping the strips of ripped paper into the toilet. As he flushed, he pulled the shirt off, watching the papers get sucked into the drain until the green tint disappeared from view. 
He flushed the toilet in his own time as well, in case anyone was watching. Once he washed his hands, he left to head to his room. He saw Boomer walking up the stairs as he exited the bathroom. Boomer had changed from his butler’s suit into a shirt and jeans. In front of him, Bully and Miss Tempty were headed to the end of the second-floor landing to talk in what Madame Eldridge dubbed, the hangout lounge. Miss Tempty had lost her penguin suit as well. Fibbsy worried he had been gone longer than expected. He waved to Boomer and ushered him over into his room, trying his best to hide the shirt he held in his hands. 
“Are you ready to talk?” he asked, looking at Fibbsy once he got to the bedroom. 
Fibbsy sat on his bed and Boomer took a seat at the desk. “I don’t really know what this challenge is about,” Fibbsy admitted. 
“The challenge is simply to be open to new ideas. To see someone else who did what you’re doing and gain insight into their success. If you want, I can tell you about my story, or you can tell me about yours,” he started. “Either way, we have the day to set you on the right path.” 
“Did Madame Eldridge make you catch birds?” he asked. 
Boomer laughed. ”No, but she made us capture a llama she let loose in the house. We all had to wear blindfolds,” he reminisced. “So tell me, when did this lying all start for you? When did it get so bad you couldn’t control it anymore?” 
Fibbsy looked deeply into his eyes and without blinking spoke clearly. 
“I want to tell you a story. A story about a coffee flavor so exquisite everyone thought it was a lie.” 
Boomer shifted in his seat, clearing his throat. “I’m sorry, what did you say?” His eyes had grown wide, and his attention had effectively been caught. 
“I need you to listen to me. Everyone’s lives depend on it,” Fibbsy said softly, his heart racing. 
“Who are you?” Boomer asked. 
“The real question is, who is Madame Eldridge,” Fibbsy stated. 
Boomer nervously laughed as he looked at the boy. “Whoa, you had me there for a minute, son. You really are good at this lyin’ stuff. I don’t know how you did what you just did but, wow. Madame Eldridge has her work cut out with you for sure!” He chuckled nervously, looking around the room as an uncomfortable feeling rose. 
“Defiance! Come here!” Fibbsy screamed through the opened door. 
“Why are you callin’ your friend over?” Boomer asked. 
Defiance and Cusser appeared at the doorway and Fibbsy invited them in. He told them to shut the door, and while a group session was not one of Madame Eldridge’s approved activities, they did it nonetheless. 
“You both were here the same year as Peculiar, right?” Fibbsy asked.
“How did you know that?” Boomer asked. 
“We know he disappeared,” Defiance added, looking at the men. 
“Boys, we’re here to talk about you, not us,” Cusser insisted, looking at the two. 
“Did you ever tell anyone about the thing that grabbed you as you ran out of the house that night?” Fibbsy inquired, looking at Cusser. “The night the shadows attacked?” 
Cusser grabbed the back of his neck feeling the uncomfortable pressure to talk. His mustache twitched and his protruding Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he tried to find the words he wanted to say. 
Defiance’s eyes twinkled as a memory returned to him. “It knocked you to the ground. You had just escaped the house,” he insisted. “You punched it and it wrestled with you.” 
“I ain’t never told anyone about that. How did you know?” His eyes fell away as he relived the night in his head. 
Fibbsy turned to Boomer, repeating his words once more. “I want to tell you a story about a coffee flavor so exquisite everyone thought it was a lie.”
“I’m listening,” Boomer said, looking back at the boys. 
“Leave the room and go ask the first unruly boy you see how many of us started in this program.” 
Boomer obliged, leaving the room as he searched down the hall. 
“Why did Madame Eldridge invite you into her study after Peculiar left? She never lets anyone in there,” Fibbsy asked Cusser, remembering her asking him to meet her in her study on his first trip to the past. 
“You seem to talk about a lot of truths for being a liar,” Cusser confessed, feeling the temptation to use a few choice four-letter words. 
“We aren’t trying to cause trouble,” Defiance promised. 
Boomer walked back into the room and closed the door. “Ten,” he announced, with a look of dismay.
“Go ask another,” Fibbsy demanded. 
“I did. I asked three others on this floor, and all said ten.” His eyes locked with Cusser’s. 
“Madame Eldridge told you there were only nine last night, didn’t she?” Fibbsy inquired. 
“You have my attention,” Boomer announced. 
“One of the boys went missing the other day, just like Peculiar did.” 
“And Madame Eldridge knows?” Cusser asked. 
“She took him! Madame Eldridge is Peculiar!” Fibbsy blurted out, feeling his heartbeat race as his voice grew louder. “His magic is all over this house! Peculiar magic, with objects like this!” Fibbsy reached into his pocket and pulled out the golden pocket watch. 
“What about it?” Boomer asked. 
“That looks familiar,” Cusser said. 
“It should, it was Peculiar’s,” Defiance revealed. 
“How do you have it?” Boomer tried to take the watch to have a closer look but Fibbsy pulled away. 
“Madame Eldridge kept Peculiar’s room exactly how he left it. We took it. It has magic. We’ve been using it to try and figure out what happened to our friend who disappeared,” Fibbsy explained. 
“You claim it’s magical?” Boomer asked. 
“It is,” Fibbsy stated. 
“None of that exists here, son,” Boomer admitted with a chuckle. 
“If you don’t even know that much, then I was wrong. You can’t help us,” Fibbsy decided. 
“Prove it to me,” Boomer teased him. 
“I can’t let this get into the wrong hands,” Fibbsy insisted. 
Boomer sighed as he glanced back at Cusser. 
“The boy is a good liar. Madame Eldridge may have underestimated him,” Boomer announced. 
“His name is Fibbsy,” Cusser insinuated.
“We’re here to help you, so stop lyin’ Fibbsy. This prank of yours will get you nowhere. This has gone too far. Now, give me the watch, because we have actual work to do.” 
Fibbsy pulled back, protecting the object in his hands, but Boomer was stronger. Boomer reached for it, this time standing up from his chair and trying to pry it from the boy’s hand. 
“Hey, give it back to him!” Defiance barked. The two struggled. Defiance started to head over to help Fibbsy, when Cusser grabbed a hold of Defiance, not letting him move. 
“I want to tell you a story about a coffee flavor so exquisite everyone thought it was a lie!” Fibbsy screamed, holding onto the watch for dear life.
“Stop with the fibbin’, Fibbsy!” Boomer yelled, his own voice growing deep. 
Realizing he had no other choice, Fibbsy flipped the top of the watch open as Boomer tried to pry his fingers open. In a split instant, Fibbsy used his finger to wind the knob before he let go. 
The ticking began. 
Boomer held it in his hands, looking at the watch.
“Now why on God’s green earth would you lie about something like this, son!” Boomer demanded an answer, shaming the boy. 
As he turned to look at Cusser and Defiance, he realized something was very wrong. Both stood motionless in the still air. Their chests held no movement. Boomer looked back at Fibbsy who shrugged his shoulders. 
“I told you I wasn’t lying.”






  
  Chapter 32
When The Boys Were Daring


The boys were dragged by Cusser and Boomer up to the third floor. The adults didn’t realize Madame Eldridge kept Peculiar’s items in the home, and furthermore, didn’t realize any of the items in the home were charmed. Boomer explained such objects were forbidden in civilian spaces. Fibbsy tried to ask more on the subject, specifically the term civilian spaces, but he was given no answers. As they reached the third-floor landing, Fibbsy shared the bad news.  
“You won’t be able to get in. It’s locked. Only she has the key.” 
“You think you know everything, don’t you?” Cusser said. 
“I know more than you do at the moment,” he replied sharply. He was regretting the choice to bring the two men into the loop.
Boomer made a gun shape with his hand and placed his pointer and middle fingers to the lock. He concentrated for a moment as he stared at the tips of his fingers. The air seemed to change around him as his eyes narrowed in toward the lock.
“Boom,” he said. A gust of energy could be felt hurtling toward the door followed by the sound of the bolt shattering. Boomer pushed the door open and walked into the forbidden room. “Put it back,” he demanded. 
Cusser entered the room, a cheeky grin on his face. He touched the desk and then the walls. 
“Why are you smiling?” Defiance’s look was uneasy as he watched the man. 
“Nostalgia… Peculiar and I were roommates. When he disappeared, Madame Eldridge interrogated me to make sure I had nothing to do with his disappearance.” He looked back toward the dresser with an odd expression. “Where’s the mirror?”
“You’re right, it’s gone,” Fibbsy acknowledged. 
“It hung right above the dresser,” he announced, pointing to the now-empty space. A single nail stuck out of the wall. “It was a big mirror, too. Oval and golden. Intricate decorations around the edges. One of those Victorian-style pieces for sure.” 
“She must have taken it,” Defiance said. 
Boomer began moving things about.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, man. Everything in this room is a charm,” Defiance warned. 
“You mean everything in this room is a totem. That’s the appropriate term,” Boomer said. He went to sit on the bed, then stopped. “Will anything happen if I sit here?” 
“Just don’t go under the sheets, they make you disappear,” Defiance answered. 
“Peculiar’s magic is everywhere,” Cusser said in an exhaustive tone. 
Boomer sat, legs apart, his forehead scrunched. “We all assumed Peculiar had gone missing and Spiteful was to blame. But after the attack on the house, we still finished the program. Except for Madame Eldridge destroying her hip, nothin’ about this place was changed.” 
“I was forced to move rooms when he went missing,” Cusser added. 
Boomer nodded, remembering it well. 
“We believe the real Madame Eldridge is stuck in the gem inlaid in the cane,” Fibbsy said. 
“And where do you think your friend is?” Cusser asked. 
“Madame Eldridge told us he was locked away in a hidden room with no key. A room you can always see but one you can never get to,” Fibbsy recalled. 
“How’d you get her to admit that?” Boomer inquired. 
“A totem,” Defiance said, giving away no clues. 
The two men looked at him with concern.
“Magic has no room for error, boys. You can’t go playin’ with it willy-nilly,” Boomer warned, his southern accent coming out stronger the more distressed he became. 
“The mirror,” Cusser called out randomly. “That’s it!” 
“What are you talkin’ ‘bout?” Boomer asked. 
“It’s a friggin’ room you can always see but one you can never get to!” Cusser grinned excitedly, impressed with himself. 
“That would make sense,” Boomer agreed. 
“If the mirror is also a totem, the tricky part is figuring out how it works,” Defiance said. 
“We have to find out where it went first,” Boomer insisted. 
“It has to be in her study,” Fibbsy announced. 
Boomer wasn’t so sure as he began to discuss the options with Cusser. The two spoke honestly, and while they tried to find other suggestions, nothing seemed to make more sense than Fibbsy’s suggestion. 
“Boomer, the kids have been right about everything so far. I say we listen to them.” 
“But to break into Madame Eldridge’s study, while she’s here? That’s a dangerous undertaking. And if she is really Peculiar, we don’t have enough magic to fight her,” Boomer insisted. 
“Yes, we do. We will have to fight Peculiar with his own magic,” Defiance suggested. 
“You are willing to take on a fight with Peculiar but you wouldn’t go to catch a bird?” Fibbsy asked. 
“I told you I don’t mess with birds, man!” 
It was the two boys who formulated the plan. While Slob was stuck agreeing to an exercise plan devised by Convincestress, it was Sass who gave Secret lessons on how to use his words to express himself instead of holding things in. The other two couldn’t be pulled away, and time was of the essence. 
They plotted long and hard about how to get into the study and they all agreed the golden watch was the best option. Returning to Fibbsy’s room, Fibbsy recovered the suitcase and placed a single shirt within. The boys were selective with which totem’ they chose to tell the two men about. It seemed caution was still the best strategy.
Defiance suggested the ring could come in handy, whispering only to Fibbsy as the four headed down the stairs. The ticking of the golden watch was soft and soothing as it echoed in the grand foyer. Giggles was frozen in the middle of a hysterical laughing fit, and Bummer had tears running down his eyes. They both held on to each other for support, frozen in time. 
Vandalize was still sitting at the table with a man named Whiner. What they had to talk about, no one knew, but Vandalize seemed mesmerized by what he heard. His head was perked up, a grin on his face. Whiner had his hands in the air as though a fantastical tale was being explained. 
Butlers were frozen in the kitchen. Some were washing dishes while others swept the floor. One was still clearing the table, the empty bowl of fruit salad delicately placed in his hands. 
“Where do you think Madame Eldridge is?”
The boys had hoped she would be out and about, but true to form, they all knew where she was. They marched with heavy steps down the hallway and passed the stairs. They peered into the library to see Stealer and Hypocrite looking through old books. Stealer seemed to have a contentment about him as he stood next to the man. His eyes were wide and his stance was gentle as Hypocrite, frozen, pointed to something in a book he had opened. They made it to the end of the hall where the last door stood. The true forbidden room of the house: Madame Eldridge’s study. 
“If you’re wrong about all of this, and I break this lock and it all turns out to be a lie…” Boomer threatened. He looked through the keyhole, seeing Madame Eldridge, motionless, facing one of the walls of bookcases. 
“Then you tell her about all the lies I fed you and I’ll take my consequence,” Fibbsy responded. 
“And what if your friend or the mirror isn’t in there?” Cusser asked. 
“I see her, but I don’t see the mirror,” Boomer announced, moving away from the keyhole. 
“Oh, it’s in there,” Fibbsy said. “I can feel it in my bones.” 
Boomer formed his hand into the shape of a gun pressing his pointer and middle finger up to the lock. The air around them seemed to become thicker as Boomer stared at the lock. The tips of his fingers vibrated quickly as he concentrated.
“Boom,” he said. A gust of energy could be felt hurtled toward the lock. It raddled, but the door stayed firm.
“Try again,” Cusser encouraged. 
Again, Boomer lifted his fingers. They shook as the air around them vibrated. He concentrated with all of his might and this time he yelled the word. 
“Boom!” 
The lock didn’t budge. A defeated look spread across everyone’s face. Knowing what he had to do, Fibbsy opened the suitcase and took out the shirt. 
“You know you can’t return to this time period while the watch is being used,” Defiance informed him. 
“That’s why we are going to stop the watch.” 
“But when you reappear in her office, she may see you,” Defiance said. 
“I’m taking the watch with me,” he announced with certainty. 
“What’s going on? Where are you going?” Boomer asked. 
Fibbsy closed the suitcase and handed it to Boomer. Boomer took it, holding the handle with a tight grip. Fibbsy placed his arms through the shirt and turned back to Defiance, grabbing hold of the watch and holding it in his opened palm. 
“He’s going into the past,” Defiance answered, looking up at Boomer and Cusser whose eyes narrowed with suspicious hesitation. 
“I’ll be back in a split second,” Fibbsy assured them. He slammed the golden watch’s lid shut as he pulled the shirt over his head. 
In a flash, he had disappeared from sight. 






  
  Chapter 33
When The Boys Were Creative


The door, though now tinted green, was cracked; something he hadn’t expected. As he grabbed the handle, the door opened with ease. He slipped into the room and closed it without so much as making a sound. As he viewed the room, Peculiar stood with his back to him, huddled over Madame Eldridge’s desk. Peculiar mumbled to himself ferociously as he appeared to fiddle with an object. 
Fibbsy positioned himself behind where Madame Eldridge stood in the present and opened the golden watch. He was prepared to turn the knob, immobilizing her as soon as he pulled off the shirt. He took a deep breath, about to engage, when something startled him. 
“I found it!” Peculiar screamed. “It works!” 
With Peculiar’s back still turned, he gasped. A blinding light shone before him. It lit up the entire room. Beams of energy pierced through him as the light took over the study. Fibbsy closed his eyes and shielded them as the light passed through him. It pulsed, brighter than the sun. The power that poured from it was something Fibbsy could not explain. Peculiar laughed with a vindictive tone as the light finally dissipated, bringing the room back into normal view. 
Dark swirls of smoke and shadow began to swirl around his body as it encompassed him. It spread across the room, hungrily. Like volcanic ash falling down a mountainside, it took over. Lighting bolted out of the dark cloud as it formed a vortex around Peculiar. He relished in the feeling it gave him, letting the power flow. The room grew darker, and he felt the temperature shift as he realized Peculiar’s body was consuming the magic that had once been taken from him—taken from all of us in a history yet to unveil itself. Shadows began to emerge from the corners as they shifted and darted down the walls and onto the floor. 
Fibbsy struggled as he forced one arm out of the shirt, holding securely to the watch. He observed the darkness grabbing onto the walls. It moved swiftly and fed off of Peculiar’s exhilaration. He held tightly onto the opened pocket watch with one hand as he used the other to lift the shirt over his head. He felt the darkness circling him just as the green tint of the world disappeared and the shirt moved across the top of his head. 
Madame Eldridge’s face was mere inches from his. Her startled look turned to indignation. 
“It’s been you!” she screamed, thrusting him back with a hard kick. 
Fibbsy flailed, collapsing onto the floor. He let go of the shirt, using both hands to protect his fall. The watch fell from the safety of his grip, toppling away and toward the desk. He dashed, eyeing the golden chain just out of arm’s reach. She raised her cane, ready to strike. He scrambled to move as he extended his arm, grabbing the watch. His fingers forced the lid open. 
Madame Eldridge shifted her body in preparation to strike, but she never got the chance. The ticking had already begun. He watched her, frozen in time, eyes filled with rage. At first, he didn’t want to get near her, but he knew he had to get the key which hung around her neck. As he stood next to her, he touched her, feeling her cold skin. He reached around her neck and grabbed the key, lifting the necklace from her and placing it safely around his own neck. 
In anger, he pulled the cane from her tightened clutch. Her body teetered from the aggressive pulling. As he gripped the cane, he looked into the cracked ruby stone. Somewhere in there, he believed the real Madame Eldridge may be unless by some magic she had escaped. He was determined to test every item in Peculiar’s room until he figured out how to release her. He headed for the study door and put the skeleton key into the lock. Opening the door, he ushered his friends in. 
Boomer, Cusser, and Defiance stood by the door in the hallway, eyes wide, mouths closed and unyielding. He let out a sigh of disappointment as he realized he would have to unfreeze time yet again. The world filled with totems was an unforgiving burden. He cursed under his breath as he gained his composure. In a moment of valor, he closed the door to her study, locked it, and leaned the cane against the wall. Fibbsy turned to face the other three, and with one quick breath, he closed the lid to the watch.
The sound of Madame Eldridge’s screaming could be heard through the door. Fibbsy held out the watch and flipped it open one last time. 
“Touch the watch!” he screamed in urgency. 
Boomer, Cusser, and Defiance, stunned by his instantaneous appearance toppled back. Boomer tried to speak but was cut off by the door handle to the study violently shaking. The door didn’t budge. The three didn’t ask questions as they threw their hands out, doing what was instructed. With all hands firmly touching the watch, Fibbsy turned the knob and the ticking resumed. 
Fibbsy finally let out a sigh of relief. 
“Are you okay?” Boomer worried, not just for him, but for Madame Eldridge as well. It was obvious he still struggled to comprehend she was nothing more than a masqueraded illusion of the great and wise headmistress. 
“I’m fine,” Fibbsy muttered, trying to control his trembling. 
“What happened?” Defiance cried out, checking his friend for injuries. 
Fibbsy reached behind him and presented the cane. Its smooth and twisted wooden frame grabbed tightly onto the ruby-red stone embedded in the rounded handle.
“She saw me. She saw the watch. She saw the shirt. She knows everything,” Fibbsy revealed, looking behind him at the door. 
As Fibbsy grabbed the key around his neck and placed it into the lock, it turned with ease. It was time for the missing Peculiar to finally return.
“Where is she?” Cusser asked, walking the perimeter of the room. 
Fibbsy scoured the room for her frozen body. A moment of fear took over him as he realized his mistake. He couldn’t speak as the realization came to him in repeated waves of horror. He couldn’t move, as though he too were frozen in time.
“She’s got the shirt,” he whispered. “I left it behind.” He didn’t want to look up at the three. Boomer got close to the boy, lifting his chin, and locking eyes with him. 
“It doesn’t matter, Fibbsy. Peculiar is smart. He knows changes to the past can have dire consequences, even for him. He wouldn’t risk doing anything drastic that would alter time.” 
“But Peculiar got away!” he cried. 
“On the contrary, boy. Peculiar’s secret was revealed… We have very powerful people on our side. We aren’t just a small town full of magicians. There is a whole world of governed magic out there you aren’t privy to. Peculiar may be smart, but collectively, we are smarter. 
“At least we have the cane,” Defiance noted, holding onto it for dear life. 
The three walked over to the end of the study where the large oval mirror hung against the bookshelves. Its glass was smooth; no fingerprints were visible in the reflection. The frame was made of thick wood, intricately carved, and painted with gold leaf. The three looked into the reflection, watching themselves as they thought. 
“We shouldn’t all go in,” Defiance mentioned, trepidation in his voice. “Someone needs to stay out here in case Madame Peculiar comes back.” 
“I’m fine stayin’ behind,” Cusser volunteered. 
Fibbsy turned to Defiance. “I know you want to stay behind, too.” 
“I’ll go if you want me to,” Defiance said. “Friends don’t let friends down.” His words said yes, but his face said no. 
“I’ll go with you,” Boomer announced, looking back at himself in the mirror. “It’s about time I do some good with my magic.” He still held on to the suitcase, prepared to take it inside the mirror. 
“If this works, we will use the suitcase to transport ourselves into the backyard. Listen for us screaming out there and you’ll know we made it,” Fibbsy said. Fibbsy closed the watch, allowing the natural order of time to resume. He handed it over to Defiance who stood holding the cane and looking at the two with questioning eyes. ”We can’t have time frozen when we’re in the mirror in case it hinders our return. The study door is locked, so in case anyone heard Madame Eldridge’s screams, at least they won’t be able to get in.” 
“Go save Cheater,” Defiance encouraged, nodding his head. He took the key from around Fibbsy’s neck and placed it around his own. 
Fibbsy heroically turned around and prepared himself to walk through the mirror. With the stillness of the room behind him, he put his head into the mirror. His forehead bumped aggressively against the glass, making a loud thump. Fibbsy turned red as he realized that was not what he was expecting to happen. The gentlemen chuckled and even Defiance laughed, trying his hardest not to show it. When Fibbsy had composed himself, he asked the most pressing of questions.
“How do we get in?” 
“Peculiar was peculiar, but his magic played by the rules of the items he influenced. What do we know about mirrors?” 
“They reflect,” Defiance answered. 
“They show the opposite of what we see,” Boomer added. 
“That’s it!” Fibbsy announced, walking over to the mirror and looking at his reflection. 
“What are you thinking?” Boomer asked. 
“When we look in the reflection, we know it’s just a reflection. But if we look in the reflection and believe the reflection is really us, maybe we will swap places with the person within the mirror. We become the reflection.” 
“That’s deep,” Boomer said, looking into the mirror at himself, mimicking Fibbsy’s actions. Fibbsy looked back at himself and in the room behind him, knowing somewhere just beyond reach, Cheater was waiting. 
“I am the boy in the reflection. I am already in the mirror,” Fibbsy lied to himself, looking deeply into his own eyes. 
He felt a force of power flood ferociously through his veins. He said it so convincingly, he actually believed the words he spoke. 
And with that, he disappeared. 






  
  Chapter 34
When The Boys Were Intuitive


The mirror before him reflected back nothing of himself. He saw Boomer through the mirror, making faces and concentrating. Only Fibbsy had passed through. The mirror Fibbsy faced, hanging against the bookshelves, was no longer a reflection of the world behind him. It was now only a glass wall into the real world. The look of desperation among the three on the other side of the glass grew with every passing second. Fibbsy turned and saw Cheater sitting on the chair. The room appeared identical to Madame Eldridge’s study, except for the fact it was completely backward. Even the script on the books upon the shelves appeared in reverse. 
“Is that really you?” Cheater asked. 
“Yes,” Fibbsy said, a look of concern across his face. 
Cheater sat without much movement. His sadness was overwhelming. “I didn’t know anyone else could get in here.”
“You went missing the other day. Madame Eldridge told everyone you had abandoned the program to go home, but I didn’t believe it. You may be a cheater, but you aren’t a quitter.” 
Cheater smiled as he pushed his glasses up. “How did you find me?” 
“I’d be more than happy to tell you once we get out of here,” Fibbsy said. “It’s safe. Madame Eldridge is gone.”
“I saw,” he said, gesturing to the mirror which displayed the room on the other side. 
Fibbsy studied the mirror again. “Do you know how it works? We need to find a way to escape.” 
He watched Boomer through the glass trying to get through. It was apparent he was not going to make it, and neither would the suitcase which held their chance for freedom. Fibbsy, unable to see his own reflection, realized his way in couldn’t be his same way out. 
“There is no way out,” Cheater whispered. 
“How did Madame Eldridge put you in here? Maybe there’s a clue there,” Fibbsy suggested. 
Fibbsy looked around the room for any discrepancies. The bookshelves were filled with trinkets and items he could only assume were totems. His fear of messing with the unknown while trapped in the mirror was strong. 
“I put myself in here, Fibbsy,” he admitted. 
Fibbsy stopped moving around the room to look at Cheater. Cheater just chuckled at the irony. 
“I needed a safe place to hide from her. She couldn’t get in, but I can’t get out.” 
Fibbsy looked back at the hanging mirror on the bookshelf, witnessing all three of them now making faces and concentrating on their own reflections, mouthing words that were hard to distinguish.
“Why did you hide in here?” 
“Madame Eldridge explained to me each person is born with magic inside of them. Some of us have a lot and some of us have very little. We used to all have it, but it was taken away from us in a mysterious event long ago—a suppressed history of mankind I guess. It still festers within the unruly behavior of us all, waiting to be unleashed. We are all the descendants of a forgotten truth. We are children of magic, Fibbsy.” 
“I don’t have any magic,” Fibbsy announced, looking down at his own two hands. 
“Oh, yes you do, it’s just buried deep, untapped, and still raw. Madame Eldridge confessed to me this program was designed to weed out those with wondrous potential and foster it, while simultaneously guiding others to suppress it and never let it be discovered.” 
“My magic is the ability to lie?” 
“If you knew how to tap into it, you could make another person believe any lie, despite all they know to be true. Or worse, you could cause a lie to become the truth. The possibilities are endless!” he marveled with displaced excitement. 
“Why did Madame Eldridge tell you all this?” 
“She told me I had great potential to cheat the world around us. Not just in cheating a test, but cheating the laws of physics. I could cheat time, cheat gravity, or even cheat reality,” he explained, lifting his hands to show the world he had created. 
“You really created this place within the mirror?”
“I felt a powerful force surge and suddenly understood how to use what was within me to create this place. I had to get away from her. She wanted me to share my powers with her. She wanted me to do something awful,” he said in almost a whisper. 
“What did she want you to do?”
“She wanted me to help her cheat death.” His eyes locked onto Fibbsy’s. “I knew I couldn’t do it. Her power is dark and forceful, but I don’t think she knows how to use it herself,” he mentioned. 
“Do you remember the boy that went missing long, long ago?”
“Peculiar?” he responded.
“That is who has been masquerading around as Madame Eldridge. Peculiar never went missing. He discovered his powers of peculiarity before the real Madame Eldridge had a chance to help him tame them. His magic is uncontrollable, I think.” 
Cheater took a deep breath in and then let out a long sigh. As he observed the room, he gestured toward the other chair. “You might as well sit, it’s going to be a while.” 
“We can still get out of this,” Fibbsy encouraged, confidence in his voice. 
“I’ve tried everything. The glass doesn’t break, and I may have cheated reality to create this place, but I don’t know how to cheat my way out,” Cheater explained. 
“There’s always a way,” Fibbsy insisted. 
Cheater laughed at an ironic thought. “Is that the truth, or one of your lies?” 
Fibbsy felt a strong surge of power flexing throughout his body. Something within him stirred. He couldn’t explain what it was, but he felt changed, energized. 
“You are Cheater! There’s always a way to cheat! Cheat the system and figure out how to get us out of here!” Fibbsy said, pleading for Cheater to stand up. 
Cheater smiled for a moment, enjoying the fact that maybe there was still hope. He glanced around the room with new eyes before turning back to Fibbsy. “How did you get in here?” 
“I simply looked at my reflection and told myself I was the reflection.”
“You lied to yourself. You used your powers just as I did to place yourself here. That’s not going to work on this side. Do you see a reflection anywhere?”
“We have to cheat, to think of another way,” Fibbsy insisted. “We can’t just give up! What about the door to the study? Have you tried leaving this room?”
“It’s locked,” he responded, feeling the sensation of hunger return to him. He had tried so desperately to get out of the room to find food, but nothing seemed to work. 
Fibbsy reached for the necklace with the skeleton key before realizing he had given it to Defiance. At first, anger grew within him as he contemplated the idea of never getting out. Then the feeling he couldn’t explain stirred again within him. It pulsed like a wave of energy that sparked his imagination. Fibbsy felt confidence spreading down every limb, tingling each inch of his skin. Without hesitation, he told Cheater exactly what he needed to hear. 
“You know how to get us out of here.” 
A gust of wind blew from behind Fibbsy. It was warm and inviting. He felt it intensify the more he spoke. It didn’t tousle their hair or flutter the papers of the desk, but the wind blew past Fibbsy as it rushed toward Cheater. He could almost see it moving; wisps of clear smoke rushing into the room. 
Cheater looked away momentarily thinking as hard as he could, desperately grasping at any thought that would come to him, but he felt the momentum fading. 
“Fibbsy, I don’t think there is a way,” he admitted. 
Fibbsy felt his power pulse even more as he glanced behind him. The walls of the room shook with a smooth-flowing vibration. The whips of smoky wind blew harder as it pushed toward Cheater. Fibbsy finally understood what Cheater had meant about a dark power within. The feeling was captivating.
“You know how to get out of here!” Fibbsy encouraged, feeling a trembling pulse throughout his body. 
“You’re right. I know how to get out of here…” Cheater agreed, thinking with all of his might. “I can almost see it…” 
The warmth of the wind-fueled Cheater as Fibbsy spoke the lie he so desperately wanted to be true. 
“Cheat!” Fibbsy exclaimed. “There has to be a reflection somewhere!” 
It was then that Cheater smiled. “There is a reflection. Everything we are seeing is the reflection! When we look at this room, it is nothing more than the opposite of what’s out there. We’ve been trapping ourselves in believing this room is real. It’s not real! We aren’t actually here!” he exclaimed, pointing to the glass which showed the three, now huddled in the middle of Madame Eldridge’s office, trying to devise a new plan. ”Tell me again what you said to get in here?” Cheater demanded in excitement. 
“I said, I am in the reflection. I am in the mirror.” 
“You’re right, there is a way out! We will have to believe the opposite.” Cheater turned his back to the mirror and faced the room, taking it in. “This is nothing but a reflection! I am outside of the mirror!” he cried. 
Cheater faded away and then he was gone. 
Fibbsy looked at the glass, seeing the elated face of Defiance as he grabbed Cheater and gave him a hug. Boomer and Cusser grabbed ahold of Cheater, speaking to him loudly, and pointing back at the mirror. 
Fibbsy felt the warm wind die down as the feeling, which had festered within him, dissipated back into nothingness. He turned his back to the glass to gaze at the room, speaking with conviction. 
“This is nothing but a reflection. I am outside of the mirror.” 
And with that, Fibbsy disappeared, too. 






  
  Chapter 35
When The Boys Were Prepared


All of the unruly boys were told a celebration was to be had by the end of the day and were piled into the white bus at the front of the home. As Cusser drove them into town to eat a hearty dinner, Boomer stayed behind with all the adults, displaying the facts before them. The cane never left his side. Dark conversations deep into the night were held and no adult except Cusser left the house until late into the morning hours.  
The boys, upon their return from dinner, were told to go straight to bed. Parents would begin showing up in the morning and a lot had to be done before they could be released. While some groaned they would have to return to school, the only perk to joining the eight-step program, others were delighted to see their family. All but four boys rushed off to their beds. For one last time, Slob, Fibbsy, Secret, and Defiance met on the forbidden third floor. After Fibbsy and Defiance had explained in great detail all of the harrowing events of the day, a single question still lingered.
“Do we give them the ring?” Secret asked, holding it out. 
“I say no,” Slob said, chewing on a candy bar he had grabbed from his room. 
“It may be our only defense in case anything happens in the future,” Defiance insisted. 
“Peculiar is not giving up. He has a shirt, he has magic, and he has his freedom. Besides, we never told any of the adults about the ring. We each need an object for our own protection. I vote we each have a totem we keep,” Fibbsy said. 
The others were all in agreement. 
Fibbsy selected the comb and was encouraged to place it into his pocket. Slob knew he couldn’t take the watch because the adults would notice it was missing. He grabbed the small, leather-bound book sitting on the table, curious as to what it did. Defiance took one of the many shirts; Secret’s letter was his indication he may need it in the future. Secret held onto his ring, rubbing the cool metal between his fingers. 
All four boys put their hands into the middle of the air, piling them one on top of another. On the count of three, they lifted their hands and cheered, “Unruly boys!”.






  
  Step 9
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Apologize For The Problem











  
  Chapter 36
When The Boys Were Relieved


It was decided Convincestress would take over for Madame Eldridge on the last day of the eight-step program. Knowing the role, her attire that morning was something at which to be marveled. Her long, flowing dress was made of layers upon layers of white lace in varying shades, which fell like a waterfall off of her body and onto the floor. The twisted fabric fell low in the back and high in the front, exposing her legs as the lace contorted into a wondrous spiral featured near her hip. The dress was tight-fitting but moved effortlessly as she walked, giving her hourglass figure the most alluring appeal.  
The fabric was sewn together with a glittering golden thread, creating a diagonal wrapping pattern which forced her to glisten in the morning light. The shoulders puffed up into large and fluffy, cloud-like structures made of eccentric ruffles which swayed as she moved. Her hat which sat very delicately upon her head was a large sun hat, completely white, covered entirely of goose and dove feathers. They splayed out in a fan shape as they reached high into the air. 
She smiled joyfully as the boys came down to have communal breakfast for the last time. There were three things she repeated over and over again out loud. “Good morning my unruly boys! Of course, I am Madame Eldridge! Remember, there is no such thing as magic!”
“Of course you are Madame Eldridge,” Bully repeated her words back to her as he greeted Convincestress at the entrance to the Dining hall. 
“Good boy,” she encouraged. 
“I just never knew your nails were so long…” he mumbled, as he walked past her to take his seat. 
“Good morning, my unruly boy! Of course, I am Madame Eldridge!” she said, clicking her nails together as she spoke to the next boy as he came down the stairs. 
Some boys were convinced immediately after only hearing her say it once. For others, she had to repeat it multiple times, but after her greetings, no one asked any questions. As far as they were concerned, she was Madame Eldridge. Knowing the circumstances of the night before, Convincestress didn’t try to convince Slob, Secret, Defiance, or Fibbsy; she knew they would keep quiet after all they had been through. Slob was too busy stuffing his face to say a thing. Secret knew very well it was a secret he could never reveal. Defiance refused to ever let what happened get out to unworthy ears, and Fibbsy knew lying was the only way to protect the truth. 
The ten boys stared at Convincestress as she stood to make a speech. 
“What a marvelous day it is to have you all complete the eight steps! You are no longer my unruly boys! Although there is a ninth step, a secret step which we do not ever advertise. The ninth is the most important of all. The challenge is not one that can be done in a day, and the challenge may take a lifetime to complete, but it is a challenge you will have to live with for the rest of your lives. 
Step nine is to apologize for the problem. Make amends with your loved ones, and when you do slip up, ask for forgiveness accordingly. Make sure your problem does not control you but that you control your problem. Never be sorry you had a problem, because you no longer have a problem saying I’m sorry.” 
All of the boys clapped at Convincestress’s inspiring words as the butlers brought out breakfast for the very last time. When the meal had concluded, the boys were allowed to roam as they pleased as long as no one stepped foot on the forbidden third floor.
Vandalize finally showed Bully the secret passageway; the prize he had earned from the step three challenge. The hallway bookshelf at the end of the second-floor landing near the hangout lounge opened to a passageway which led to a private bathroom. A luxurious clawfoot tub, a very large sink, a porcelain white toilet, and even a bidet were all included in the spacious space. The room was now a disaster as Vandalize had tinkered with the plumbing, for what reason, Bully didn’t ask. 
“You’re a pretty cool dude,” Bully admitted as they exited the secret passageway, closing the bookcase door, and heading to pack up their rooms. “I’m sorry I was so hard on you the first night we were here.”
“Before we go, you want to know what else explodes in the microwave?” Vandalize asked. 
Bully just laughed. “Sure, dude,” he said, listening intently.
Sassy finally spoke honestly with Bummer, walking into his room and sitting down. The two had a lot to talk about. While becoming friends by the end of the week, Sassy had made fun of him behind his back during the first few days, and he came to apologize on behalf of the ninth step. 
“I knew you made fun of me,” Bummer admitted, not being judgmental about it. 
“You never said anything,” Sassy replied, feeling bad for having done so. It turned out Bummer was a Debby Downer in public, but sarcastic and witty one-on-one. Sassy had learned a lot of new ways to sass by using facts instead of attitude.
“What was I supposed to say?” Bummer said. Sassy shrugged. “Besides, we’re even, I talked bad about you the first two nights to Cheater.” 
“Look at you being sassy!” Sassy reported, almost proud. 
Stealer got to finally clear the air with Fibbsy. It wasn’t the best apology he’d ever given, but he gave it his all. 
“…This has nothing to do with Defiance. I’m not upset you two became friends. I’m just saying I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you when you had your little freak out the first night.” 
Secret tried not to eavesdrop as he packed. Fibbsy continued to empty his drawer as Stealer spoke to him. 
“I forgive you. If it wasn’t for you stealing that picture, I would have never discovered I was capable of so many amazing things.” 
Stealer wasn’t sure how the picture he stole had anything to do with Fibbsy’s transformation, but he took it as a compliment. Just before he left Fibbsy’s side of the room, he whispered something in his ear. 
“I saw something dark and haunting in our room, too, the night the furniture moved,” he admitted. His eyes were remorseful as he shook his head in silent acknowledgment before leaving. 
Secret headed down the hall, still having one secret to tell, one truth he’d withheld. He knocked on Defiance’s door. Of course, Defiance welcomed him in, giving him a fist bump and head nod. It was soon washed away as he saw the look on Secret’s face. 
“What’s wrong? he asked. 
“I haven’t been completely truthful with you, and I think it’s about time I start. I was so desperate for friends and so desperate to be accepted, I lied to you, over and over again.” Defiance stood firm in his decision that no matter what, the four of them would always be friends. 
“Let’s hear it,” he said. 
“It wasn’t your future self who wrote me the note that night. I lied because I didn’t think you’d believe me because you are… defiant,” he said, ashamed and embarrassed. 
“You made the whole thing up?” 
“I was pulled into the room against my will by something I couldn’t see. The pen on the desk did move by itself and it did write me a note before shutting out the light and unlocking the door. I did take the paper and run. It’s because of what happened that I followed Fibbsy and Slob to the third floor. I thought they were experiencing the same thing I had, and I was so scared and alone. This is the note it wrote to me.” Secret handed the folded paper over to Defiance before turning to leave the room. 
“Thanks for telling me the truth, friend,” Defiance said. 
“Now we officially have no more secrets,” he whispered as he walked out. 
Defiance took the paper and placed it into his pocket. He wasn’t sure who wrote the note or why, but he realized it didn’t matter. The past was the past, and no one could change it. The future had been changed, at least he believed in his heart it had. 
As the parents arrived to pick up their children there were many heartfelt goodbyes. Convincestress got tired of repeating that she was Madame Eldridge and was more than happy when the families left. As Secret’s adoptive parents drove to the front of the house, he was less than excited to see them. Secret picked up his suitcase and headed out the door. A woman in a long printed shirt met him with a hug and kisses on the front lawn as she helped his suitcase into the trunk and opened the back door for him to get in. The man who was driving the car walked up to the house, opened the door, and peeked in. His black mustache tickled his nose and his nicely combed black hair came forward just above his eyebrows.
“Hello?” he called out as he entered the grand foyer. 
Fibbsy, Slob, and Defiance, who were waiting for their parents to arrive, sat in the lounge. Slob gasped as he turned to whisper to his friends. 
“That looks a lot like a grown-up version of Spiteful.”
Fibbsy watched closely, staring at the man’s profile. “That is Spiteful,” Fibbsy announced hesitantly. 
Defiance bounded to his feet and ran to the door, realizing he was too late to say anything as the car door closed shut. Secret waved to him from the backseat. 
“Hello!” Convincestress said as she walked over to the man, shaking his hand. “Of course, I am Madame Eldridge!” 
He looked at her for a moment of confusion as though he were going to say something. She tapped her nails together as she repeated herself. He shook his head in agreement before leaning in for a whisper. 
“Peculiar, did you ever get Secret to reveal his actual secret to you?” he asked. 
Convincestress, studying the man, simply said, “No.” Her eyes tried to read his. 
“I’ll keep working on him. If we can unlock his magic, our plan will finally be set.” 
He backed away before making a loud generalized statement. “Thank you so much for taking such good care of our boy, Madame Eldridge!” 
With that he was off, into his car, driving down the road, with Secret in the back seat, who fidgeted with his thick silver ring. Eventually, Slob’s and Fibbsy’s parents arrived as did Cheater’s and Sassy’s and Vandalize’s and the others. The last to be picked up was Defiance, whose mother had to work late. The drive from D.C. to the outskirts of Virginia along the Blue Ridge Mountains was a long and tedious one. With no father in the picture, Defiance was used to waiting. 
On the car ride home, his mother asked him a multitude of questions, which he didn’t deny her an answer to any of them. Finally, when there was a lull in the conversation, and the radio was turned on, Defiance pulled the paper Secret had given him out of his pocket. He opened the letter, which held a warning from the future, the letter which had been written that first night by an invisible hand. He read the words Secret had kept secret from them all along…
…And what a dark secret it truly was.

Secret, I need your help. 

I have not come to harm you. 

I have traveled through time to change the past.

One day, a boy named Defiance will ask you for a ring.

This ring you will find under the bed in the forbidden bedroom.

Don’t listen, or all will be lost. Your life depends on it.

Tell him his future self told you he wrote this.

This must remain our little secret,

~ Yours, Madame Eldridge
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