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      Merry wasn’t exactly the word I’d use to describe my Christmas so far.

      Nor jolly. Nor happy, even. The best word to use?

      Disaster.

      I’d already bought the Super Deluxe Joke Pack for Deeter’s Christmas gift though we’d all probably regret it. As if the World’s Most Annoying Boy wasn’t annoying enough, now he’d have an arsenal of stink bombs and sneezing powders at his command.

      Yes, definitely we’d all regret it.

      For the Ragman, well, I wasn’t going to worry about getting him a Christmas gift. Except coal for his stocking. If he even had a stocking. Besides, he hadn’t gotten us any gifts. I was pretty sure of that. He’d been spending so much time hiding away in his study that he likely didn’t even know it was December.

      But I had no gift for Sweet Pea. On the day before Christmas, too.

      Absolutely a disaster.

      Maybe it wasn’t quite as bad as dropping the Christmas turkey or setting fire to the Christmas tree, but it’d still make the top three Christmas emergencies countdown. So when the Ragman sent me to find some weird Collectible called the Matryoshka Doll for him, I went to this mega-store shopping center instead. Though really, I couldn’t be in a worse place at a worse time.

      Because this was the epicenter of Christmas crazy.

      At first, I ignored it all. The ridiculous inflatable snowmen. The tacky colored lights. The ugly Christmas sweaters. I even ignored the holly—not an easy thing to do since that stuff was everywhere. The crowds of shoppers swarmed around me until I pushed my way over to a fake Christmas tree where I could catch my breath. Then I took the ad I’d found this morning out of my pocket and read the message again.

      Scrooge’s Christmas Sale! A deal so good, Scrooge would approve!

      All merchandise half-off, or so the ad promised. It was for a jewelry store here in the shopping center. Surely, I’d be able to find a gift for Sweet Pea in a jewelry store. The ad didn’t mention the store’s exact location, though.

      “Excuse me,” I said to a woman in a white fur coat, “do you know where I can find….”

      The woman didn’t even slow down to listen. Instead, she scurried over to a shoe store and disappeared inside.

      “Merry Christmas to you too, lady,” I muttered.

      Over to my left was a bunch of dancers dressed as elves, twirling to music. Sounded like “Here Comes Santa Claus” played with a bunch of car horns. Behind them was Santa himself, seated on a plastic throne and surrounded by a line of sticky, crying children waiting to see him.

      Nope. No way was I looking for the jewelry store there.

      I rejoined the crowd, brushing fake tree snow off my black coat as if I had a severe case of dandruff. Then I wandered along until finally I noticed a large store window with a red sign that said Scrooge’s Christmas Sale!

      The jewelry store. At last.

      In the store’s window display stood three doll figurines: a white, wispy child; a fat, green-robed giant; and a figure entirely in black. In front of the child were a bunch of antique lockets and fancy photo frames. The smaller sign there said, The Ghost of Christmas Past. The green-robed giant was surrounded by a bunch of earrings and cuff-links with a sign that said, The Ghost of Christmas Present.

      But the last figurine wearing black was all-out creepy. Reminded me of the Grim Reaper. Some store employee must’ve been pretty messed up in the head to think this made a good Christmas display. The figure stood among a bunch of gold watches. And his sign?

      The Ghost of Christmas Yet-To-Come.

      Right then, the car-horn version of “Here Comes Santa Claus” ended, and in its place rang out the sound of skateboards rising above the noise of the crowd. Did this shopping center allow skateboarders? Probably not, but this place was so packed with people that maybe no one noticed. The last-minute shoppers hustled past me, oblivious, but the jewelry store seemed empty and quiet inside.

      Thank goodness. No lines. No crying children. No annoying elf dancers.

      No Christmas madness.

      I entered the store, and the little bells on the door’s wreath jingled. Then I paused, gazing at all the sparkling jewelry cases. There sure were a lot of them.

      “Are you lost?” the salesman asked from behind one of the counters.

      “I need to buy a gift.”

      “Ah.”

      He squinted like he didn’t entirely believe me. Still, he left the counter and approached me. Probably because there were no other customers for him to help. He was a skinny guy dressed in a charcoal suit and a green bow tie. His hair looked funny too, oddly slanted as if it was a toupee, and his cologne was worse than that pine scent they sprayed on the fake Christmas trees outside.

      “What’s up with your store window?” I asked.

      He arched his eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Your store window. The Grim Reaper doll. Doesn’t seem like Christmas much.”

      “Those figures are from A Christmas Carol. By Charles Dickens. Haven’t you read it, young man?”

      Wow. This guy. If I had read it, would I be asking about it?

      I glanced at the window again. “What’s the story?”

      The salesman explained. Something about this character Scrooge and a bunch of ghosts who showed him how much of an idiot he was until he changed his ways. I listened in the beginning, but after a while I stopped. The man was talking to me like I was five.

      “What sort of gift are you looking for?” he asked, snapping me back to attention. “Perhaps some earrings for your mother? Or some cuff-links for your father?”

      “My dad’s dead. And I don’t even remember my mom.”

      Thanks for touching on that sore spot, sales guy.

      “Ah. My apologies,” he said. “A gift for a girlfriend, perhaps?”

      “Not exactly. I mean, she’s a girl, and she’s my friend, but she’s not…I mean—”

      Those tiny wreath-bells jingled as the shop door opened again. A girl stepped inside, maybe fifteen or so, brushing the same fake snow off her shoulders as I’d shaken off mine. She didn’t look like a regular customer, though. Her brown coat was faded and worn with holes in the sleeves, and the only jewelry she wore was a silver lip ring. I could’ve sworn she snarled at the jewelry cases as she approached them.

      The salesman must’ve decided she wasn’t worth much attention—either as a thief or a customer. He turned back to me.

      “A gift for your lady friend,” he said. “We have some splendid necklaces over here that I’m sure she’d love.”

      After that, he ignored the grouchy girl entirely, but I stared at her face for a few seconds longer. She seemed familiar, something about that lip piercing and her hair—long, black, and braided like a rope. But maybe not. I’d seen so many people today, so many faces. Probably I was just losing it. Christmas crazy can do that to anyone.

      The salesman cleared his throat, so I focused on the jewelry case again.

      “This one here,” the man said, gesturing at a pearl necklace, “would suit any lady’s fancy.”

      Sure. Real pretty. And those pearls would look nice on Sweet Pea, no doubt. But then I saw the price.

      Yikes.

      “How about a bracelet?” I said. “You got any of those?”

      The salesman, frowning, led me to a different, smaller case. Then he unlocked the glass door and lifted a diamond bracelet out to set on the counter.

      “Here’s a lovely one, don’t you think?” he asked. “Diamonds are always festive for the holidays.”

      I shook my head. This was supposed to be a sale.

      Towards the back of the case was a gold bracelet with a tiny Christmas tree charm dangling on it. And I knew—I just knew—that was the one.

      “There.” I pointed. “How much?”

      The salesman showed me the price tag, and I mentally counted how much cash I had in my pocket. Not enough.

      “That’s the full price, though, right?” I asked. “I mean, this Scrooge’s Christmas Sale—”

      “Ah, no. This would be the sales price. Half-off.”

      Geez.

      “Are there any other discounts? Maybe, like, a kid’s discount?”

      The salesman didn’t answer, so probably it was a stupid question. But I was desperate.

      “What about paying in installments?” I asked. “I could give you all the money I have with me now, and then after Christmas—”

      “We don’t accept installment offers on sales items,” the salesman said. He tucked the charm bracelet back onto its shelf and locked the case, then put the key back in his pocket. He wasn’t even looking at me anymore.

      “I…I could work for it,” I said. “I could wash your jewelry cases. I bet there are a lot of fingerprints on the glass.”

      This guy was worse than the Ragman—and nobody could strike a bargain quite like the Ragman could.

      “We are not currently hiring,” the salesman said.

      Just then, a family entered the store. A young couple with a baby. The salesman jumped to help them, leaving me there staring at the gold charm bracelet behind the glass.

      I sighed. I couldn’t help it.

      That lip-ring girl was standing nearby. Close enough that she must’ve overheard everything, but she didn’t let on. She merely leaned over the nearest jewelry case and turned her nose up at a couple of emerald rings. She kept touching the glass like maybe she was putting fingerprints all over it on purpose.

      “As you can see,” the salesman said to the young couple, “we have the finest quality jewelry available.”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” The woman glanced at her husband. “Can we afford it?”

      The man grinned. “I got that bonus at work, remember? Let’s do it!”

      He wrapped his arm around his wife’s side while she kissed their child on the forehead. The baby cooed happily. A perfect family. Having their perfect Christmas. The whole scene looked like something from a commercial for a pack of greeting cards or a life insurance policy.

      “It’s an investment,” the salesman said, leaning forward, “in your future.”

      That salesman hit the jackpot. They bought a diamond necklace for her and a ruby tie pin for him. They even purchased a silver rattle for the baby. Everyone got what they wanted.

      Except me.

      Maybe that Scrooge guy was onto something. Maybe Christmas was a big, fat sham—a marketing ploy meant to trick shoppers into buying ugly sweaters and vacuum cleaners.

      Or maybe Christmas was only for people with families.

      In any case, it didn’t matter. I left the jewelry store. Left the whole shopping center, too. I’d had enough Christmas madness.

      But now what? How was I going to find a gift for Sweet Pea in time?

      I headed for the back alleys behind the shopping center, shuffling my feet as I walked. I imagined tomorrow morning, the look on Sweet Pea’s face when I’d have to tell her I had no present for her. She might think I didn’t care enough to give her anything.

      Like she didn’t matter to me at all.

      I was so busy thinking about Sweet Pea’s gift that I didn’t notice the skateboarders had returned. Not at first, at least. The sounds of their skateboards’ wheels smacking against the pavement eased into my thoughts. I shut them out. Walked on. The sounds grew louder, more insistent, so I listened to them for a few seconds, then sucked in a breath. The lip-ring girl in the jewelry store. I realized why she’d been familiar—because I knew who she was.

      “Dragon,” I whispered.

      A Wheeler.

      When you’re a Finder and a gang of rival magic hunters shows up, you don’t stick around to ask if they’ve come to swap fruitcake recipes with you.

      Time to run.

      The Wheelers raced after me. Definitely, they were chasing me, and there was no way I’d escape them on foot. This was bad. Very, very bad. Farther down the alley stood a couple of trash dumpsters, and beyond them was some Italian restaurant’s back door. It had to have a lock. If I could make it to the door….

      My right hand reached into my pocket for my house key while my left reached into my other pocket for the Black Thread. But it didn’t matter. I never had a chance to use either of them. The Wheelers caught me at last as a hand reached out and shoved me to the concrete. I had just enough time to glance up while my arms were tied behind my back. Dragon halted a few feet away, her hands on her hips as she glared at me.

      “Do it,” she said to the other Wheelers. “Take him. Now.”

      Then a black cloth bag was shoved over my head.
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      The Wheelers jostled me along, swift and silent. I tried to speak to them, to ask them where they were taking me, but no one answered. They must’ve used a Collectible to help them travel because we seemed to arrive at our destination really quickly. Wherever we were, the air was so cold that I shivered even with my coat on.

      Great. Probably they were going to slit my throat and leave me to die in some ice cave in Antarctica.

      Honestly, could this Christmas get any worse?

      As far as I could tell, there were only three of them—not the whole gang. Which seemed pretty strange. Then the cloth bag was yanked off my head, and I could see where we were.

      “The Wheelers’ Warehouse?” I asked. “All that, just to bring me here?”

      It was dark in the warehouse. And quiet, too. I expected the other Wheelers to be doing tricks with their skateboards on their ramps and rails. But as I peered into the shadows, it didn’t even seem like anyone else was home.

      “Where’s Prodigal?” I tried wiggling my bound wrists. “Did he order you to kidnap me? Look, whatever this is about—”

      “Rook? Is that you?” Blue Sky asked, emerging from the shadows. She wrapped her gray sweater closer to her chest, her breath rising in wisps around her cheeks. Her gaze shifted to Dragon’s face, then to the two other Wheelers beside me.

      Finally, she noticed the black cloth bag in Dragon’s hands.

      “Dragon, what have you done?” she asked, breathless. Like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      “What I had to,” Dragon shot back. “Now get out of my way.”

      Whoa. I’d never heard any Wheeler talk to another Wheeler like that before. Especially to Blue Sky, who was about as rough and tough as a snowflake. Her eyes widened, but she let Dragon pass. Then we trudged to a small room at the back of the warehouse.

      “Move it, Santa,” Dragon said.

      She shoved me inside, and I stumbled against the doorframe. If the two Wheelers guarding me hadn’t caught me, I would’ve fallen hard. The room’s sole source of light was a stubby, dripping candle placed on the edge of the far window sill. Probably there were only a few hours left before the candle went out.

      Someone needed to give these Wheelers a box of light bulbs for Christmas.

      A lumpy old mattress occupied the right corner of the room. Not much of a comfortable bed, though, even with the heap of blankets piled on top. From somewhere near the bed, a rasping breath wheezed out a broken rhythm, and perched on the edge of the mattress was Prodigal. He sat hunched over the blankets with his back to me and his head bowed.

      I stared at him for a moment. Was he sick?

      But then he turned and saw me standing in the doorway with the other two Wheelers who still held me by my arms. And Dragon. And Blue Sky.

      He rose to his feet. “What’s going on?”

      Maybe he wasn’t sick, after all. He looked exhausted, but he seemed okay, except that his red t-shirt was wrinkled and his brown curls tangled around his ears. It was the first time I’d ever seen him without his baseball cap. Or his crazy, magical killer toothpick, for that matter.

      The other Wheelers stared at the mattress, but no one spoke. Prodigal’s voice hardened.

      “Someone tell me what’s going on. Now.”

      He glared at me like I’d jumped up a few slots on his kill-before-Christmas list.

      Dragon stepped forward.

      “Throw me in the shed if you want,” she said. “Banish me from the Wheelers, even. But you can’t make me sorry for what I’ve done. I did what I had to. I have no regrets. This way, Rook will have to help us.”

      “In case anyone hasn’t noticed,” I said, “it’ll be Christmas eve soon, and I’ve got places to be. Carols to sing. Gifts to wrap. You know, important Christmas stuff. So if someone wouldn’t mind untying me….”

      I tugged at the cords around my wrists. Not that it did any good. Finally, Prodigal must’ve figured things out.

      “You kidnapped the Ragman’s Rook?” He glanced at the two Wheelers who held me. “Nosebleed? Primo? You were part of this too?”

      The boy standing at my left shrugged. His brown hair hung down around his eyes, so it was pretty much impossible to tell what he was thinking. But the boy at my right sighed. His face was full of scars, and his front tooth was chipped. Like maybe of all the Wheelers, he crashed the most.

      “Dragon was going to go alone,” he said. “Primo and me, we didn’t want anything bad to happen to her.”

      “It’s not their fault,” Dragon said, “so don’t blame them. It was my idea. I did this. I kidnapped the Rook.”

      Prodigal balled his hands into fists. “The Life Miser will be furious! This could start a Collector’s war! What were you thinking!”

      “Someone had to care enough to do the right thing!” Dragon lifted her chin. “And if you aren’t willing to do what it takes, then fine! I am!”

      “The Rook has nothing to do with this!”

      “He can help us!”

      “Uh, not with his hands tied, he can’t,” I said.

      Everyone ignored me.

      “Are you saying I don’t care?” Prodigal leaned forward. “About my own brother?”

      The look in his eyes made everyone step back—even me. On that kill-before-Christmas list, Dragon’s name just skipped about five slots ahead of mine.

      Blue Sky motioned for calm. “Prodigal, I know this seems like a mess, but maybe we can fix it. We all want what’s best for Spider. We can each agree on that at least, right?”

      I looked around. Where was Spider, anyway? I’d never seen Prodigal without his daredevil baby brother tagging along by his side.

      “The rumors say Rook found the Silver Cross,” Dragon added. “He can use its magic to help us.”

      Prodigal faced me. “Are the rumors true?”

      Honestly, I should’ve been expecting something like this to happen. Find a super powerful, forbidden Collectible, and sooner or later, people are going to want a piece of it for themselves.

      I exhaled a breath. “I’m not supposed to talk about—”

      “Are they true? Yes or no!”

      For a moment, the only sound in the room was that muffled wheezing. I frowned. Nothing here made much sense. What could matter so much that the Wheelers would risk crossing Prodigal? And Prodigal—what could put him on edge like this?

      I gazed at the mattress. The pile of blankets. Listened to the wheezing.

      A small cough.

      And Spider missing.

      Oh, no.

      At last, I understood who was ill in that bed.

      “It’s true,” I said. “I found the Silver Cross.”

      Prodigal drew in a breath, and his eyes shone. Made me sorry to disappoint him.

      “But the Silver Cross’s magic can’t heal anyone now,” I continued. “I returned it to the Artisans. They put it in the Vault. I don’t even know where it is or how to get it back.”

      As quickly as the light had brightened Prodigal’s eyes, it flickered out again. He gritted his teeth, then turned back to the mattress.

      “You’ve wasted your time, Dragon,” he said. “Let him go. And if the Ragman declares war on us for this, it’s your fault. Remember that.”

      “No,” Dragon said. “We can make this work. We could force Rook to go find it again. We could—”

      “Dragon, please,” Blue Sky said. “Don’t make this any harder.”

      Nosebleed untied me and muttered, “Sorry, Rook. Don’t kill us, okay?”

      I massaged my wrists while Prodigal eased down onto the mattress once more, that dark look still in his eyes. Dragon, glaring at me, punched the wall so hard she was lucky she didn’t break the bones in her hand. Maybe she did.

      Seemed like the Wheelers were having a worse Christmas than I was.

      “Let me take a look at Spider,” I said. “Maybe I can help him without the Silver Cross.”

      Prodigal’s jaw tightened, so Blue Sky reached out to touch his shoulder. Their eyes met for a few seconds, and after that, he nodded at me. Then I approached the mattress and lifted the blankets to see better.

      “Oh, Spider,” I said.

      Spider lay there shaking, his teeth chattering. His face glistened with so much sweat that his brown curls lay flat against his forehead. He turned his face to the left side of the pillow, then the right. Probably the fever was making him restless.

      “Anyone have a thermometer?” I asked.

      “We could go steal one for you,” Nosebleed said. “I’ll go right now if you want.”

      I shook my head. Still, I didn’t need a thermometer to know Spider’s fever was way too high. When I looked back down at his face, his eyes were open.

      “Hi, Spider,” I said. “You ready for Santa to visit?”

      Which was a pretty dumb thing to say, but I couldn’t let Spider know how worried I was getting.

      Or Prodigal, for that matter.

      “Rook,” Spider said, his breaths shallow, “there’s no…Santa. Hasn’t anyone…told you that…yet?”

      Then he coughed. I pressed my fingers against his neck to feel his pulse—too fast. And the wheezing never stopped.

      “Does your chest hurt?” I asked. “Maybe when you cough or take a deep breath?”

      “It hurts…all the time.”

      “Have you coughed up any blood?”

      “A little.”

      No, no, no. This wasn’t just some head cold Spider had caught. In the pit of my stomach, I felt a kind of plunge. But everyone else in the room looked hopeful, like I really would be able to make him well. Like tomorrow morning, Spider would wake up with only a few sniffles and then open his Christmas presents.

      How could I possibly tell them he might not wake up at all?

      “Can you help him?” Prodigal asked.

      I adjusted the blankets around Spider’s shoulders. “We can start by applying a cold, wet cloth to his head. See if we can get his fever down. Has he been drinking any water?”

      “Not since this morning,” Blue Sky said.

      “He needs to drink more water. Much more. Right now. He’s probably already dehydrated.”

      Blue Sky left the room to get what we needed. I turned to Prodigal.

      “We need to talk privately,” I said. “It’s important.”

      Prodigal stiffened, but he ordered Dragon to take care of Spider. Then he led me outside the room and shut the door behind us. Still, I made sure to lower my voice. Just in case.

      “I think Spider might have pneumonia,” I said. “He needs a doctor. He needs to go to a hospital.”

      Man, it was a good thing Prodigal didn’t have his crazy killer toothpick right then. He’d have stabbed me with it for sure.

      “Absolutely not,” he said. “Spider stays here. With me.”

      “This is serious. He could die, Prodigal. It’s that bad.”

      “If I take him to a hospital, they’ll start asking questions about our parents. And when they find out we don’t have any…the doctors, they’ll take him. Put him in foster care. They’ll separate us. I’ll never see him again.”

      “At least he’d be alive,” I said.

      “I’m his brother! I changed his diapers! Fed him his bottle, helped him take his first steps! I’m the one who cares about him! Not some stupid doctors. What can a bunch of doctors do for him that I can’t?”

      “They can give him medicine, for a start. Antibiotics. Stuff like that.”

      Prodigal squeezed his eyes shut.

      “I can’t lose him,” he said, his voice rough. “I can’t. I can’t lose him.”

      Seemed like he’d lose Spider either way.

      “Prodigal, look, I’m sorry,” I said. “If there was any other—”

      “Medicine.” Prodigal’s head jolted up. “Antibiotics. We can give him that.”

      Oh, man. Looked like he’d finally gone over the edge.

      “The Soup Cabinet,” he continued. “We could ask it to make us a special kind of soup. Antibiotic soup.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The Life Miser, he has the Soup Cabinet. And the Soup Cabinet can make any kind of soup you want. We can ask for a soup to heal Spider. Something with medicine for the ingredients.”

      “Okay, but—”

      Prodigal snapped his fingers. “Eggnog Soup!”

      Wow. He didn’t just go over the edge—he did a backwards double flip over it.

      “Eggnog soup?” I shook my head. “Prodigal, what are you talking about?”

      “Spider hates soup, but he loves eggnog. If we make him eggnog soup with medicine in it, he’d eat it. I need to see the Life Miser. Wait here!”

      He raced up the stairs that led to the Life Miser’s office, but he wasn’t there for long. And when he returned, he looked like he was the one sick with pneumonia instead of Spider.

      “The Life Miser,” he said, “he won’t give me the soup.”

      “What! Why?”

      Prodigal shook his head.

      “Didn’t you tell him how sick Spider is?” I asked.

      “Of course I did. I told him about the eggnog soup. I told him everything. But he still said no.”

      Prodigal leaned against the wall, then slowly slid down until he was sitting on the cold, cement floor. In the dark, I could hardly see his face at all.

      “But, it’s Christmas!” I said.

      “The Life Miser, he doesn’t give gifts at Christmas. He said bah humbug. Then he ordered me to get out.”

      “Bah humbug? He seriously said that?”

      Prodigal didn’t answer. I didn’t expect him to.

      “I guess I could steal the Soup Cabinet,” Prodigal said, almost to himself. “We’d lose our home. The Life Miser would kick us out for betraying him. All of us. And I hate stealing. But if it’s the only way to save Spider….”

      He stood. Like maybe he’d made up his mind. He moved towards the door, so I grabbed his arm.

      “Wait,” I said. “I can’t believe I’m doing this, but look. Maybe you don’t need to steal anything from the Life Miser. Not if I help you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll find a way to get some eggnog soup for Spider.”

      Prodigal stared at me for a long time. “You’d do that for him? Why?”

      “Spider’s your family. And family’s important, especially at Christmas.” I shrugged. “Just take care of Spider, okay? Make sure he rests.”

      I took my house key out of my pocket and slipped it into the door’s lock. When I turned the key, I felt the lock click.

      “Rook, wait,” Prodigal called. “What are you going to do?”

      I glanced at the metal staircase that led to the Life Miser’s office.

      “I’m going to give the Life Miser a Christmas he’ll never forget.”
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      Not even the Packrat House was safe from the Christmas madness. In fact, for a whole minute I stood in the hallway when I arrived, rubbing my eyes. Had I ended up at that crazy shopping center again? Why else would I see an elf leaving the Ragman’s study?

      Then I realized the elf was Deeter. And that was even weirder.

      “Deeter?” I said. “What are you wearing?”

      As far as elves go, he was dressed to impress. He wore this green, velvet jacket fastened at the hip with a red sash, which made his green tights so bright they almost dazzled. The pointed jingle boots on his feet matched the pointed jingle hat on his head, and I could’ve sworn he had elf sparkles on his cheeks.

      “This?” Deeter smoothed a wrinkle on his sleeve. “You like it?”

      “Your ears.”

      “Yeah?”

      “They’re very…pointy.”

      “Took me ten minutes to glue ’em on. Wouldn’t be right without the ears.”

      “But, why are you dressed like that?”

      “It’s my costume for the Artisans’ Christmas Party. The Ragman bought it for me.”

      “The Artisans throw a Christmas party?”

      “Every year. And everyone is invited—Artisans, Finders, Collectors. Doesn’t matter. They hold a contest at the party to see who’s wearing the best costume, and this year, I’m gonna win. The Ragman got a sugar plum fairy costume for Sweet Pea. He asked me to tell her, so she could try it on. You should try on yours, too.”

      Wait, mine?

      I shook my head. “I’m not wearing any sugar plum fairy costume.”

      “Man, do you have peanut butter for brains? You’re not going as a fairy. You get to go as Rudolph. You think my ears are amazing? You should see your nose!”

      No reindeer-game way.

      “The party’s tonight,” Deeter continued. “Can’t believe you didn’t know.”

      “The Ragman must’ve forgotten to mention it. He was too busy telling me to go find the Matryoshka Doll.”

      Not that I’d spent much time hunting for magic today. Sweet Pea’s gift was way more important.

      “The what doll?” Deeter asked.

      “Matryoshka. It’s some sort of stupid nesting doll. I have no idea why he wants it or what its magic does. Probably he just secretly wants to make my life—”

      Deeter raised his hand and sniffed the air. “You smell something?”

      Definitely, the air seemed smoky like something had burned. We followed the burnt smell to the living room, where I stopped at the entryway and glanced around.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said.

      The living room’s old, familiar mess had been transformed into a new, Christmas mess while I was away. An unfinished paper-chain garland snaked a path around the boxes and wooden crates, up and over the edge of the table, then down and around the shabby sofa. Several piles of holly were heaped next to the window, and when I entered the room, I tripped on a box of assorted silver bells. They jangled as if they were scolding me.

      From some place near the sofa came a muffled groan. Deeter gave me a nudge.

      “Well, go on,” he said. “See what it is.”

      I took a few steps closer until finally I discovered who was groaning on the sofa.

      “Sweet Pea?” I stared. “Is that you?”

      Deeter walked up beside me. “Man, you’re a mess, Pea!”

      Sweet Pea’s arms and legs were sprawled out on the sofa’s pillows, and her eyes were shut. But strangest of all, every inch of her was ghost white. Her hair. Her clothes. Even her shoes.

      “Wrong, wrong,” she said. “It all went wrong!”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      But she only groaned again and stuffed a pillow over her face.

      “Better get the Ragman,” I said. “Maybe he’ll know what to do.”

      Deeter nodded, but before he could run out of the room, Sweet Pea mumbled into the pillow.

      “What?” I leaned forward. “I can’t hear you.”

      She tried again. Sounded like berzergerzerberd.

      “Sweet, I can’t understand….” I touched her shoulder, and a fine white powder rubbed off onto my fingertips. A little like chalk dust, but softer.

      “Is this flour?” I asked.

      She waved her hand in the direction of the nearest wooden crate. Sitting on top of it was a dish with these weird burnt shapes. Looked like figures. Little men. With melted gumdrop buttons. Smeared smiling faces.

      I picked one up to examine it more closely.

      “Oh, no, Pea,” Deeter said. “You tried baking again, didn’t you?”

      “Are these gingerbread men?” I asked.

      I tapped the cookie against the edge of the crate a few times while Sweet Pea peaked out from underneath the pillow.

      “They aren’t that bad, right?” she said. “Tell me they aren’t that bad.”

      “Um, sure. Though I think you’re supposed to decorate them after you bake them. Not before. Just sayin’.”

      Sweet Pea groaned louder.

      “Why didn’t you use the Seven-Course Tablecloth to make your cookies?” Deeter asked. “Here. Watch. Hey, Tablecloth. I’d like a pancake gingerbread house with peanut butter and salsa frosting, please. Don’t skimp on the peppermint candy decorations, either.”

      The thing that appeared next on the table…well, it wasn’t the tablecloth’s best effort. Usually, the tablecloth could work with Deeter’s wild culinary ideas. Not this time. Deeter’s gingerbread “house” was a big, brown squishy thing that bulged and sagged beneath the thick slathering of pinkish-gray frosting. A bunch of peppermint candies dotted the top, but the surface was too gooey, so the candies slid down the dripping sides in a melted mess.

      Worst of all, the tablecloth had tried to wish us season’s greetings. On the very top of the pancake roof, written in red and green sprinkles, was a big, swirling Mervy Cherstmus.

      “What do you think?” Deeter asked.

      “Wow.” I tipped my head. “Just, wow.”

      “It’s oozing,” Sweet Pea said. “And this is exactly why I didn’t use the Seven-Course Tablecloth. I wanted to bake the cookies myself. I wanted them to be an authentic expression of Christmas.”

      Deeter smirked. “An authentic failure of Christmas, you mean.”

      She slugged him in the arm, then turned to me. “Which would you rather eat, Rook? My gingerbread cookies, made from scratch with love and Christmas cheer, or that gingerbread monstrosity? No offense, Tablecloth.”

      “He wants mine,” Deeter said, the bells on his costume jingling as he shook his head. “Ain’t no monstrosity! It’s a work of genius!”

      “No, he wants mine.”

      They both spun around and faced me.

      “Well?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “Come on,” Deeter said. “Which is it?”

      Awkward.

      Sweet Pea offered me the plate of gingerbread cookies while Deeter pointed at his gingerbread house. I glanced back and forth between them, then back and forth between the burnt cookies and the soggy house. There was only one way out of this that I could see.

      “I’m allergic to gingerbread,” I said. “Sorry.”

      Sweet Pea rolled her eyes. “Coward.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Deeter said. “If he could eat gingerbread, then he would’ve picked mine.”

      “In your pancake-gingerbread dreams!”

      Sweet Pea and Deeter were about to have an epic gingerbread bake-off smack-down if I didn’t step in to change the subject.

      “Guys, we have a bigger emergency than holiday cooking,” I said. “I was just kidnapped by the Wheelers.”

      Both their mouths dropped open.

      “What!” Sweet Pea cried. “Did they hurt you? How did you escape?”

      “No Wheeler kidnaps a Ragdoll and gets away with it,” Deeter added. “That’s…that’s an act of war!”

      I held up my hand. “It’s not like that, guys. Spider’s sick. Really sick. The Wheelers need our help.”

      So I explained what had happened, but neither of them seemed surprised.

      “The Life Miser’s always been like that,” Sweet Pea said. “It’s hard enough to work with him when he has something you want. But if it’s something you need? He’s absolutely brutal.”

      Right then, the Ragman sauntered into the living room.

      “Ah! Sweet Pea, there you are!” he said. “Your costume is ready for its final fitting…er…what’s this? You’re not seriously thinking of attending the party dressed like that, are you?”

      I could’ve asked him the exact same question. He was wearing a hideous Christmas suit—red and green striped pants and a red jacket with a green lapel. But the worst part was his tie. It had all these tiny colored lights that kept flashing on and off.

      He approached Sweet Pea and studied her for a moment.

      “Personally, I think the sugar plum fairy is a nicer costume,” he added, “but if you think this is a better idea, then I’m all for creativity, I suppose. What is it you’re going as? A snowflake? No, no, wait, I’ll guess it, don’t tell me…the abominable snowman! Er, woman.”

      “Ain’t no costume,” Deeter said. “She baked Christmas cookies.”

      “Oh. Oh, dear. I thought you gave up on baking. Ever since the fruitcake incident of last year….”

      Sweet Pea groaned again, and the Ragman adjusted his tie.

      “Yes, well. Baking is highly overrated, isn’t it?” he said. “Besides, we don’t want to ruin our appetites for the Artisans’ party, do we? I have your costume as well, Rook. I think you’ll find the antlers quite fetching!”

      “I’m not going to any party,” I said.

      “Of course, how silly of me. You must still be hunting for the Matryoshka Doll. I commend your dedication! I don’t suppose you’ve had any luck finding it?”

      The look in his eyes, all hopeful and eager. Almost like a little kid. I glanced away, then nudged at a sprig of holly on the ground with my sneaker.

      “No luck yet,” I said.

      The Ragman sighed. “It’s not an easy Collectible to locate, I know. But I do hope you’ll be able to find it before Christmas? It may not seem like much, but I would dearly like to have it.”

      Yeah. So he could lose it on his desk and forget about it five minutes after I gave it to him.

      “I’ll keep searching,” I said. “Right now, we have a more serious problem, though. The Wheelers need help.”

      But he only frowned when I told him about Spider.

      “That isn’t a problem,” he said. “It’s an impossibility. You’ll never get the Life Miser to budge on this. Believe me, I know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Life Miser and I were business partners once, remember? And in all the time I’ve known him, the man has hated Christmas. Hated everything about it. The carols, the lights, the gifts. Especially the gifts! But the man’s mental, anyway. I mean, who hates Christmas? No one in their right mind, certainly!”

      He grinned and passed his hand along his flashing tie. I shook my head.

      “I’m not giving up. Spider’s life is at stake.”

      “What’s your plan?” Sweet Pea asked.

      I swiped my finger along Sweet Pea’s sleeve. With all that white flour on her, she’d make a pretty convincing Ghost of Christmas Past. And Deeter, well, the elf suit was a bit of a stretch for the Ghost of Christmas Present, but at least it was green. As for me? In my black clothes, I could pose as the Ghost of Christmas Yet-To-Come with no problem.

      “Earlier today, I was in this jewel—er, I was out looking for, uh, stuff,” I said. “I met this man who told me about Scrooge and the three ghosts of Christmas. I was thinking maybe we could use that somehow.”

      They listened while I explained my idea, and the Ragman snapped his fingers. Then he rushed from the room, and when he returned, he was holding a red leather book in his hands. The skin on the back of my neck tingled, so definitely the book was a Collectible.

      “The Christmas Chronicler!” he said. “A truly remarkable thing. Made by the Historian. You can use its pages to view events from past, present, and even future Christmas seasons. I’ve gone through it and penciled in certain dates I know of in the Life Miser’s past that might be useful to you. And if there are any other dates you might need, you can use this!”

      He showed us a thin, golden pencil.

      “This goes with the book,” he added. “Simply write the event you want to view on the appropriate date, and the Christmas Chronicler will transport you there. Mind, you won’t be able to interact with anything or anyone. They won’t see you or hear you. They’re merely shadows. But perhaps that will be enough.”

      For Spider’s sake, I sure hoped so.

      “If I’m the Ghost of Christmas Past,” Sweet Pea said, “then it’s my turn first, I guess.”

      The Ragman offered her the Christmas Chronicler, but I grasped her arm.

      “I don’t trust the Life Miser,” I said. “What if he tricks you? You shouldn’t go alone. None of us should.”

      “You could come along,” she said. “Deeter can lend you the Sneak’s Ring. Then you’ll be invisible, so the Life Miser won’t see you.”

      “Man, how come you two get to go mess with the Life Miser’s head?” Deeter crossed his arms. “What about me? What am I supposed to do? Just sit around, missing out on—”

      The Ragman cleared his throat while Sweet Pea nudged Deeter hard with her elbow.

      “You have to stay here,” she said. “You’ve got that thing to do, remember?”

      Deeter tilted his head, and she raised her eyebrows. He glanced at me, then sucked in a breath.

      “Oh, uh, right!” he said. “I’ve got a…thing…I’ve got to do. Real important. You guys go on, and I’ll catch up when it’s my turn.”

      Sweet Pea and Deeter both glanced at me sideways, and the Ragman rocked on his heels suspiciously. Definitely, I was missing something here.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Come on.” Sweet Pea grabbed my coat sleeve. “Spider doesn’t have much time.”

      At the Packrat House’s front door, Deeter gave me his orange plastic ring and wished us luck. But as we opened the door, the Ragman called to us.

      “Hold on! Quick word of advice. If you can, try to change the Life Miser’s mind before you need to visit the future. It will be much safer that way.”

      “What do you mean, safer?” I asked.

      “The future…it’s a rather tricky thing. Some people have a hard time finding their way back. Some people never do.”

      “Wait, you mean they get stuck in the future?”

      “No, no. In a shadow of the future.”

      Right. No big deal. Just a shadow. Because that made getting stuck there so much better.
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      Sneaking into the Life Miser’s office was easy.

      Sweet Pea and I made it all the way to his room without a single Wheeler spotting us. And even if they had seen us, they probably wouldn’t have stopped us. They were too busy taking care of Spider.

      Outside the Life Miser’s door, Sweet Pea inhaled a breath while we paused.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      I slipped on Deeter’s ring, then lifted my hands. Invisible.

      “Ready,” I said.

      The door made no sound as Sweet Pea eased it open. So far, so good. We took a few steps inside, feeling for our way with our arms outstretched. In the darkness, we could barely see the rows of metal shelves filled with cans of soup.

      “Are you sure the Life Miser is home?” Sweet Pea whispered.

      It was pretty quiet.

      “We should get closer,” I whispered back.

      We passed the soup shelves until we reached the main office area. No Christmas crazy here, that was for sure. Besides a desk with its chair and a file cabinet, the only other piece of furniture in the room was an orange slot machine, though its bright color didn’t do much to cheer up the place. And this place really needed some cheer. Especially with its gray walls and its boarded window.

      Like a prison cell that wanted to be a business office.

      But at least we’d finally found the Life Miser. He sat stooped over his desk, scrawling notes in a ledger. And he muttered to himself as he wrote.

      “Let’s see…the Wooden Coat Hanger, acquired yesterday, the Tin Watering Can….”

      A desk lamp near the Life Miser’s right hand flickered as if the light was about to die. The Life Miser stopped his mumbling, then squinted into the shadows beyond the desk.

      “Who…who is that there?” he asked. “Prodigal? I’ve already told you, I’m not g-giving away any soup, so you can stop asking!”

      Sweet Pea stepped forward, grabbed the lamp, and shined it on his face.

      “Do I look like Prodigal to you?” she asked.

      The Life Miser jolted, knocking his ledger off his desk.

      “Wait a moment, I know you!” he cried. “You’re one of Raggie’s Finders!”

      “Not tonight.” Sweet Pea put her hands on her hips. “This Christmas eve, I’m the Ghost of Christmas Past! Your past. And it’s time for your reckoning!”

      Even on a normal day, Sweet Pea could be very persuasive. But now? As if the fierce expression on her face wasn’t scary enough, every movement she made caused a wispy cloud of flour to rise up around her, like she wasn’t quite solid.

      Exactly like a ghost.

      Apparently, the Life Miser thought so, too. He shoved his wire glasses higher onto his nose. Maybe he figured he should investigate more closely, just in case she was telling the truth.

      “I don’t…I don’t believe in g-ghosts,” he said. “This is some plot against me. Some trick.”

      “I don’t care what you believe.” Sweet Pea pointed at him. “Get up. You’re coming with me.”

      “I most certainly am not! G-get out of my room! Prodigal!”

      “He won’t be coming. He’s caring for his dying baby brother.”

      She gave him a look that could’ve wilted every Christmas tree in a five-mile radius. The Life Miser brushed a swath of his rust-colored hair out of his eyes. Then he wiped his hands on his lap because his palms were starting to sweat.

      “Now, now,” he said. “There’s no need for confrontation. I’m sure we can work out some arrangement. It’s Christmas eve! Peace and g-goodwill to everyone!”

      He smiled and beckoned her closer.

      “That’s more like it.” Sweet Pea nodded. “I only have one demand. You need to give Spider a bowl of eggnog soup, so he’ll get better. That’s not hard, is it? I mean, it will save his life.”

      I couldn’t blame her for buying the Life Miser’s sudden change of heart. He sounded pretty convincing. But this was the Life Miser, after all. I tip-toed behind the desk to see what he was up to.

      So much for a change of heart.

      Ever so slowly while he’d been talking, he’d opened his bottom desk drawer, and now he was reaching inside. Probably for some Collectible to use against Sweet Pea.

      The sneak.

      I grabbed his arm and yanked him to his feet. The Life Miser squawked as he stumbled, his leg catching the foot of his desk. Then he landed flat on his stomach in front of Sweet Pea’s sneakers. It was hard to tell whose eyes were bigger—the Life Miser’s or Sweet Pea’s—but she recovered faster. She must’ve realized what had happened, how close we’d come to blowing the whole thing before we’d hardly even started.

      “Nice try, Life Miser,” she said. “Now, get up!”

      On his hands and knees, he crawled over to his glasses since they’d fallen from his nose, and he inspected them carefully. Then he smoothed his shirt, brushing at the wrinkles and dust. A growl rose up from his chest.

      “How did you do that!” he yelled.

      “I’m a ghost, remember? I have special powers. And if you don’t want me to use them on you again, you’d better come with me. I have some things to show you.”

      “Think you can convince me to change my wicked ways, eh? Believe me, g-girlie, I know the story. It might have worked on Scrooge. It won’t work on me!”

      The Life Miser crossed his arms and pouted like a snowman in summer. Sweet Pea took the Christmas Chronicler out of her sweater pocket.

      “We’ll see about that,” she said.

      I seized the Life Miser by his wrist and hoisted him to his feet. He batted at the air a few times, but I ducked out of the way. His scowl was getting bigger and bigger like maybe he was starting to believe Sweet Pea truly did have magical ghost powers.

      She flipped open the book, and the Life Miser peered at it.

      “Is that…that’s the Christmas Chronicler! Where did you g-get that!”

      I slapped his hand as he reached for it. He jumped, then rubbed his knuckles.

      “The Christmas Chronicler won’t do any g-good,” he said. “It won’t change a thing.”

      Sweet Pea didn’t answer. She was too busy examining the pages. Finally, she stopped at a particular page with the Ragman’s writing.

      December 24, 1975. Christmas Eve Dice Game with Micky the Dolphin.

      Sweet Pea grasped the Life Miser’s hand while I linked arms with her on the other side where he wouldn’t notice. After that, Sweet Pea read the words aloud, which caused the words on the page to glow.

      “This is a ridiculous waste of perfectly g-good time,” the Life Miser said. “I demand that you….”

      His words became muffled like he was speaking into a strong wind. After that, his office faded around us to be replaced by a very different room, bright and full of noise. In the center of the room, a bunch of hooting, shouting men were gathered at a table. They’d quiet for a moment, only to holler out even louder. A haze of smoke drifted over their heads—everyone seemed to be smoking cigars.

      What did any of this have to do with Christmas? Or the Life Miser?

      “All right, Sterling, show us what you got!” a man’s voice said.

      Then the man laughed a shrill, high-pitched snickering clicking giggle. Not a difficult guess to figure out who Micky the Dolphin was. Some of the other men parted just enough to reveal a hefty, dark-haired guy wearing a purple jumpsuit. And fake jewelry. Tons and tons of it. Gold necklaces. Gold rings. When he grinned, he even had gold front teeth.

      “I got this, Micky,” another man said to him. “You think I don’t got this? I got this right here.”

      The second man, the one reaching for a pair of red dice across the table, looked exactly like the Life Miser. Which was weird since we’d gone back decades, but he hadn’t changed at all. Well, his clothes had changed. Instead of his bland, gray button-up shirt and khaki pants, he wore a patched, blue suit. Same rust hair, same glasses, though. His ears even stuck out to the sides.

      The Life Miser gasped. “Father?”

      And almost in unison, a much quieter voice called out at the same time.

      “Dad?”

      The three of us turned around to look. A boy sat on the floor in the corner of the room, gripping a pair of dice in his hand as if he’d been playing a game by himself. Definitely, this boy was the Life Miser as a kid. He appeared to be nine or ten, but the color of his hair, his ears, the pair of glasses on his nose….

      Like his father, just shorter and younger.

      “Dad, can’t we g-go soon? I’m hungry. And it’s late. We’re g-gonna miss Santa,” he said.

      The Life Miser’s father studied the dice in his hand, then sighed.

      “Come on, Micky, what do you say?” he asked. “It’s my kid. How ’bout a break, huh?”

      Micky the Dolphin took a big puff on his cigar and shrugged.

      “Yeah, sure, Sterling. Why not? Go freshen your drinks, everybody.”

      Some of the men grumbled.

      “You heard Sterling’s kid,” he added, “you might miss Santa! Better go look for him, make sure his sleigh ain’t passed us by.”

      The group of men guffawed while Micky snickered. Then the crowd broke up, and the Life Miser’s father walked over to the corner.

      “Hey, Eugene,” he said, crouching down. “We’ll be leaving soon. I promise. Just a few more turns. The luck is going my way. Okay, buddy?”

      “Eugene?” Sweet Pea said. No one else in the room seemed to hear her except us. “That’s your real name?”

      The Life Miser glowered. “I don’t answer to Eugene anymore. Haven’t in a long time. I’m the Life Miser now.”

      “Here, Dad,” Eugene said. “I g-got you a g-gift. Open it.”

      The boy reached into his pocket for a white bundle. Looked like a crumpled wad of toilet paper. His father accepted it with eyebrows drawn forward.

      “You didn’t, ah, blow your nose in this, did you buddy?”

      “Naw. Open it.”

      His father tore open the tissue, then grew very still.

      “Aw, buddy. You shouldn’t have.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “Sure, I like it. I love it.”

      His father held up a gold-colored tie and felt the fabric. On the inside of the tie, the initials E.S. had been stitched in red. Eugene pointed at them.

      “Look, your initials. Everett Sterling. Do you like it? I g-got you the g-gold tie because g-gold is your favorite color. Right, Dad?”

      “Right.” His father swallowed. “Uh, you know what buddy? Santa’s running just a teensy-weensy bit late with your gift, but guess what? As soon as I win this game for Santa, you an’ me, we’re gonna go out and get the best steak dinner you’ve ever had.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You bet. And after that, you an’ me are gonna go to the toy store, and I’m gonna let you pick out whatever toy you want.”

      “Even something with wheels? Like a bike or a scooter?”

      “Absolutely, buddy! Something with wheels!”

      “But, what if you don’t win?”

      “What do you mean, what if I don’t win? Of course, I’m gonna win! I’ve got this lucky tie, don’t I? Santa’s lucky tie! And Santa’s gonna have so much green when this game’s over, he’ll be able to feed his reindeer for a whole year! He’s gonna bring a bunch of presents for you an’ me with all that green. Now, you watch this!”

      He winked, put on his gold tie, then strutted back to the table where the crowd of men was gathering once more. Soon, the game started again. The Life Miser’s father would snatch up the red dice and cast them out onto the green tablecloth. After that, the rest of the men would groan and Micky the Dolphin would grin. Sometimes, it was Micky’s turn, but that didn’t make his grin go away. It only got bigger as the game went on.

      Finally, Micky the Dolphin inhaled another big puff on his cigar.

      “Well, Sterling,” he said. “Looks like you’re out.”

      “No, wait. I can still play!”

      “And bet what? Your toenails? You’re out of money!”

      The Life Miser’s father licked his lips. He reached around his neck, loosened his collar, and fingered his new gold tie. Then, with a frown and a quick tug, he removed the tie and threw it on the table.

      “How much for this?” he asked.

      “Are you kidding?” Micky snickered. “Look at me! I don’t wear ties.”

      Eugene jumped to his feet and pushed his way through the crowd.

      “But Dad!” he cried. “I g-gave you that! It’s your lucky tie!”

      “You hear that, Micky?” the Life Miser’s father said. “This ain’t no ordinary tie. It’s a lucky tie.”

      “But Dad….”

      The Life Miser’s father leaned over and whispered. “It’s okay, buddy. With Santa’s lucky tie, I can’t lose. Everything will be fine.”

      Micky the Dolphin threw a ten-dollar bill on the table.

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll humor you. Let’s see Santa’s lucky tie in action.”

      Then Micky the Dolphin threw the dice. When they landed, he chortled so loud I’m surprised a bunch of other dolphins didn’t come swimming into the room to join him.

      “Lucky tie! Looks like Santa ain’t so lucky tonight!” he yelled. “Not so lucky for you, maybe, but it’s sure lucky for me! Hey, you know what, maybe I will start wearing a tie!”

      He looped the tie around his neck so that it got tangled with his necklaces. But the Life Miser’s father stood there speechless. He kept swallowing over and over again. Licking his lips.

      Eugene sniffed like he was about to cry. “Dad, your tie.”

      “Who’s next after Sterling?” Micky asked.

      “Wait, I can…I’ll…I’m not finished!” the Life Miser’s father cried.

      Micky the Dolphin shook his head.

      “Your luck’s gone, Sterling. Like your money and your tie. You’ve got nothing.”

      “Dad, please,” Eugene said. “Can we just g-go?”

      “Come on, Sterling,” a few men in the crowd mumbled, “give it up, will ya?”

      But the Life Miser’s father didn’t seem to hear them. He only stared at his son, a peculiar look growing in his eyes.

      “I’ve still got my kid!” he cried. “What’d you say, Micky! Let’s bet it all on him!”
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      Not that I knew much about gambling, but it seemed a pretty safe bet to me that the Life Miser’s father wouldn’t be winning any Father-of-the-Year awards anytime soon.

      “This is truly a spectacular waste of time,” the Life Miser said. “I could be inventorying my Collectibles in my ledger. I could be g-giving them a g-good dusting. I could be—”

      He was interrupted by Micky the Dolphin’s shrill snickering.

      “Nice joke, Sterling! Betting your own kid,” Micky said. “What do you think, everyone? How’s that for an outstanding attitude? Lose big, but always keep your sense of humor!”

      A few of the men in the crowd laughed along with Micky, but half-heartedly. Some of the men were gaping at Sterling. Others stared at the dice table and shifted around on their feet.

      “I’m not joking!” the Life Miser’s father said. “I’ll bet the boy!”

      The last of the laughter died out. Micky puffed on his cigar and gazed at the Life Miser’s father for a long time.

      “What would I want with your boy, Sterling?” he asked finally. “What good is he to me?”

      “He could run errands for you, do chores.”

      This whole time, Eugene had listened to the conversation, his eyes widening behind his glasses. He tried to grab onto his dad’s hand, but his father was already reaching for the dice.

      Micky shrugged. “Guess I could find a use for him. But I’ll only bet five.”

      “Five!” the Life Miser’s father yelled. “You bet ten for the tie!”

      “Sure, five. The kid’s damaged goods. He talks like a g-gibbering g-gabbering g-goose!”

      The crowd of men laughed while a few slapped Micky on the back. Eugene’s face reddened, and so did the Life Miser’s.

      “That’s…that’s horrible,” Sweet Pea whispered. “You were only a child. How could he…how could they…and your father…he didn’t even….”

      “A tremendous waste of time,” the Life Miser muttered.

      “You wanna keep this game going?” Micky asked. “Then my offer is five. Take it or leave it.”

      The Life Miser’s father tapped his foot a little before nodding.

      “I’m in,” he said.

      “But, Dad!” Eugene cried.

      The Life Miser’s father bent down to place his hand on his son’s shoulder.

      “Look, buddy, it’ll be fine.” He licked his lips again. “The odds are in my favor now. I can’t keep rollin’ twos and threes forever. This roll is gonna be a good one. I promise. And once I’ve got five dollars, I can bet enough to win the rest of my money back.”

      Eugene clamped his eyes shut as Micky the Dolphin put five dollars down. The Life Miser’s father rattled the dice in his palm, his lips moving like he was chanting or saying a prayer.

      He cast the dice.

      Everyone in the room watched as the red dice tumbled across the table, except for the Life Miser—he watched his father’s face. The room grew so quiet that when the dice finally landed, they seemed to pound on the table like fists.

      “Huh,” Micky the Dolphin said. “How about that. How about that.”

      The Life Miser’s father stood back from the table’s edge. Swallowed.

      “Two,” he whispered.

      Micky scratched his chin, sucked on his cigar. “Well, you know what they say, Sterling. The dice have no memory. Hey Franco, escort this poor loser out of my fine establishment.”

      A tall, heavy-set man who’d been guarding the door seized the Life Miser’s father by the arm and hustled him towards the exit. Eugene ran after them, clutching his father’s coat and pulling him back.

      “Dad, wait!” Eugene called. “Wait!”

      The tall man shoved Eugene onto the ground, but the Life Miser’s father didn’t look his son in the eyes, didn’t speak. Instead, he hung his head as he was carried away.

      “Where are you taking him?” Eugene yelled. “Where are you g-going? Dad!”

      “You ain’t got a dad anymore kid,” Micky the Dolphin said. “Your dad was a loser. What can ya say? Unlucky father, unlucky son.”

      Eugene sniffed back tears. “But…what about Santa?”

      “Santa’s not coming this year for ya, kid. Nor ever again.” Micky frowned as if he suddenly didn’t like the taste of his cigar. He batted his hand in the air. “Someone get this kid out. Put him to work washin’ dishes downstairs in the kitchen. Kids don’t belong at dice games anyway. What fool brings his son to a dice game?”

      Another man stepped forward and jerked Eugene to his feet, then ushered him out the door. After a brief pause, the dice game continued. The crowd of men went back to their laughing and their smoking and their drinking, but the scene seemed dimmer now, the noises muted. Like the magic that had shown us this place was starting to run out.

      “What about your mother?” Sweet Pea asked, her voice soft. “Didn’t she care what your father had done? Didn’t she come for you?”

      “My mother died in a house fire when I was two,” the Life Miser said. “She was even unluckier than my father.”

      Couldn’t argue that.

      Sweet Pea examined the Christmas Chronicler again. The pages were blank for a long time.

      “Ten years?” she asked. “There’s nothing listed here for ten years.”

      “There was no Christmas when I was working for Micky the Dolphin.”

      As the Life Miser crossed his arms, I studied his scowling face. Didn’t seem like we’d done much to convince him to give Spider the eggnog soup yet.

      Sweet Pea sighed. She probably thought the same thing. Finally, she flipped far enough in the book that she found the next page with writing.

      December 24, 1985. Tinsel’s Christmas Eve Performance.

      Sweet Pea grasped the Life Miser’s hand again while I linked arms with her. Then she spoke the words, and the room with the gambling men vanished. As the scene faded, I heard the Life Miser talking to himself in the darkness.

      “It was a stupid g-gift. Who wears a g-gold tie, anyway?”

      When the light brightened and shifted into focus, we found ourselves in the middle of a large room filled with rows and rows of slot machines. Towards the back corner of the room stood a bunch of spinning roulette wheels, and the area next to that was full of card tables. All the jingles and pings and neon lights in the room were so flashy that they made the orange swirly carpet beneath our feet look dull.

      A casino?

      Seemed a strange place to spend Christmas eve. Still, the casino was packed with people laying down cards and feeding coins to slot machines. Every now and then, a slot machine would start ringing extra loudly for a jackpot, and a few people would clap their hands.

      “A lucky Christmas eve to you folks,” a man’s voice announced over a speaker. “We’ve got a real treat for you tonight. Please welcome to the stage the one, the only, Tinsel!”

      The announcer’s voice barely rose above the clacking sounds of slot machines spitting out coins. Maybe that was why no one looked up to watch the show. Or maybe no one really cared.

      Well, one man cared. At the sound of the announcer’s voice, he abandoned his slot machine to stalk closer to the small stage at the front of the room. His white suit was folded at the cuffs like it was too big for him. Then I recognized his rust-colored hair.

      The Life Miser. Definitely. Older than the boy we’d just seen, but not so old. Maybe in his early twenties now.

      “Let’s get closer,” Sweet Pea said. She must’ve spotted him, too.

      For once, the Life Miser didn’t complain or call it a waste of time. His eyes were fixed on the stage, and he trailed after Sweet Pea without a word.

      So far, so good. Maybe a Christmas song would soften his heart.

      The musicians had already taken their places on the stage—a piano player, a bass player, and a drummer. At the back of the stage was a Christmas tree covered with silver tinsel that twinkled in the stage lights. A microphone stood near the front of the stage, but the singer hadn’t come out from behind the curtain. The musicians played the first few cords of the song, and a voice sang out—smooth and sweet, like whipped cream on hot cocoa.

      “Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way….”

      After that, Tinsel danced onto the stage.

      Wow.

      She shimmered in a long, silvery gown with white diamonds sewn onto the neckline. In the spotlight, she swayed closer to the microphone and parted lips so red they matched the poinsettia flower tucked behind her ear.

      “Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way….”

      Best of all, every time she sang the word “jingle,” she did this little jiggle that made everything she wore sparkle brighter than a Christmas tree angel.

      Double wow.

      The Life Miser and I both stared with our mouths hanging open.

      “Her voice…it’s like I remember,” the Life Miser whispered. “Just like I remember.”

      Maybe “Jingle Bells” wasn’t such a bad song after all.

      Sweet Pea gave me a hard nudge. Not sure how she knew where I was standing since she couldn’t see me. Lucky guess, maybe.

      She turned to the Life Miser.

      “You loved Tinsel, didn’t you?” she asked.

      The Life Miser sighed, then glanced at his younger self, who was pressing against the stage’s edge and mouthing Tinsel’s name over and over.

      “Perhaps I did,” he said. “I thought I did.”

      “So, you can understand.” Sweet Pea touched his arm. “If you know what it’s like to love someone, then you must be able to imagine what Prodigal is going through right now. He loves his brother more than anything. And now that Spider’s sick, now that he might die…can’t you understand what that’s like? To lose someone you love? But you could help Spider. You could save his life.”

      It was a great speech. And with the gentle look in Sweet Pea’s eyes, the twinkling lights, the sound of Tinsel’s voice singing in the background, I thought for sure the Life Miser would give in.

      I thought wrong.

      “Love is a pointless endeavor,” he said. “A mere chemical reaction in the brain that causes people to do the most foolish things. Prodigal will be fine without his brother. The sooner he learns to ignore his heart, the better. He’ll be less distracted, less sentimental, less….”

      Tinsel’s song ended.

      No one applauded except for the younger Life Miser, but he clapped so hard he made up for everyone else’s silence. Tinsel curtsied, then stepped off the stage. He rushed to greet her.

      “Tinsel, that was beautiful,” he said. “Really, really beautiful!”

      “Gee, you’re sweet,” she said. “What’s your name?”

      “You don’t remember? I mean, well, that’s all right. It’s…ah…Eugene.”

      “That’s right.” She glanced around the casino as if she was looking for someone.

      “Hey Tinsel? I g-got you something.” Eugene shoved his hand into his coat pocket. “It’s a little thing, not even a g-gift, really. I mean, it’s a g-gift, but it’s not…I mean, if you don’t want it, I could take it back.”

      He presented a white, rectangular box to her, and at last that seemed to capture her full attention.

      “Aw, gee,” she said. “I love presents!”

      She pried open the lid with her red-painted fingernails and ripped away the tissue paper. Then she giggled.

      “You got me a gold necklace? How pretty.”

      “You like it? Really?”

      She traced her finger over the tiny heart pendant on the gold chain. “Sure, I like it.”

      Right then, I was glad to be invisible. Because this whole time, I’d forgotten about Sweet Pea’s gift. But seeing the necklace made me think of the charm bracelet in the jewelry store. And that made me think about how I didn’t have a present for her yet. I glanced at her face. She was smiling at the gold necklace. More than Tinsel was smiling.

      I let out a breath. It wasn’t Christmas yet. I still had time. I could make this work.

      “Thanks, George,” Tinsel said. “I’ll treasure it always.”

      “Er, Eugene,” he said. “It’s Eugene.”

      “Eugene. That’s a nice name.”

      She smiled at him. Then she slipped the red poinsettia flower from behind her ear and tucked it into his coat’s top buttonhole.

      “Here,” she said. “Merry Christmas.”

      He gasped. “That’s…that’s for me?”

      “Sure.”

      For a long time, he didn’t speak. He simply blinked at the red poinsettia on his chest. Then he lifted his face and gazed at her, his eyes shining.

      “Tinsel,” he cried, “will you marry me?”
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      A marriage proposal?

      Oh, boy. I did not see that coming.

      Apparently, neither did Tinsel. She let out a sharp, tight giggle, and then she glanced around the casino, especially at the exits. Eugene poked his finger into the box to lift the delicate gold chain, which he fastened around her neck with the heart pendant facing forward so that it gleamed in the casino lights.

      “Beautiful,” he whispered.

      And it was. The necklace and Tinsel and the shine in Eugene’s eyes. A gift given in love. On Christmas eve, even if it was in a casino. Sweet Pea was still smiling, and I smiled, too. Finally, we were watching the spirit of Christmas. Not that Christmas crazy in the shopping center. Or any outlandish Christmas costumes or failed Christmas baking experiments.

      It was here. It was this.

      Too bad the moment didn’t last. When Eugene went to pull away, the chain snagged on his shirtsleeve button and Tinsel’s diamond earring. He tried to untangle himself, but it only made things worse.

      “Ow!” Tinsel shouted.

      “Sorry! I didn’t mean to—”

      “You’re gonna…ah! You’re gonna rip my ear off!”

      “I’m sorry!”

      “Oh, for goodness sake! Here!”

      She clasped the chain with her hands and snapped it apart as easily as a strand of flimsy packaging twine. After that, she massaged her ear with her fingertips, adjusted the earring. Gave her hair a fluff.

      Way to kill the spirit of Christmas.

      “There,” she said. “All better.”

      Eugene’s shoulders slumped. “It’s…you broke it.”

      “Just as well. Those cheap necklaces, they make my neck turn green.”

      On the casino’s stage, the musicians shuffled back to their places while the announcer stepped up to the microphone. The piano player, sitting on his bench, tapped out a few notes on the keyboard, and the bass player plucked a couple of strings.

      “Listen, I’ve gotta go sing my next number,” Tinsel said. “Stay sweet, okay George?”

      Then she patted his arm and walked away. As she neared the stage, she dropped the broken necklace into an ashtray. And not thirty seconds passed before a waitress dumped the contents of the ashtray into a trashcan.

      “You never got to marry Tinsel, did you?” Sweet Pea asked. The Life Miser stood next to Sweet Pea, a grimace on his face.

      “She ran off and married one of the casino’s pit bosses,” he said. “A week later.”

      Ouch.

      “I’m sorry. That must’ve been horrible for you.”

      He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter now. None of it does. I hope you’re satisfied with this ridiculous escapade. Humiliating me for your amusement. If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to g-go. I haven’t changed my mind, and as I’ve been saying, this is a complete waste of—”

      “A complete waste of time, I know, I know.” Sweet Pea frowned. She didn’t seem ready to give up yet, though. “One more Christmas.”

      The next entry in the Christmas Chronicler wasn’t for another ten years. The words said, December 24, 1995. The Mistletoe Fiasco.

      Sounded strange, but if the Ragman thought it might help to visit that moment, then we’d better go. At this point, we needed all the help we could get.

      This Scrooge stuff was harder than it looked.

      Once more, Sweet Pea held the Life Miser’s hand, linked her arm with mine, and read aloud the words on the page. The casino, with its neon lights and noisy slot machines, fell back into shadow. In the rising darkness, the Life Miser muttered to himself again.

      “What idiot proposes marriage with a ten-dollar g-gold chain? I was a fool. And I wasted ten dollars!”

      When the light returned and focused around us, we were standing in the middle of the Packrat House’s living room. Which couldn’t be right. How could we be here? Had the Christmas Chronicler made a mistake?

      No. Maybe not. On second glance, this wasn’t exactly the same living room I’d been in earlier this afternoon. Same place, sure, but different time. The Collectibles were moved around, and some were missing altogether. Maybe the Ragman hadn’t acquired them yet. Boxes and crates still cluttered the room, but there weren’t as many, and they stood in different places.

      Then I spotted Eugene perched on the shabby green sofa.

      He seemed much older than he’d been in the casino, more like the man we knew now. The furrows on his forehead, and his hair thinner. His eyes were more squinted, too, even with his glasses. He’d traded his white, over-sized suit for a pea-green sweater and beige slacks. For some reason, he reminded me of crumpled gift-wrapping paper—faded and twice-used.

      The front door opened, and then the Ragman’s voice cried out.

      “Ho ho ho—oh! Ah, er, need some help here! Eugene…lend a hand, will you?”

      Both Life Misers—the one sitting on the sofa and the one standing next to Sweet Pea—rolled their eyes. Needless to say, the Ragman didn’t get any help. Not sure why he even bothered asking for it.

      There was a thump in the hall, followed by a lot of grunting. It sounded like the Ragman was dragging something across the floor. Finally, he reached the living room.

      “A Christmas tree?” Eugene asked, scowling.

      “Absolutely!” the Ragman said. “What’s Christmas without a tree?”

      The tree was a big one, too. Pine, probably. The Ragman wrestled and heaved until he’d hauled the tree as close to the center of the living room as possible, where he managed to set it upright.

      “What do you think?” he asked.

      “I think it’s a very g-good fire hazard,” Eugene said, “especially in this mess you call a living room. And you look like an idiot. What ridiculous g-get-up is that?”

      “What, this?” The Ragman spread his arms. “I know you hate Christmas, but come on. You can’t be that oblivious.”

      Eugene pushed his glasses higher up the bridge of his nose and stared at the Ragman’s long, red robe and red pants.

      “Here, wait a moment,” the Ragman said. “Maybe this will help.”

      He dashed into the hallway, and when he returned, he wore a red stocking cap on his head and a fluffy, white beard on his face.

      “Ho ho ho!” he shouted.

      Eugene’s expression still looked blank.

      “Oh, for pity’s sake,” the Ragman said. “I’m Father Christmas! Jolly ol’ Saint Nicholas! Santa Claus! Giver of gifts!”

      “You look like the discounted leftovers of a blowout carpet sale,” Eugene said.

      “It’s not that bad. You need a bit more Christmas cheer in your life.” The Ragman snapped his fingers. “I know just the thing to warm you up!”

      With a spreading grin, he strode over to the table and pressed his palm against the tablecloth.

      “Two mugs of eggnog, please,” he said.

      As requested, two large mugs of frothy eggnog appeared on the table, complete with a sprinkling of nutmeg on top. The Ragman lifted one of the mugs high.

      “How about a toast?” he asked. “To a profitable new year. What do you say, business partner?”

      “I hate eggnog.”

      The Ragman sighed. “I’ll drink for both of us, then.”

      He forgot to remove his costume beard when he drank, so some of the froth left a thin, yellow arc on his white mustache. After he was finished, he set the mug back on the table and gazed at Eugene for a moment.

      “Time to decorate this tree,” he said. “I don’t suppose you want to help?”

      Eugene snorted.

      So the Ragman carried in a box of lights and a box of ornaments from the hallway. Eugene mostly ignored him, except when the Ragman brought in a box of tinsel.

      “Not tinsel,” Eugene said. “Put whatever frippery you like, but if you hang a single thread of tinsel on that tree, I’ll torch the whole thing!”

      The Ragman chuckled, but at least he was kind enough to move the box of tinsel out of sight. Then he hummed a Christmas carol to himself. Sounded like “Joy to the World.” But that only seemed to make Eugene more cross.

      “Will you stop warbling like a drunken g-goat?” he asked. “You’re g-giving me a headache!”

      “What carol would you rather hear?”

      “Silent Night. With a g-great deal of emphasis on the silent part.”

      Things only worsened from there.

      Eugene refused to help string a popcorn garland or cut out paper snowflakes or wrap presents. He fumed and mocked and complained so much that he made Scrooge and the Grinch look like sweet little Christmas angel-children—complete with cardboard wings and wire halos.

      And then, the mistletoe.

      The problem started when the Ragman hauled a heaping bag of the stuff into the living room. He positioned a few wooden crates closer to the doorway so he could stand on them, and then with a nail and hammer, he pinned the mistletoe to the doorframe.

      “Perfect!” he said, beaming.

      But he didn’t stop there. Next, he hung mistletoe in the hallway and over the front door. Twice over the front door, actually. After that, he returned to the living room and hung mistletoe over the windows.

      Huh. I’d never figured the Ragman would be so enthusiastic about Christmas. Or mistletoe. But now that he’d gotten started, there was no stopping him. He was a mistletoe-hanging maniac.

      Eugene scoffed.

      “What’s the point of hanging mistletoe in here?” he asked. “I’m certainly not going to kiss you.”

      That pretty much did it. The Ragman’s Christmas cheer ran out at last. His nostrils flared, and he clenched the hammer in his fist. For a second, I thought he was going to pin Eugene up on the wall next to the mistletoe.

      “You!” the Ragman shouted. “You’re a cantankerous Christmas codger! Your chances of being kissed by anyone who loves you are so infinitesimally low that I’m doing you a favor hanging this mistletoe! At least this way, someone might kiss you by mistake!”

      Eugene sputtered and stammered. When he couldn’t think of a good comeback, he did the only thing he could think of. He jumped off the sofa, grabbed a fistful of mistletoe, and chucked it at the Ragman’s head.

      After that, mistletoe was flying everywhere.

      “You rotten glass of eggnog! You holly-sniffing humbug!” the Ragman yelled, hurling a branch of mistletoe at Eugene’s chest.

      “You ridiculous candy cane licker!” Eugene shot back as he stuffed mistletoe down the Ragman’s pants.

      Yikes.

      Eugene lunged for the Ragman; the Ragman lunged for Eugene. With a great whomp, the two men collided. Soon they were rolling around on the floor, kicking and biting and punching. The Ragman’s beard looped around Eugene’s forehead in the scuffle, and Eugene somehow managed to cram a wad of wrapping paper in the Ragman’s mouth.

      “Ha! How’s that for a stuffed stocking!” Eugene cried.

      The whole fight was worse than a Black Friday brawl over a cheap toaster.

      And probably they would’ve kept battling until New Year’s Day if they hadn’t knocked over the Christmas tree. It shook, then swayed, then toppled to the ground, its lights blinking out as it nearly smashed down on top of them. They both ducked out of the way just in time, with the Christmas tree landing between them like a wall.

      In the moment of silence that followed after, surrounded by broken pine branches and crushed glass ornaments, Eugene and the Ragman glared at each other.

      “Fine!” the Ragman said. “I’ve had enough of this! I’m going to the Artisans’ Christmas Party! Pity you tore up your invitation. I’ll be sure to tell the Artisans you’d rather be miserable and alone on Christmas!”

      The Santa beard dangled over Eugene’s forehead like a backwards wig. Eugene snatched it off and threw it at the Ragman for an answer.

      “Well!” The Ragman huffed as he slipped the beard back onto his face, complete with sprigs of mistletoe poking out here and there. Then he stomped out the Packrat House’s front door.

      That seemed to be the end of it.

      Eugene, glowering, clambered around the fallen Christmas tree while the Life Miser muttered his usual line about wasting his time. With a sigh, Sweet Pea reached for the Christmas Chronicler.

      “Wait,” I whispered in her ear. “Look.”

      Eugene had walked to the front door, then paused, hesitant and shaking. He paced away a few steps, then paced back again. Even touched the doorknob.

      “You almost followed the Ragman, didn’t you?” Sweet Pea said, her voice rising. “You almost went to the Christmas party!”

      “Nonsense.” The Life Miser crossed his arms. “I merely wanted fresh air. It was stuffy in the house.”

      Even if that had been true, it didn’t explain what happened next. Eugene tucked his hand into his pants pocket and took out a small box wrapped in red paper. On the gift tag, it said, To the Ragman, from Eugene. Merry Christmas.

      “You got the Ragman a gift?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “A set of g-gold cuff-links. But it was a foolish inclination,” the Life Miser said. “I was young. I believed I owed it to him. As if I owe anyone anything!”

      And just at that moment, Eugene seemed to make up his mind. He opened the front door, but it didn’t lead to any Christmas party. Or any other pleasant place. The door simply led to darkness. I had no idea where Eugene had asked the door to take him, but now that he’d arrived, he threw the Ragman’s Christmas gift into the black void before him.

      Then he slammed the door.

      “That was the last time I g-got any g-gift for anyone,” the Life Miser said, nodding. “G-gifts are utterly useless! A waste of money and time. Just like Christmas! Just like—”

      He stopped suddenly. Frowned and cleared his throat.

      “Just like love?” Sweet Pea asked.

      The Life Miser pointed at her. “You…I’ve had enough of your moralizing, g-girlie! Your useless prattling! I…I….”

      He sneered at the Christmas Chronicler still clutched in Sweet Pea’s arms.

      “Enough!” he cried. “Enough wasting my time! Enough!”

      With a quick swoop, he began to wrestle Sweet Pea for the Christmas Chronicler. She tried to fight back, but he shoved her with his shoulder, and she stumbled. I jumped to catch her, my arms looped under hers, just as the book slipped from the Life Miser’s grasp and fell to the ground. He stomped on it with his foot.

      “Don’t!” Sweet Pea said. “You’ll ruin it!”

      But the Life Miser wasn’t finished yet.

      “Enough! Enough!” he kept shouting.

      And before Sweet Pea or I could stop him, he pounced on the Christmas Chronicler and began ripping out its pages.
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      What happened next—well, in her defense, Sweet Pea had no other choice.

      If she hadn’t acted fast, the Life Miser would have shredded every last page of the Christmas Chronicler. Which would have been the end of us. We’d have been trapped in 1995 forever.

      So, from her sweater pocket, she grabbed the Swan Feather and brushed it against the Life Miser’s arm.

      Harsh, maybe, but it worked.

      The Life Miser stiffened, then fell backward and rolled onto his side, clutching his belly as if he might puke. His face paled, then reddened while this strangled gagging sound came from his throat like he was choking.

      “Don’t fight it,” Sweet Pea said. “You’re a Collector, so I’m sure you know exactly how the Swan Feather’s magic works. The more you fight it, the worse it gets.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her, but finally he threw back his head and laughed.

      “G-gee, g-gee, g-gee!”

      Micky the Dolphin must’ve given him lessons.

      With the Life Miser no longer a threat, Sweet Pea wiped at the smudges on the Christmas Chronicler with her sweater while I hunted for the torn-out pages. But then I noticed a strange thing. Every page the Life Miser ripped from the book had vanished. I couldn’t find a single one anywhere.

      They were gone.

      Sweet Pea and I examined the Christmas Chronicler.

      “I think it will be okay,” Sweet Pea whispered to me. “He didn’t wreck all of the pages. Only some of those in the back of the book. Here. I have an idea.”

      She flipped around until she located the page for our own day and time—good thing that page hadn’t been destroyed. Then, she removed the golden pencil from its sleeve on the book’s back cover and wrote a few words on the page.

      Sweet Pea and Rook return the Life Miser to his office.

      “Let’s hope this works,” she said.

      Gripping the Life Miser’s arms was a tricky thing—he kept rolling around with his fits of laughter—but we did the best we could. After that, Sweet Pea spoke the words, and we both held on tight.

      The magic worked.

      When the lights shifted into focus again, we’d arrived at the Life Miser’s dingy office, where we dumped him on the floor in front of his desk. We could still hear him laughing and choking, even as we used Sweet Pea’s house key in his office door to take us back to the Packrat House.

      Great. If he hadn’t wanted to help Spider before, he certainly wouldn’t want to help now.

      We found Deeter and the Ragman sitting on the sofa in the living room. As soon as we entered, the Ragman shoved something under the cushion. Then he adjusted his flashing Christmas lights tie.

      “Ah! You’re back!” he said. “Any luck with the Life Miser?”

      “None!” Sweet Pea threw her hands in the air. “The whole thing was a complete waste of—”

      “Don’t say it!” I said. “Please. If I hear anyone say that one more time….”

      “Sorry.” She sighed. “I’m just so disappointed. At first, I only wanted to help Spider. But now that I’ve had a chance to see how much the Life Miser’s been hurt, and always on Christmas. No wonder he hates Christmas so much. I wish…I sort of want….”

      “You want to help him too,” I said.

      I felt the same way. Not that the Life Miser made it easy to help him. Or even wanted our help in the first place.

      “We need a new approach,” I said. “Something that can help Spider and the Life Miser.”

      “Maybe if we show him that Christmas can be a good thing,” Sweet Pea said. “He’s only known Christmas as a time of heartbreak and misery.”

      “But if he could see the other side of Christmas,” I said, “if he could see the good in it. Maybe then he’d change. Maybe then he’d help Spider.”

      “We could show him people who are enjoying themselves, giving gifts, playing games and caroling. You know, genuine Christmas cheer.”

      Deeter tipped back his jingle-bell hat and tugged down the wrinkles in his green jacket.

      “Stand back, everyone,” he said. “Time for this elf to save the day. Christmas cheer is my middle name.”

      Could be he was right. After all, he was the only kid I knew who actually wanted to wear green tights and pointy ears.

      He held out his hand. “The Christmas Chronicler, if you please.”

      Sweet Pea passed it to him, but she tilted her head.

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “I mean, you’ve finished doing that other thing?”

      “Sure, I’m sure. I’ve done all I could. You’ll have to finish the rest.”

      “Finish what?” I asked.

      Sweet Pea and Deeter gave each other sideways glances, and the Ragman tried to block my view of the sofa cushions. Not this again. Definitely, some conspiracy was going on here.

      “Uh…sewing sparkles on my sugar plum fairy costume,” Sweet Pea said. “You know. Very important. Getting those sequins on correctly.”

      Yeah, right.

      “Speaking of important tasks,” the Ragman said, turning to me. “I don’t suppose you’ve had any chance to find the Matryoshka Doll yet, have you?”

      Geez. The Ragman was still obsessed with that stupid doll? Sometimes, I really wondered about his priorities in life.

      “I’ve been sort of busy,” I said, “trying to save Spider.”

      “Yes, yes, of course you have,” the Ragman said. “I’m sorry. I just…never mind. Carry on!”

      I let out a breath. “What’s so important about this doll? Why do you want it so bad?”

      “I…I don’t. It’s nothing. A trifle.”

      I could’ve sworn his ears reddened. Then he stood.

      “Well, we all have things to do and time is ticking!” he continued. “I’ll leave you three to your own endeavors. I have some errands to run, myself! Best of luck!”

      He retreated to his study.

      Meanwhile, Deeter had been scribbling words down in the Christmas Chronicler. But whatever he wrote, he wouldn’t show us.

      “Man, this is my game now. Am I the Ghost of Christmas Present or not?” he asked.

      Sweet Pea and I shrugged. Looked like we’d have to trust him. Sweet Pea patted me on the back.

      “Good luck,” she said.

      “Don’t worry.” I nodded. “I’ll keep a closer eye on the Life Miser this time.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      She gazed at Deeter, who was flipping through the Christmas Chronicler and grinning like an elf who’d stolen Santa’s naughty list.

      Or like an elf who was on Santa’s naughty list.

      Oh, boy.

      When Deeter and I arrived at the Life Miser’s office, the Life Miser was still sitting on the floor in front of his desk, giggling occasionally. He’d put on a saggy, over-sized brown coat, which he wore buttoned up to his neck. Maybe he was finally beginning to feel how cold it was in the warehouse.

      I slipped on Deeter’s ring again before the Life Miser had a chance to see me. Nonetheless, he seemed to know he wasn’t alone anymore in his room. He looked up just as Deeter stepped out of the shadows.

      “I knew it,” the Life Miser said. “I knew someone would return to torture me again.” Then he smirked at Deeter’s elf costume. “And who are you supposed to be? The Elf of Christmas Disasters? The Sprite of Yuletide Misfortune?”

      “Man, I’m the Ghost of Christmas Present.”

      The Life Miser giggled, then muttered a curse under his breath.

      “Fine, don’t believe me,” Deeter said. “Doesn’t matter either way. Because we’re goin’ on a trip. Unless you feel like giving Spider that eggnog soup he needs.”

      “As I told Prodigal, as I told that silly sentimental g-girlie, I don’t g-give g-gifts! Not ever, and especially not at Christmas!”

      “All right. But remember, you asked for this!”

      Deeter was a lot less gentle than Sweet Pea had been. He grasped the Life Miser’s collar, and the Life Miser let out a garbled sound—half shout, half giggle. I barely had time to link my arm with Deeter’s before he flipped open the Christmas Chronicler and read out the words.

      December 24th. A very Poshy Christmas.

      Then the Life Miser’s office was gone, and we were standing next to a ceiling-tall Christmas tree made entirely of peacock feathers. It had no ornaments, but it was strung with a million tiny white lights that twinkled as the peacock feathers waved back and forth.

      What a weird tree. Where on earth were we?

      This place seemed like someone’s elegant living room, except it was full of ice sculptures—giant blue penguins, mostly—and in the farthest corner of the room, a mini ice skating rink had been set up. Next to that stood a white pony with a red Christmas bow around its neck and a man holding a bucket and shovel for any mishaps. In the center of the room flowed a bubbling hot cocoa fountain with floating marshmallows.

      An indoor ice skating rink? A white Christmas pony? A bunch of giant blue ice penguins? And a hot cocoa fountain? Honestly, it was like a five-year-old kid got every Christmas wish in existence.

      At last, the Life Miser figured out where we were.

      “You brought me to see the Poshes?” he asked. “G-good g-grief! As if I care how the Poshes keep their Christmas! They’re a bunch of sniveling, whining, over-pampered, entitled, self-centered, pompous—”

      He probably would’ve kept going, but just then a squeal came from the doorway as the four Poshes rushed into the living room. I didn’t know much about the Poshes, except that they were another gang of rival Finders. I’d heard rumors about their extravagant style, though, and those rumors sure weren’t kidding.

      Wow.

      The Poshes looked as crazy as the living room’s peacock Christmas tree. The boys were dressed in green and black suits with green velvet top hats, and the girls wore these puffy gowns made of red and white striped lace. Reminded me of chocolate mint sticks and candy cane cupcakes.

      They laughed and pointed at the tree, the ice penguins, the skating rink, the cocoa fountain, and the pony.

      “Come look at this!” they kept shouting at each other. “It’s amazing!”

      “Why did you bring us here?” I asked Deeter, whispering so the Life Miser wouldn’t notice me.

      Deeter whispered back, “I figured if he could see how the other Collectors treat their Finders at Christmas, he’ll feel bad and want to treat his own Finders better. Besides, nobody celebrates a richer Christmas than the Poshes. Everyone knows that, even the Artisans.”

      Actually, that was pretty good thinking.

      Just then, the Poshes’ Collector—the Fashionista—entered the room. She wore a long, red dress with a white fur-lined collar and diamonds woven into her dark hair like ice crystals. As soon as the Poshes saw her standing in the doorway, they applauded. She bowed, chuckled, even murmured.

      “No, no, really. It’s nothing. It’s nothing.”

      Once the applause had quieted, she sauntered over to the Christmas tree, where she posed like she was ready for a fashion show.

      “If you please,” she said, “I have some words of recognition to give before we begin our Christmas eve merriment.”

      The Poshes started chanting in unison. “Speech! Speech!”

      “First, I would like to say that despite some setbacks, this has been an outstanding year for us. You all have been wonderful. I have the best Finders in the world! And, of course, no other Finders have as much good taste as you do.”

      The Fashionista smiled at the Poshes’ Christmas outfits before she continued.

      “Second, I would like to thank each one of you personally. And while I know that Christmas isn’t until tomorrow….”

      She gestured at the gold-wrapped boxes stacked underneath the peacock Christmas tree, and the Poshes whistled and cheered. Then she gave each of her Finders a special gift.

      Coco was first, with hair so coated in red glitter that she could’ve helped Santa find his way better than Rudolph. She tore the wrapping off her box and opened the lid.

      “Oh my gosh! It’s those python-skin boots I wanted!” she cried.

      Armani was next. He received a diamond-studded shoe horn, which he immediately had to try by taking his shoes on and off about twenty times. He never stopped grinning. And after that came Prada, a girl with white blond hair and little white feathers for fake eyelashes, which she batted at her present like she was about to fly away.

      “A purple velvet clutch! Thank you, Fashionista!” she shouted.

      Valentino was last, and he received a black wool wallet, though it seemed a little strange to me, but he actually jumped up and down until his top hat tipped forward over his eyes. The other Poshes laughed.

      “Merry Christmas!” they called to each other.

      “What do you think of that,” Deeter said, turning to the Life Miser. “Even the Poshes know how to treat each other at Christmas. How’s that for Christmas cheer?”

      The Life Miser snorted. “Christmas cheer? The only thing I see is rampant consumerism!”

      Deeter probably would’ve argued, but the Fashionista wasn’t finished with her speech yet.

      “In this time of the holidays,” she added, “it is important to express our appreciation and our love for those who are dear to us.”

      The Poshes all nodded, but the Life Miser grumbled.

      “Humbug,” he said. “She’s only saying that so her Finders will work harder next year!”

      “Every December, we are shown the very heart of Christmas,” the Fashionista continued. “It is a glimpse too rare and too brief. Therefore, let us be generous at Christmas. For in no other time and in no other way is the health and state of our own hearts more distinctly expressed than this.”

      It was probably a good thing no one could see us or hear us. Because if any of the Poshes had heard what the Life Miser said after that, it might have ruined their Christmas, despite the hot cocoa fountain.

      “What nonsense! Just look at those g-gaudy little store window manikins! Those g-greedy g-grabbing price-hiked primps!” He pointed at the Fashionista. “And her! Who is she to be lecturing anyone about love and appreciation? She’s the cruelest Collector there is! I won’t stand for any lecturing from her about Christmas!”

      Then he dug into his coat pocket, and immediately I felt the skin on the back of my neck prickle. Deeter must’ve felt it, too. He leaped for the Life Miser’s arm, but too late. The Life Miser revealed what looked like a round, glass ball of some kind, which he raised high in the air.

      “This time, I came prepared!” he cried. “I brought the Wintry Snow G-Globe! The G-Ghost of Christmas Present, eh? Here’s a white Christmas for you!”

      Deeter reached into his own jacket pocket, but I didn’t get the chance to see what he was searching for. Because just then, the Life Miser gave the Wintry Snow Globe a hard shake, its tiny white specks suddenly caught up in a fury of swirling snow.

      And when he did, he unleashed winter itself on us.
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      Probably Deeter hadn’t expected his plan to backfire quite so badly.

      Wind, ice, snow—all around us and all at once. I gasped for air, my teeth chattering as I leaned against the gale and peered into the white storm that had engulfed me.

      As for the Poshes, they didn’t even notice our distress. They went about their merry Christmas eve, utterly oblivious to the blizzard that was blowing in their living room. A shadow, a dream, another dimension. Whatever magic separated us from them, it kept them perfectly safe and snug.

      But Deeter and me, well, we were in huge trouble.

      “Deeter!” I cried over the wind, not even caring if the Life Miser discovered my presence. The only answer was a loud grunt and after that a cry. So I turned my head in the direction of the sounds.

      There. The snowy shapes of Deeter and the Life Miser struggling over the Christmas Chronicler. I pushed my way towards them and snatched at the Life Miser’s arms. I meant to grab the Christmas Chronicler. Instead, I ended up with the Wintry Snow Globe.

      Just as good. Better, maybe. Half blind, I felt its form with my hands. At its base was a small wind-up key, almost like a music box, so I pressed the globe against my ear to listen.

      Delicate and soft, a tinkling of music notes chimed out “Winter Wonderland.”

      Maybe that was how the Wintry Snow Globe’s magic worked. A wind-up mechanism. At this point, I was ready to try anything, so I turned the music key backwards, winding it down. The last few notes played their slowing tune, then stopped altogether.

      And so did the blizzard.

      “Why you little, you little…achoo!” The Life Miser sneezed, and when he did, he released the Christmas Chronicler to cover his nose.

      “Oh, man,” Deeter said. “Look what you did to the book!”

      “Me? It wasn’t…I didn’t…achoo!”

      After the struggle and the blizzard, the Christmas Chronicler wasn’t doing so well. As Deeter examined it, turning it over in his hands, three more pages came loose. They drifted away, then vanished. Just like the last time when pages went missing. Worse yet, who knew how many additional pages had been lost during the blizzard?

      Not good.

      “Achoo!” The Life Miser sneezed again. “This isn’t…what did you do…achoo! What did you do to me? Achoo!”

      Wait a minute.

      “Hey Deet,” I said, my voice low, “you didn’t sneak an early peek at the Christmas present I got you, did you?”

      “What! Me?” Deeter shook his head. “Course not!”

      Hmm. The Life Miser’s sudden sneezing fit sure seemed suspicious. Maybe like a handful of Super Deluxe Joke Pack sneezing powder thrown at him. Oh, well. If Deeter had used all the sneezing powder on the Life Miser, then there’d be none left to use on me later.

      Hey, I could live with that.

      “Achoo!”

      The Life Miser wasn’t in the mood for any more of the Poshes’ Christmas celebrations after that—not as if he had been before the sneezing fit. But I don’t think he paid any attention when the Choir Boys came caroling. There was a knock at the Poshes’ door, followed by the sound of a violin.

      “Angels we have heard on high,” the Choir Boys sang out, “sweetly singing o’er the plains….”

      I winced. However they earned their name, it wasn’t for their singing talent.

      But the Maestro’s violin performance was excellent. After that, the Poshes opened the door, and the Choir Boys entered the room. They still wore their black suits, but now they had red ties for Christmas. The Fashionista seemed pleased. She invited them to stay and drank a toast of hot cocoa with the Maestro, who wore a sprig of holly pinned to his tuxedo jacket.

      He raised his glass.

      “Perhaps we have had our past differences,” he said, “but good partnerships do, do they not? My dear Fashionista, let us drink to reconciliation, in the name of Christmas.”

      She raised her glass as well. “To reconciliation, in the name of Christmas.”

      “Achoo!”

      Eventually, the Choir Boys and the Maestro left to carol elsewhere. Once they’d gone, the Life Miser groaned.

      “Can we g-go now, too?”

      He wiped his stuffy nose with a stained handkerchief he’d taken from his pocket, and Deeter wagged his head. This was getting us nowhere.

      “Might as well,” Deeter said, “if the Christmas Chronicler still works.”

      But then the sound of a conversation caught our ears.

      “Did you hear the latest gossip about the Wheelers?” Coco asked Armani over by the Christmas tree.

      “No.” He leaned closer and tipped his top hat back by the brim. “Do tell.”

      “Well. Allegro told me all about it. Apparently, the Choir Boys went caroling at the Wheelers’ Warehouse first. And they weren’t invited in, of course. But the tall girl, what’s her name? Gray Sky?”

      “Blue Sky, I think.”

      “Huh. Funny name. Anyway, Blue Sky told Allegro that one of the Wheelers is horribly sick. Dying, even. On Christmas! Isn’t that beautifully tragic? Just like an old Christmas story. Like that one story, what’s it called? The Little Matchstick Squirrel?”

      “Which Wheeler?”

      “That’s the most tragic part. It’s the youngest boy. What do they call him? Cockroach?”

      “You mean, Spider? Prodigal’s baby brother? Wow. That’s gossip worth hearing.”

      “Hey, I have an idea.” Coco quickly counted the presents under the Christmas tree. “You know what the Fashionista said about being generous? Let’s send the Wheelers a gift. We have so many! And the Life Miser doesn’t give them a thing, I don’t think.”

      “No, he doesn’t. All right. Which one?”

      “How about this one?” Coco picked up a box near her foot.

      “Ah, uh, not that one, Coco.” Armani reddened and tugged at his collar. “I mean…I wanted to surprise you, but that one….”

      “Wait, did you get this for me?”

      “I made it for you. Stupid, I know, right?”

      “Not stupid at all! Handmade gifts are the best. I…I made this one for you.”

      Her cheeks blushing, she retrieved a similar gift box that’d been hidden behind the tree and handed it to him. Then they both laughed and blushed harder while giving each other sideways glances and widening smiles.

      Oh, man.

      Sweet Pea’s gift. I’d completely forgotten about it. And now, probably the stores were closed. Was there time to make her something? What was I going to do?

      “Here, let’s give the Wheelers that one,” Coco said, pointing to a gold-wrapped box in the corner. “It’s nice and big, whatever it is.”

      Armani agreed, so they fetched some gold ribbon and attached a gift tag with a curly gold bow. On the tag, they wrote a greeting.

      To the Wheelers, from the Poshes. With Christmas wishes that Spider feels better soon.

      “You see that?” Deeter asked, turning to the Life Miser. “Even your rivals treat your Finders better than you do.”

      The Life Miser stared at Armani and Coco for the longest time. Then he drew a breath.

      “I…I…achoo!”

      Deeter rolled his eyes and opened the Christmas Chronicler. The Life Miser shook his head in protest, but it didn’t matter. Deeter grasped the Life Miser’s collar like before, so I took Deeter’s arm again. If the Choir Boys’ gossip was right, we needed to hurry. Sounded like Spider was getting worse.

      “Fine,” Deeter said. “If the Poshes can’t convince you, maybe the Artisans can.”

      He whispered the words written on the page, and their gathering light brought us to a forest full of fir trees. We stepped forward, our feet sinking into soft, powdery snowdrifts, while puffs of snowflakes sprayed down on us from the branches above our heads whenever a breeze passed by. The sun was setting red behind the trees, which shone like blazing candles.

      “What is this place?” the Life Miser asked.

      He wiggled his nose, sniffed a few times. The sneezing powder finally seemed to be wearing off.

      “Shh,” Deeter said, removing a silver envelope from his jacket pocket. “I gotta concentrate.”

      The envelope was addressed to Deeter, and when he opened it for the card inside, I glanced at the message. It was written with red ink in a large curly script.

      You are cordially invited to the Artisans’ Annual Christmas party. There will be plenty of food, games and prizes, so remember to wear your best Christmas costume and come prepared to have fun! If you need directions, ask the owl. Merry Christmas from the Artisans.

      Ask the owl? I shook my head. Just like the Artisans—completely weird.

      But Deeter seemed to know what to do. He flipped the invitation over. On the back of the card was a picture of a white owl with a red bow and yellow eyes.

      “Hey, could you please help us find the party?” Deeter asked. “We’re kind of lost.”

      A flash flared in Deeter’s hands like the invitation had caught fire. Out of the light flapped a full-sized owl, a perfect copy of the card’s picture. After a wink of its eyes and a shake of its bow, it spread its wings and flew into the woods.

      “This way!” Deeter shouted. He grabbed the Life Miser’s wrist and dragged him along. “Quick, or we’ll lose the owl!”

      Wild and breathless, we chased the owl deeper into the forest. The Life Miser tripped twice and fell sputtering in the snow, but each time Deeter hauled him to his feet and urged him on. Finally, the owl led us to a clearing where it landed and vanished.

      Now what?

      “This is utterly ridiculous!” the Life Miser said, panting. “I’d rather return to the Poshes than chase some ratted old feather duster through a bunch of scraggly fir trees in the middle of nowhere!”

      “Wait for it…wait for it,” Deeter said. He was watching the sunset shed the last of its light onto the snow. For a moment, the woods darkened as twilight arrived at last.

      “There,” Deeter said. Then he pointed up.

      In the sky above the clearing, hundreds of golden fireworks burst into a display of flowers and stars, illuminating the clearing as bright as daylight. And in the middle of the clearing stood a red, circus-sized tent adorned with garlands of evergreen and holly berries. The sounds of carol-singing and laughter came from inside.

      “The Artisans’ Christmas Party!” Deeter said. “Man, you do not want to miss this.”

      “I assure you,” the Life Miser said, “I have no desire to—ack!”

      Deeter yanked the Life Miser through the tent’s entrance, so I followed after.

      Unbelievable.

      Giant, candy-cane pillars supported the tent’s weight on the inside, the largest one serving as the main post at the tent’s center. At the base of the pillars, the space was full of Artisans dressed in costumes—snowmen and angels and mice and snowflakes and gingerbread figures. Some were chatting with each other and laughing, but most were crowded around playing games.

      And the Artisans had some really weird games.

      Like the game of freeze tag, where the losers were literally frozen in ice. Which didn’t seem that fun to me, but when the losers were defrosted, they seemed okay. They even joked about it.

      Weird party.

      Eventually, an Artisan dressed like a drummer boy mounted a stage that had been set up next to the center pillar.

      “My dear friends!” he said. “A joyful Christmas to you! I hate to interrupt your current festivities, but if you would all be so kind as to take your seats, it’s time to announce the winners of this year’s Christmas awards!”

      “Yes! We’re in time!” Deeter said.

      Long, rectangular tables suddenly appeared inside the tent, and the Artisans chose their preferred seats. Right near us, the Professor sat next to the Knight.

      “Merry Christmas, dear Knight!” he said, shaking the Knight’s hand. “Or should I say, Good King Wenceslas?”

      The Knight nodded his crowned head and shook out his green robes. With his white beard and his wrinkles, he truly did resemble an ancient king.

      “Indeed! Thou hast guessed aright!” he said. “But what costume is this you have donned? I know it not.”

      “Ah, yes. It’s a bit challenging to guess. It’s from a Christmas tale in an old book.”

      The Professor’s costume seemed old-fashioned, with a waistcoat and breeches. He carried a spade in one hand and a lantern in the other, and on his jacket, he’d pinned a square name tag that said, Gabriel Grub.

      By now, the remaining Artisans were seated at the tables, but there were still a lot of empty chairs, which seemed strange to me. The Knight must’ve wondered about it too since he asked the Professor where the missing guests were.

      “Unfortunately, not everyone invited attends,” the Professor said. “Such a pity. But you can hardy force a person to attend a party.”

      The Life Miser snorted.

      “Is Rook among the missing?” the Knight asked. “I see him not, and I wished to give him Christmas greetings.”

      The Professor leaned forward to survey the gathering. After that, a strange thing happened. Even though we were only shadows, and even though I still had Deeter’s ring on my finger, I could’ve sworn the Professor looked right at me. His eyebrows furrowed, and he adjusted his thick glasses. Then he gazed at the three of us standing in the corner, the light in his eyes brightening. A slow smile spread across his face.

      He couldn’t see us, could he?

      The awards ceremony began, with awards as odd as the Artisans themselves. First place for the quickest time building a snowman. Grand prize for the worst-sung carol. Best award for the most candy canes eaten in one sitting. Stuff like that. Every winner was gifted with a gold cup or a gold ribbon. Like it was the most important award in the world.

      “Next, we have the Bah Humbug Award,” the drummer boy Artisan announced. He was handed a red envelope, which he opened while the crowd grew hushed as he read the card inside.

      “This year’s winner is…the Life Miser!”

      The Artisans applauded, but I don’t think the Life Miser heard them. At the announcement of his name, he broke out into a coughing spasm so intense that Deeter had to thump him on the back.

      “Me?” the Life Miser asked, gasping for breath. “I…I won?”

      “Man, you win it every year,” Deeter said. “You’re just never at the party to know it.”

      The drummer boy Artisan lifted a gold cup shaped like a hollowed-out heart, and the applause finally settled down.

      “Is anyone willing to accept the award for the Life Miser?” he asked.

      No one volunteered. The silence turned awkward.

      “You see?” the Life Miser said. “See what a waste of time this is? I hate everyone, and everyone hates me. You may as well g-give up this ridiculous—”

      “I will accept it for him,” the Professor said. “In fact, I would consider it an honor.”

      While the Life Miser suffered a second coughing fit, the Professor rose from his seat and took the stage, where he was presented with the golden cup.

      “Furthermore,” he added, “I wish to say some words on the Life Miser’s behalf.”
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      Since the Professor liked research, I figured he’d lecture on the history of yule logs or the chemical properties of peppermint. Seemed like the other Artisans sitting at their tables in the Christmas party tent thought so, too. They sighed as he took his place behind the podium.

      “It has been suggested in years past that we rename this award,” the Professor said, “for its sole and annual recipient. The Life Miser’s Award.”

      A few of the Artisans chuckled, which made the Life Miser huff.

      “This is nothing but more Artisan nonsense,” he said. “It’s as ridiculous as they are!”

      “Regardless of the award’s name,” the Professor continued, “we owe its recipient a great debt.”

      The Artisans murmured amongst themselves. Shifted in their seats.

      “Shall I itemize for the sake of clarity?” the Professor asked. “Very well. For a start, there are seven outcast children in this world who would be living on the streets, hopeless and forgotten, if not for his intervention. Even their own families abandoned them, but the Life Miser—a total stranger—accepted them freely into his home.”

      Probably the Professor meant the Wheelers. The Life Miser had grown very quiet, listening. So much for Artisan nonsense.

      “But how does that profit us, you may wonder,” the Professor added. “It’s very simple. For we know that every child—no matter how young, no matter how troubled—is of infinite value. He has enabled seven bright and precious lights to keep burning in the darkness of this world, and in that act alone the Life Miser has profited the world sevenfold.”

      Somewhere in the crowd, a single Artisan started clapping. And then another. More joined. Until the whole crowd of Artisans was whistling and cheering.

      Applauding the Life Miser.

      The Professor smiled, nodded a few times. But the Life Miser gaped at them like a nutcracker without a nut to crack.

      “It must be some prank,” he said. “No one has ever applauded me.”

      The Professor raised the award. “This hollow cup teaches us that nothing need remain empty. A cup can be filled. Indeed, this is a cup’s very purpose. Nor is it so very different with the heart and the heart’s purpose. We remember this when we remember the Life Miser. We remember there is hope—not only for the Life Miser, but also for every one of us!”

      More applause.

      “We each need Christmas,” the Professor concluded. “Those who say they don’t are the ones who need it most. And for those who need it most, Christmas was particularly given. So wherever the Life Miser is now, whatever he is doing, I give him my deepest thanks, and I wish him the merriest Christmas!”

      Then other Artisans started calling out as well. “Merry Christmas, Life Miser! Happy Christmas! Three cheers for the Life Miser!”

      The Life Miser was pretty much speechless after that.

      Which was great. Because he would’ve had plenty to complain about. Like the feast that was magically served once the award ceremony ended. Glazed hams and roasted goose, mashed potatoes and candied yams. I counted at least fifty different kinds of dressings. Desserts, too—fruit pies and five-layer cakes and sugar-frosted cookies.

      He would have called it a tremendous waste of food.

      And there was dinner entertainment. A reindeer racetrack appeared where the stage had been in the very center of the tent, so guests could cheer on their favorite reindeer while eating. I could see why Deeter liked this party so much. I mean, a reindeer racetrack?

      Oh, yeah. The Life Miser definitely would’ve complained about the reindeer.

      After his speech, the Professor returned to his seat and helped himself to a large bowl of creamed cranberries with orange zest on top.

      “A fine speech, Professor!” the Knight said. “Very fine. I myself have no quarrel with the Life Miser, and I wish him well. His Wheelers, too, though I have heard some sad rumors of late. The youngest lad’s health is deeply imperiled, they say.”

      The Professor’s mirth faded a bit. “Yes. I have heard the rumors.”

      “A sad thing, to be so ill on Christmas. Someone should do something to help the lad.”

      “Oh, I’m quite sure something is being done to help him.”

      “Truly? What makes you so certain?”

      The Professor gestured at a table off to his right. In one chair at the table sat the Ragman, wearing his red and green Christmas suit. Beside him sat Sweet Pea in her sugar plum fairy costume, and beside her were two other chairs. One for Deeter. One for me.

      Both empty.

      “Odd that not all the Ragdolls are in attendance this year, don’t you think?” the Professor asked.

      Then he winked. And even though he was looking at the Knight, I could’ve sworn he aimed the wink at me.

      All this talk about Spider must’ve reminded Deeter why we were here. He opened the Christmas Chronicler, and another page came loose, then fell away, lost.

      “What is it next, hmm?” the Life Miser asked. “A visit to Santa’s workshop?”

      Deeter shook his head. “Man, you’re so bad, Santa wouldn’t let you in.”

      The Artisans’ Christmas Party faded back into the darkness as Deeter whispered the words on the page. But once we’d arrived at our new destination, still a kind of darkness lingered. I squinted into the shadows at the large shapes looming around us. Odd figures, like slides and railings. A playground?

      Where were we now?

      I listened. There was a snuffling sound, a sob. Gulped back quick. Was someone crying?

      Finally, a voice.

      “Dragon?” Blue Sky asked. “Is that you? Are you okay?”

      At last, I understood. We were standing in the dark of the Wheelers’ Warehouse. Christmas eve, but there was no Christmas here.

      Blue Sky struck a match. Its flame flared brightly between her fingers as she tipped it sideways to light a candle. Dragon was sitting on the concrete floor with her back against one of the skate ramps.

      “Leave me alone,” she said.

      Blue Sky sat on the ground beside her, the candle glowing between them.

      “It’s okay to cry. You don’t have to hide it from me. I won’t tell the others.”

      Dragon swiped at her wet cheek with her frayed coat sleeve. “I hate this. This waiting. I should be doing something. We shouldn’t be sitting around, letting Spider…we shouldn’t be sitting around. Spider needs us.”

      Movement shuffled distantly in the warehouse, quiet and slow, until the other Wheelers had stepped into the candlelight, too. Primo, Ollie, Nosebleed—everyone except for Prodigal. Probably he was at Spider’s bedside.

      “Dragon’s right,” Nosebleed said. “There must be something else we can do.”

      “Maybe we could bake him cookies,” Ollie said.

      “How?” Dragon rolled her eyes. “We don’t have an oven.”

      “It was just a suggestion.”

      Ollie shrugged, then chipped at her nail polish while Dragon gritted her teeth. No one spoke for a while—they simply sat there next to each other, shivering.

      “He might feel a little better,” Blue Sky said, staring at the candle, “if we had a Christmas tree.”

      Everyone looked up at her.

      “Where would we get one?” Nosebleed asked. “There aren’t any trees outside.”

      “There are tumbleweeds,” Primo said.

      I’d never heard Primo speak much—he always kept his head down and his eyes on his shoelaces—but now, his words made everyone jump to their feet. They rushed out the door, and when they returned a few minutes later, they were dragging this huge bush from the front yard.

      A Christmas tumbleweed.

      All twigs and thorns, not a green leaf anywhere, but the Wheelers trimmed its shape to look more like a tree. Then they circled around it.

      “Needs ornaments,” Nosebleed said. “Every Christmas tree needs shiny stuff on it. Or it’s not really a Christmas tree.”

      They each dug in their pockets, then dumped the contents onto the ground. Seven candy wrappers, two pink rubber bands, a box of paper clips, a packet of tissue, a bottle of silver nail polish, and a pocket flashlight.

      Didn’t seem like much to work with, but they knelt down next to the small pile, considering. Blue Sky picked up the box of paper clips and poured a few into her hand. She linked two together, then a third.

      “What’d you think?” she asked. “Paper clip chain, for garland.”

      The other Wheelers grinned.

      So they went to work making the chain, and when it was finished, they looped it around the tumbleweed.

      “Not bad,” Ollie said. “I like it.”

      But the Wheelers weren’t finished yet. They tore the packet of tissue into tiny pieces like confetti, which they scattered onto the tumbleweed as snow. Then the candy wrappers were divided and crumpled into balls, with the shiniest parts showing on the outside. These were hung with the remaining paper clips. To finish the look, Primo clicked on the flashlight and set it underneath the tumbleweed so that the beam of light illuminated the branches.

      “Perfect,” Blue Sky said. “We just need a star. For the top.”

      That took some thinking. Finally, they folded the empty box that had contained the paper clips into a star shape. Ollie painted it silver with the nail polish, and then Dragon fastened it to the top of the tumbleweed with the rubber bands.

      “Beautiful,” Blue Sky said. “I’ll go see about Spider.”

      This entire time, the Life Miser had watched the Wheelers decorate their tree without a word. The most he’d said was a sort of grunt when they put the star on. After the fuss he’d made over Christmas so far, I was tempted to cover my ears. Whatever complaining, whatever mocking he was getting ready to do, I didn’t want to hear it. Not now. Not about this tree.

      He pointed, and I held my breath.

      “You see this!” he said. “You see how resourceful my Finders are? That’s a very g-good Christmas tree. Certainly better than that peacock frippery at the Poshes!”

      Wait, what?

      Deeter looked about as shocked as I was. But the Life Miser seemed serious. He paced around the tumbleweed, examining it.

      “Yes, a very g-good tree,” he said, mostly to himself.

      Blue Sky returned from the back room, and the other Wheelers gathered around. Beside her, Prodigal carried Spider in his arms, bundled in a blanket. The Wheelers grew hushed, waiting, as Spider opened his eyes wider and wheezed louder.

      “What do you think, buddy?” Prodigal asked. “Do you like it?”

      “I’ve never…had a Christmas tree…before,” Spider said. “It’s totally like…I imagined. It even…has a star.”

      Prodigal’s jaw worked a little, and he swallowed to hide it. Ollie brushed a tear off her cheek—quick, so Spider wouldn’t notice. They all edged closer to the light of the Christmas tree.

      “We should sing a…Christmas song,” Spider said.

      “Sing?” Nosebleed looked at the others. “I don’t know.”

      “If Spider wants a Christmas song, we sing one for him,” Prodigal said. “Got it?

      No one disagreed after that.

      “What song do you want?” Blue Sky asked.

      “I don’t remember what…it’s called.” Spider scrunched his lips. “Sort of like…this.”

      Then, in a voice so soft and scratchy that we strained to hear it, he hummed the tune for as long as he could, until he coughed and gasped for air.

      The Life Miser snapped his finger. “Oh! I know that one!”

      So did Dragon.

      “Silent night,” she sang, “holy night.”

      “All is calm,” Blue Sky joined, “all is bright.”

      Then they all sang.

      “Round yon virgin, mother and child. Holy infant, so tender and mild.”

      A few of the Wheelers were pretty off-key, and some got the words wrong, but it didn’t matter.

      “Sleep in heavenly peace, sleep in heavenly peace.”

      At the last word, as they sang the final note, their voices drifted off into the farthest corners of the warehouse, into silence.

      “Hey, I have a…present to put…under the tree,” Spider whispered.

      “A present, buddy?” Prodigal asked.

      “In my pocket.”

      Prodigal set Spider down on one of the skate ramps and adjusted the blanket before accepting a round wad of toilet paper that Spider handed him.

      “It’s for the…Life Miser,” Spider said. “Will you put…it under the tree?”

      “Sure.” Prodigal lifted a corner of the tissue, then paused. “Mind if I look? I’ll wrap it up again, I promise.”

      Spider nodded. So Prodigal eased the toilet paper apart layer by layer. Finally, he uncovered the gift inside—a rolled bunch of gold fabric. I wasn’t sure what it was, but Prodigal was quicker to figure it out.

      “You got the Life Miser a gold tie?” he asked.

      “Do you think…he’ll like it?” Spider asked. “I bought it…weeks ago. He doesn’t…wear ties. But the man…at the pawnshop said…it was a really…nice tie.”

      “It is. It’s a great tie,” Prodigal said, his voice low. “I’m sure the Life Miser will love it. Hey. What’s this?”

      He lifted the bottom edge of the tie to reveal two tiny initials stitched in red on the back.

      E.S.

      Everett Sterling.

      Impossible. How could Spider have known? He couldn’t have. Even with the gold tie sitting there in Prodigal’s hands right in front of me, I still couldn’t believe my eyes.

      It was the same tie.

      “Remember,” Deeter said to the Life Miser, “you gotta at least act surprised when you open your gift. When you get an early peek at your Christmas presents, it’s not polite if you don’t…whoa man, what’s wrong with you?”

      The Life Miser stood there frozen, his face white. It didn’t even look like he was breathing.

      “Santa’s lucky tie,” he whispered.

      “Hey,” Nosebleed said, “let’s skate for Spider!”

      Prodigal pressed his palm against Spider’s forehead. “I don’t know. He should be in bed.”

      “We can bring the bed to him,” Ollie said.

      “Please, Prodigal?” Spider asked. “I want…to spend Christmas eve…with everyone.”

      The Wheelers brought out the mattress and blankets for Spider, then took turns performing tricks. First, Ollie and Primo each did a bunch of flips with their skateboards. After that, it was Dragon and Nosebleed on bikes. And Blue Sky danced on her longboard, twirling and stepping so gracefully that it was better than the reindeer races.

      Last of all, Prodigal stepped forward to take his turn.

      “Come on, Prodigal!” the Wheelers cheered.

      Spider, leaning his head against his pillow, breathed a sigh so gentle and small that it wouldn’t have changed the course of a single airborne snowflake. Nosebleed was standing closest, and he happened to glance over at Spider. That glance turned into a puzzled stare. Then he reached over, gave Spider’s shoulders a shake. Spider didn’t move.

      “Prodigal, quick!” Nosebleed cried. “It’s Spider…I think he’s dead!”
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      As far as I could figure, Prodigal had been born on a skate ramp.

      Seriously. As a baby, he must’ve owned a skateboard instead of a crib. He never made a clumsy move, never wobbled or missed his mark. Never lost his balance, never misjudged. He was just like that. He was a master, no question.

      Above all, he never fell. Never.

      But when Nosebleed cried out that Spider was dead, Prodigal completely lost control. He’d been mid-air, too, right in the middle of this crazy spinning flip when his board flew out from under him. He flailed, then landed hard, slamming his face on the ramp and tumbling down the slope with his arms and back twisted.

      The Wheelers gasped as he crashed.

      Primo and Blue Sky jumped to help him, but he was already on his feet again before they reached him. He stumbled over to Spider’s side and felt for a pulse. For one long, horrible moment, everyone waited. Then Prodigal exhaled.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “I can feel his heart beating. He’s not dead.”

      “Man,” Deeter said, “’bout gave me a heart attack.”

      Me too.

      I looked over at the Life Miser, but he’d changed places. The Wheelers had circled around Spider, and the Life Miser stood there with them, leaning forward to peer past Prodigal’s shoulder.

      “Come on, buddy,” Prodigal said, stroking Spider’s pale cheek. “Wake up. Please.”

      Finally, Spider opened his eyes. He gazed at all the faces staring at him and blinked a few times.

      “Did I fall…asleep?” he asked. “What did…I miss? Why is your…lip bleeding?”

      “Don’t worry about me.” Prodigal wiped at the blood running down his chin. “Let’s get you back to the small room. It’ll be quieter. Warmer, too. You can sleep there.”

      “You see?” the Life Miser said as Prodigal carried Spider away. “It’s not as if the boy is dead. What’s this nonsense about eggnog soup? He merely needs rest. This is a whole lot of fuss over a cold.”

      “A cold!” Deeter cried. “Is that what you think this is? Do you want Spider to die?”

      “Of course not! I simply don’t see a need to…I mean, it’s only….” The Life Miser crossed his arms. “I don’t g-give g-gifts at Christmas. It’s nothing personal, nothing against the boy.”

      “If you needed eggnog soup if you were sick, I bet Spider would give it to you. Even if you only had a cold.”

      The Life Miser’s gaze shifted in the direction of the Christmas tumbleweed, then down at the small white bundle that Prodigal had set beneath the branches like Spider asked him to.

      “I don’t believe in g-gifts,” the Life Miser whispered. “Not anymore.”

      Once Spider was settled in the small room, the Wheelers didn’t seem to know what to do next. Some sat by the Christmas tumbleweed. Others went outside. Primo retrieved Prodigal’s skateboard and tinkered with it since one of the wheels had been damaged.

      Prodigal’s skateboard wasn’t the only thing that needed fixing, though. I’d never seen the Wheelers look more broken.

      Over in the corner of the warehouse, Blue Sky pulled Prodigal aside. She had a wet washcloth, which she pressed against his cut lip. After that, she dabbed alcohol on the wound and mumbled an apology when Prodigal winced. Finally, she glanced at the other Wheelers and lowered her voice.

      “Spider’s getting worse, Prodigal. How much longer are we going to wait for Rook?”

      Prodigal frowned, winced again. “We’ll give him till midnight. If we don’t hear from him by then, we’ll handle the situation ourselves.”

      I could only guess, only imagine, what that meant. Or what the consequences would be. Definitely, I was running out of time. Had the Life Miser changed his mind at all? Even a little?

      Didn’t seem like it.

      This was so much easier for those ghosts in the Scrooge book.

      Deeter opened the Christmas Chronicler. The cover creaked and cracked like the spine was disintegrating, and as he flipped to the right place, more pages detached and drifted away.

      How many could we lose before the book stopped working?

      At least it worked well enough to return the Life Miser to his office. When we left the shadows, he sat in his desk chair and folded his hands over his chest.

      “I suppose you’ll be g-going now,” he said. “You can take Christmas with you. Don’t think you fooled me. Showing me my Wheelers, trying to g-get me to feel sorry for them. I suppose all that’s left is for little Spider to shout out, ‘G-God bless us, everyone!’”

      “You really don’t get it, do you?” Deeter shook his head. “Sweet Pea’s right. I feel sorry for you, too. I guess seeing the best side of Christmas ain’t the same as being on the best side of Christmas.”

      “Humbug,” the Life Miser muttered. “It’s all humbug.”

      That was it. I’d had enough. I slipped off Deeter’s ring, and the Life Miser jolted in his seat when I appeared next to him. Then I held out my hand for the Christmas Chronicler.

      “Give it here, Deet,” I said. “It’s my turn.”

      But Deeter hesitated. “You sure? It’s lost a lot of pages.”

      “I’m sure. You go back to the Packrat House. I’ll be fine.”

      “You better be back in time for Christmas, or Sweet Pea will kill me. Well, she’ll kill you first, and then she’ll kill me. Dead people don’t get to open gifts, you know.”

      He wagged his head and walked off. A moment later, I heard his house key click in the office door’s lock.

      So, now it was up to me.

      “Well, well,” the Life Miser said. “The Ragman’s Rook. You’re the one behind this whole scheme, aren’t you? And who are you supposed to be, hmm? Jolly old Saint Nick? Frosty the Snowman?”

      “I’m the Ghost of Christmas Yet-To-Come.”

      “Of course. Now you’re g-going to show me the error of my ways, so I’ll fall down on my knees and beg you to g-give me a second chance, eh? Humbug!”

      I flipped forward in the Christmas Chronicler. One page. Another. Another. A lot of the dates were missing, and the years were hard to figure out. Everything was mixed up because the book was so damaged.

      At last, I found a page for December 24th. Not sure what year, but at least it was in the near future. I took out the pencil and wrote the only thing I could think of.

      Christmas Eve at the Wheelers’ Warehouse.

      I didn’t give the Life Miser a chance to complain or call it a waste of time. He opened his mouth like he was getting ready to, but I seized his arm and read aloud the words I’d written, my fingertips tingling as I held the book close.

      “Please work,” I said.

      The shadow of the future rose up around us. The Life Miser’s office vanished, and the air chilled as if we had stepped into a deep fog. When the darkness cleared, we were standing in the central portion of the warehouse.

      “What…what is this!” the Life Miser said. “Where did everything go?”

      All the ramps and rails, all the slides and metal tables, all the equipment that the Wheelers used to skate on had been removed. Instead, several rows of wooden folding chairs had been set up, with a table in the back and a podium in the front. A small group of people had gathered in the warehouse. Some stood alone or sat in the folding chairs while others lingered by the back table.

      “Ah, Fashionista,” the Maestro’s voice drifted to our ears. “Come to do some last-minute Christmas shopping?”

      The Life Miser and I both glanced over to the side of the crowd where the Maestro and the Fashionista stood talking.

      “Indeed,” she said. “In these matters, expediency is important.”

      “As you say.” The Maestro gave a nod. “I assume the others will be making an appearance as well.”

      “I should think. The Ragman, of course. The Krum Brothers, perhaps.”

      “Those little mercenaries.”

      “Indeed.”

      There was a pause. More people were making their way to the folding chairs. Whatever this meeting was for, it seemed like the event was about to start. The Fashionista adjusted her hat—a black velvet square thing with a diamond pin on the side.

      “Do you know how he died?” she asked. “I heard it was a heart attack.”

      The Maestro shrugged. “I heard he froze to death.”

      “How morbid!”

      “I doubt he noticed. He was a cold man.”

      For some reason, the Fashionista found that very funny. She snorted a laugh.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” a man at the podium said, “if you all are quite settled, it is time to begin.”

      Those last few who lingered at the back of the room found their seats. There weren’t very many people here—maybe twenty or so. The man at the podium unbuttoned the jacket of his business suit and lifted a gavel.

      “I apologize that this gathering was called in such haste,” he said, “though I doubt you will be disappointed with the results. We’ll start with lot one. Assorted office furniture, including a desk and chair, a trash receptacle, and various office supplies, the descriptions of which you may find in your catalogs. Shall we start the bidding at one hundred? One hundred, to start.”

      Wait, this was an auction?

      “Why did you bring me here?” the Life Miser asked. “I fail to see how this has any purpose—”

      “Two hundred,” the auctioneer said. “Thank you, sir. Two hundred on bid. Do I hear three hundred?”

      No one bid any higher.

      “Sold, for two hundred.” The auctioneer pounded his gavel on the podium.

      After that, they bid on a bunch of metal shelves. Then some file cabinets. A water cooler. Pretty boring stuff. Maybe the Life Miser was right for once.

      What was the point of this?

      “Lot ten,” the auctioneer said. “Assorted cans of soup. Brand unknown. Flavors including chicken noodle, beef and barley, tomato, cream of potato, cream of celery. Shall we start the bidding at fifty?”

      The Life Miser’s head jerked up. “Soups? Those aren’t…they can’t be….”

      Nearby sat a woman with an open booklet on her lap. The Life Miser rushed over to squint at the descriptions for the auctioned items.

      “That’s my soup!” he cried. “What is this! My desk! My file cabinets! How dare they sell my things! They have no right!”

      “Sold, for fifty,” the auctioneer announced.

      Good thing the auction didn’t last too much longer—the Life Miser would’ve had a complete meltdown. He kept running around, ordering people to stop bidding, ordering the auctioneer to stop calling new lots. Not that anyone heard him or saw him.

      Which made his fit even worse.

      “I demand you all stop!” he cried. “Stop g-giving away my things!”

      “This concludes the bidding for the ordinary lots,” the auctioneer finally announced. “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, for your participation. You’ll find refreshments set out on the back table.”

      The Life Miser approached me, panting and wiping the sweat from his forehead with his stained handkerchief.

      “I don’t know what sort of mistake this is,” he said, “but someone is g-going to pay! I demand you take me home now, so I can sort this out! No one is g-going to set up an illegal auction of my property!”

      Most of the people had left the warehouse, but a few hung around. Not just to be sociable or drink free coffee, though. They seemed to be waiting for something else to happen. A few minutes later, the auctioneer returned to the podium. Instead of a gavel, he held a thin, black candle—no taller than an inch.

      When the auctioneer placed the candle on the podium’s edge, the Life Miser gasped.

      “No!” he cried. “Not that!”

      “Now that the main portion of the auction has concluded,” the auctioneer said, “we can continue with the special miscellaneous sundries.”

      The people who had remained in the warehouse returned to their seats. The Fashionista and the Maestro were still there, and I spotted the Ragman sitting in the last row. Most of the bidders, I didn’t recognize. Some of them were Artisans, though. I could tell by the way their eyes glowed.

      “About time,” the Fashionista said. “As if I came to bid on soup and file cabinets.”

      The auctioneer struck a match and lit the black candle’s wick.

      The Life Miser wailed.

      “Anything but this! It can’t…this can’t be happening!”

      “What’s the big deal?” I asked. “What’s so horrible about a candle?”

      “We Collectors have a special auction. Money for us isn’t a problem—some Collectors have an unlimited supply—so we bid according to the candle. When the candle burns out, the last bid is the winner.”

      “So, they’re about to bid on Collectibles.” I paused. “Your Collectibles?”

      The auctioneer cleared his throat, and the crowd quieted.

      “Given the size and characteristics of the various items remaining,” he said, “it has been deemed best to offer them all in a single lot. Lot twelve. You may read the contents of the lot and the accompanying descriptions on the additional pamphlet that’s been provided. I assure you, the lot is extensive and…unusual. Shall we start the bidding at five gold rings? Five gold rings, anyone?”

      The Fashionista lifted her hand.

      “Five gold rings on bid. Thank you, madam.” The auctioneer motioned at her. “Do I hear six geese a-laying?”

      Seemed like the Life Miser was about to weep. But none of this made any sense to me.

      “What kind of bidding is this?” I asked. “Six geese a-laying?”

      “It’s a predetermined code.” The Life Miser pursed his lips. “Five g-gold rings…five million. Six g-geese, six million. And so on. It confuses the Ordinaries, prevents them from bidding.”

      Wait, six million dollars? Yikes.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we now have the bid at eight maids a-milking. Eight…nine drummers drumming from the gentleman in the corner. Nine drummers…and now ten pipers piping!”

      The candle was shrinking fast. And since it was impossible to tell exactly how much time was left, people starting getting a little crazy with their bids.

      “Twelve lords a-leaping and eleven ladies dancing!” shouted the Maestro.

      “Twelve lords a-leaping, eleven ladies dancing, and five gold rings!” the Fashionista said.

      The Ragman jumped to his feet, his eyes wild. I recognized that look. The other bidders never stood a chance. He declared his bid.

      “Twelve lords a-leaping, eleven ladies dancing, ten pipers piping, nine drummers drumming, eight maids a-milking, seven swans a-swimming, six geese a-laying, five gold rings, four calling birds, three French hens, two turtle doves….” He gasped for air. “And a partridge in a pear tree!”

      “Where are my Wheelers?” the Life Miser cried. “My Wheelers wouldn’t stand for this! What’s happened to my Wheelers?”

      The candle’s flame burned out.
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      It was a good question—where were the Wheelers?

      The bidders sitting in the warehouse groaned when the black candle snuffed out, and the auctioneer raised his hand.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, the candle has extinguished,” he said. “The final bid belongs to the gentleman in the corner there. Congratulations, sir. Lot twelve is yours. This concludes the auction. Good night, everyone.”

      The people rose from their seats, some glaring at the Ragman as he did a victory dance. Once he’d finished his jig, he strutted up to speak with the auctioneer.

      “What a triumph!” the Ragman said, handing the auctioneer a slip of paper. “You may deliver my goods to this address.”

      “Yes, sir.” The auctioneer bowed. “There are many items to deliver. It is a very large lot. I don’t suppose the deceased ever gave anything away.”

      “Him? Ha! No. Well, you know the saying. You can’t take it with you. When the game’s over, all the pieces go back inside the box. Glad to see the box belongs to me now!”

      I could’ve sworn I heard the Life Miser whimper.

      Soon after that, everyone left. The Life Miser and I watched a few workmen fold away the table and chairs, then store the podium in the back room. The last man switched off the lights and locked the warehouse door. Finally, the Life Miser spoke in the darkness.

      “That shouldn’t have happened! I demand you show me my Wheelers! Why didn’t they stop this atrocity?”

      Honestly, I was pretty curious to know the answer to that question, too. The Christmas Chronicler was in terrible shape, though. Probably we’d be pressing our luck, trying to see anything more. Maybe we should go home—while we still could.

      “What are you waiting for!” the Life Miser said. “Show me my Wheelers!”

      One more time using the Christmas Chronicler would probably be okay. I grasped the golden pencil and tried to ignore the three pages that came loose when I opened the book’s cover. At least the page we needed was still intact. Then, I wrote the only thing I could think of.

      December 24th. Christmas Eve with the Wheelers.

      The Christmas Chronicler transported us to a broad, snowy field with a deep concrete culvert running through the middle of it. A short distance from where we stood, a rusty metal bridge spanned the culvert, and under the bridge burned a campfire.

      The Life Miser squinted at the small group of kids huddled around the flames.

      “Are those my Finders?” he asked. “What are they doing out here?”

      Only one way to find out.

      The Life Miser and I approached the bridge. By the light of the fire, we could finally recognize the faces there. Blue Sky. Ollie. Dragon. All sitting pressed together, teeth chattering. Primo and Nosebleed sat opposite them. I didn’t see Prodigal or Spider anywhere.

      The Life Miser shook his head.

      “This isn’t right,” he said. “They shouldn’t be out here. Why aren’t they inside the warehouse?”

      “Maybe the warehouse was sold too,” I said, “along with the other items. Maybe they got evicted. But it’s not like you care, right?”

      The Life Miser’s eyebrows furrowed as he stared at his Wheelers. Ollie leaned closer to the fire so she could poke at the burning wood with a stick until Dragon shoved her shoulder.

      “Stop messing with the fire,” Dragon said. “You’re gonna put it out.”

      “It’s fine,” Ollie said.

      “No, it’s not. We’re running out of wood.”

      “So get some more.”

      “There isn’t any. Look around you. We’re burning the last of it now.”

      There was a long silence as the Wheelers gazed into the fire. Finally, Nosebleed asked the question they all seemed to be thinking.

      “How are we gonna keep warm tonight?”

      “We’ll manage,” Blue Sky said.

      “Yeah, but how?”

      Their clothes weren’t enough to keep them warm—that was for sure. None of them wore any coats or scarves. The most they had were sweaters and sweatshirts. Threadbare, too. Ollie’s black sweater had holes everywhere, and Nosebleed’s jeans were ripped at the knees. Primo didn’t even have a sweatshirt—just a t-shirt.

      Blue Sky regarded them for a moment before she stood and walked to the base of the bridge where her longboard was stored with the other Wheelers’ bikes and skateboards. Seemed like a weird time to go skateboarding, but she brought her board over to the campfire.

      “We’ll survive,” she said, “as long as we have each other.”

      Then, she threw her skateboard into the flames.

      The other Wheelers gasped. And oddly enough, so did the Life Miser.

      “Blue!” Nosebleed cried. “What are you doing!”

      “What I have to,” she said. “We need wood, right? So, I found some more wood. You guys are more important to me than a stupid skateboard.”

      Ollie sniffled back her tears while Blue Sky wrapped her up in a hug to comfort her. Dragon, biting her lip, nodded at them, and the other Wheelers exchanged glances.

      “We’ll burn mine next,” Primo said.

      The flames changed colors as Blue Sky’s longboard burned—green, blue, red. Soon, the Wheelers stopped shivering, thanks to the warmer fire. Nosebleed gave Primo a nudge, then mumbled something.

      “What is it?” Ollie asked.

      “Top secret surprise,” Nosebleed said.

      He and Primo left the fire and trudged a short distance away, where they started pushing the snow into heaps, patting it and moving it into mounds.

      “What are those two doing?” Blue Sky asked.

      Dragon rolled her eyes. “Who cares?”

      Eventually, the mounds and heaps of snow began to form round shapes, but it wasn’t until Primo and Nosebleed heaved the second round shape up onto the first, and then a smaller third round shape onto the second that we understood.

      “You’re making a snowman?” Dragon asked. “Why?”

      The two boys didn’t answer—just grinned at her. Nosebleed found a couple of crooked twigs, which he used as arms, and Primo fished in his pockets for a couple of bottle caps, which he used for eyes. They placed old skateboard wheels for buttons, then pebbles for the snowman’s mouth. They didn’t have any carrot for a nose, but Nosebleed had a candy bar that came in an orange wrapper, so they used the candy bar instead.

      “Look,” Nosebleed said, pointing. “Frosty the Snowman!”

      Seemed pretty good to me, but Blue Sky frowned.

      “You shouldn’t have made that,” she said. “You know the rules. We don’t talk about Christmas. Not since Spider…you shouldn’t have done it. You know how much Prodigal hates Christmas.”

      “You’ll make Prodigal mad,” Ollie said, “when he comes back.”

      “If he comes back,” Dragon said under her breath.

      “Yeah, yeah. We know.” Nosebleed kicked at an icicle. “It’s only a snowman. Doesn’t have to be a Christmas one. We’re just trying to cheer everyone up.”

      “I guess it’s kind of cheery,” Ollie said.

      Nosebleed rubbed his chapped, red hands together to warm them. “Wait, I know what’s even better! Where’d you put the suitcase?”

      “By the skateboards,” Blue Sky said.

      He jogged over to the bridge and hauled out a brown suitcase, which he opened in order to search through its contents. When he returned, he carried some pretty weird items in his arms. First, a white saucer broken in two halves. He stuck each half on the opposite sides of the snowman’s head.

      “Ears. Nice,” Primo said.

      “Not done yet,” Nosebleed said. “Watch.”

      The second item he’d brought was a red, plastic bag. He tore it into strips, then stuck it on the snowman’s head.

      “Red hair?” Dragon asked. “Is there a point to this?”

      Nosebleed winked at her. “Wait for it.”

      The third and last item was a pair of thin wire glasses that he shoved onto the snowman’s face. Something about the glasses seemed familiar. The whole snowman, actually.

      Nosebleed turned to the others. “G-guess who I am!”

      A Life Miser snowman?

      Ollie giggled, and Primo wagged his head, chuckling. Even Dragon smiled. I glanced over at the Life Miser, but his expression was blank. Still, I could imagine what he must’ve been thinking. Probably he wanted to go home and prepare a bowl of eggnog soup just so he could pour it down the drain while he made the Wheelers watch.

      I sighed.

      “Hey,” Ollie said, “Prodigal’s back!”

      She pointed up the culvert where a dark figure skulked closer to the bridge. Over his shoulder, he hauled a full, black trash bag. The other Wheelers moved to help him as he approached the campfire.

      “You okay?” Blue Sky asked. “You look cold.”

      Prodigal grunted as he sat down. He had a scar now, running up his jawline and across his cheek. He reached his hands closer to the flames for warmth.

      “Stole some good stuff,” he said. “Check it out.”

      They opened the black bag and explored the items inside. Most of it was food—two cans of beans and a can of corn. A box of crackers, three bags of peanuts, a jar of jam. One loaf of bread. A bottle of ketchup.

      “No candy bars?” Nosebleed asked.

      Not all of it was food, though. At the bottom of the bag, there was also a coil of rope, a car air freshener, a dented saucepan, and a coffee mug. The other Wheelers collected the goods and carried them to the base of the bridge so they could store them. Prodigal remained by the fire warming his hands, and Blue Sky stayed with him.

      Then Prodigal noticed that Blue Sky was watching him.

      “What?” he asked.

      She focused her gaze on the tiny sparks that floated in the air whenever the burning wood popped and hissed. Finally, she spoke.

      “You’ve changed.”

      Prodigal tilted his head. “You don’t…you’re not upset about the stuff I brought back, are you? We’ve stolen stuff before. Lots of times.”

      “Yeah, but it bothered you then.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s not just the stealing. It’s the way you look at people. The way you treat them. The way you talk. It’s…it’s everything.”

      Prodigal narrowed his eyes. “I’ve gotten smarter, that’s all. Life’s tough. And no one’s going to give you any chance or any help or even any sympathy. If you need something, you have to take it. So that’s what I’m doing. I’m taking it.”

      She softened her voice. “If Spider were alive….”

      “Don’t talk to me about my brother.”

      Prodigal had winced at Spider’s name, and now he snapped the twig he held in his hands. Blue Sky bundled her sweater closer to her, shivering. She changed the subject.

      “What do you want to do about…you know. What do you want to do with it?”

      She glanced at the brown suitcase Nosebleed had dug through earlier.

      “Sell it,” Prodigal said.

      “Sell it? To who?”

      “The Trash Collector.”

      “Are you sure? He creeps me out. Maybe the Krum Brothers—”

      “I already asked them. They laughed in my face. But the Trash Collector said he’d make a deal.”

      “How much?”

      “Don’t know. Don’t care. If he changes his mind, throw it in the garbage.”

      “Are you serious?”

      He smirked, so Blue Sky stood and picked up the brown suitcase.

      “We need the money,” she continued, “so I’ll do it. But it’s wrong. Worse than stealing, even. And you know it.”

      “When you need something,” he said, “you take it.”

      Blue Sky started to walk away, but then she turned around. A cold wind whistled down the cement culvert and across the snow. The flames in the campfire wavered, darkening the shadows that moved across Prodigal’s face.

      “You’ve become the Life Miser,” she said.

      Prodigal didn’t respond. Just chewed on his lower lip and glared at the fire until Blue Sky had left.

      “No, try lower,” Nosebleed said. “Maybe find a bigger pebble.”

      He and Primo were standing near the snowman they’d built earlier, fiddling with the face’s smile. Prodigal overheard them and stood.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “Our snowman. What do you think?”

      Prodigal leaned in close and peered into its face while Primo and Nosebleed waited. The whole time Prodigal stared at it, his expression began twisting into a grimace, his nostrils flaring. Nosebleed and Primo glanced at each other.

      “It’s not what you think,” Nosebleed said in a rush. “It’s not a Christmas snowman. I mean, just because tonight’s Christmas eve—hey!”

      With one wild swing of his fist, Prodigal knocked the snowman’s head off and sent it flying down the culvert. But he didn’t stop there. Next, he knocked over the middle piece with a shove, and then he kicked at the bottom portion, smashing it into a heap.

      “You didn’t have to do that!” Nosebleed cried.

      “Are you a Wheeler or not?” Prodigal asked, his voice hard. “Because Wheelers follow the rules. My rules!”

      “I hate your stupid rules! They make no sense! Don’t talk about Christmas. Don’t talk about Spider. Don’t talk about the Life Miser. What is the point of all this? Just camping out here, night after night. The least we could do is find a new Collector.”

      “You want a new Collector? Go suck up to the Maestro, then. See if he wants another Choir Boy. Because you’re not wanted here. Got it?”

      Nosebleed’s eyes widened. “You’re kicking me out of the Wheelers?”

      Dragon and Ollie both looked up, their mouths hanging open. Nosebleed drew in a breath, then made a fist.

      “Fine!” he said. “Maybe the Maestro will want another Choir Boy. It’d be better than staying here with you. Primo, want to come?”

      Primo hung his head, his hair in his eyes and his face down. For a minute, I thought he’d say no. But then he gave a single nod. Prodigal turned his back, and he didn’t even look at them. Not when they hugged Dragon and Ollie good-bye. Not when they marched down the culvert and past the bridge, out of sight.

      “You can’t let them leave!” Ollie cried. “They’re Wheelers! They’re the only family I have!”

      Prodigal looked at Ollie for a moment, and then he waved his hand in the air.

      “Oh, go join the Poshes. I’m sure they’ll love your cheap nail polish.”

      Ouch.

      Ollie backed away, slowly at first, but then faster, until she was running down the culvert. Her sobs bounced along the concrete sides, even with the snow muffling the sounds, until she was gone.

      The Life Miser gulped. “Prodigal wouldn’t…they’re simply fooling around. They must be!”

      Didn’t look like fooling around to me.

      Dragon faced Prodigal, her hands on her hips. “You shouldn’t have said that to Ollie. She won’t be back. You know her past, her history. She never comes back.”

      “Don’t you get it?” Prodigal yelled. “There’s no reason to come back! There’s no point! To any of it! The Wheelers are nothing now! Nothing!”

      He gave the smashed snowman one last kick. Then he brought his foot down on the thin wire glasses, which had landed nearby. And when Dragon stomped away, he didn’t seem to realize he was the only one left. He just kept crushing the glasses with his heel, crunching them into the ground.

      The Wheelers had disbanded.
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      I knew things could get bad for the Wheelers, but I never thought it’d get this bad.

      Prodigal stood alone beside the smashed snowman for so long that the campfire burned out, even the coals. Finally, he muttered something—I couldn’t hear what—then he turned down the culvert and left the bridge for good. Made me wonder where he was going since he probably didn’t have anywhere to go. Maybe he didn’t know where he was going.

      Maybe he didn’t care.

      “Prodigal, wait!” the Life Miser shouted after him. “Don’t g-go!”

      Prodigal didn’t hear, of course. The Life Miser stared until Prodigal’s form blended with the night so entirely that Prodigal disappeared into the darkness.

      “No, this isn’t right.” The Life Miser shook his head. “Prodigal wouldn’t disband the Wheelers. They’re his family. This is all wrong. I would’ve stopped it!”

      “You would?” I asked.

      “Of course I would! They’re my Finders!” He took a breath. “I demand that you use that silly book to show me why. Why didn’t I stop all this? I demand to see myself!”

      The auctioning of his Collectibles, the disbanding of his Wheelers…. If he hadn’t figured it out by now, the book didn’t have any visions of dancing sugar plums to show him. And when I pulled the Christmas Chronicler from my pocket, the cover detached from the spine almost completely. Most of the pages were gone. And the book didn’t make my fingertips tingle as much anymore.

      The magic was running out.

      But what if this last trip would finally convince him to help Spider? Should I risk it? Would the book have enough pages left? Enough power left? What good was it if I changed the Life Miser’s mind, and then we couldn’t make it home again?

      It’d be all right. The Christmas Chronicler would last. It had to.

      I scribbled the words quickly with the gold pencil, spoke them quickly, too.

      December 24th. Christmas eve with the Life Miser.

      Huh. So maybe I was wrong. Maybe the book really was breaking down past help. When it brought us to our next destination, the Life Miser and I ended up in a city dump.

      We both covered our noses at the mountains of trash around us, big heaping piles of newspaper, grass clippings, plastic bags, dirty diapers, and stuff I didn’t want to guess. In front of the piles of trash, several bulldozers had been parked, though no one was using them to push the garbage around right now. Probably since it was Christmas eve.

      “What is g-going on!” The Life Miser lifted his foot and wiggled it like he’d stepped in something disgusting. “What’s wrong with that stupid book! This isn’t anything like the directions you g-gave it! Christmas eve with the Life Miser? This is a city dump!”

      I shrugged. But before I could remind him that the book wouldn’t have been in such bad shape if he hadn’t gone so Christmas-elf crazy on it in the first place, a figure came into view. Seemed weird for anyone to be in a dump on Christmas eve, so we both turned to look.

      Blue Sky?

      She stumbled, caught herself. Adjusted the brown suitcase in her hands. Then she made her way around an orange bulldozer, up a path that led past a heap of plastic recyclables.

      The Life Miser’s eyebrows drew together. “You didn’t tell the book to show her to us, did you?”

      At this point, I had no idea what the Christmas Chronicler was up to.

      Blue Sky finally seemed to reach her destination—an abandoned yellow school bus that stood near the edge of the dump. The bus was rusted and full of holes in its sides, with bashed out windows and broken headlights.

      “The Trash Collector,” the Life Miser said, wrinkling his nose. “That g-good-for-nothing bottom feeder. I’d forgotten she was g-going to visit him.”

      “Who is that?” I asked.

      “He’s an ex-Collector.”

      “Ex? What happened to him?”

      The Life Miser pursed his lips as if he didn’t want to talk about it. He glanced in the direction of the abandoned school bus.

      “The Trash Collector was a fool. He violated the Collector’s Oath, and now he’s no longer sanctioned by the Artisans or the Higher Authorities as an approved Collector of magic. Means he can no longer deal in the Collectibles trade. Not that he doesn’t still aspire or try.”

      “So, he still collects?”

      “If you can call it that. He’s broadened his business somewhat. Broken Collectibles, unwanted items, useless trinkets, whatever takes his fancy. Why do you think he’s called the Trash Collector?”

      As Blue Sky approached the abandoned school bus, the Trash Collector scampered out to greet her.

      “Ah, a patch of blue sky appears above my humble abode.” He bowed. “Prodigal said you’d be coming. I’m honored.”

      The Trash Collector had some bizarre tastes in clothes. A pair of black and white checkered pants, mismatched knit gloves—one yellow, one green—and to finish off the outfit, he wore this red t-shirt with a picture of a cartoon kitten, along with the words Here, kitty-kitty!

      In a sudden movement, he seized Blue Sky’s hand, then bent over like he was going to kiss it. But at the last minute, he licked it instead.

      “Very nice,” he said. “Cotton candy sweet.”

      Blue Sky jerked back her hand and wiped it on her jeans. The Trash Collector didn’t seem to take any offense, though. He merely smiled.

      “Prodigal told me you were willing to make a deal,” she said.

      “I am, indeed. I’m always willing to trade with an old pal like Prodigal.”

      He smoothed his gloved hand over his dark hair. At first, I thought his hair was slicked back with some kind of gel, but then a few strands dangled into his eyes and I realized his hair was just super greasy and stringy. Too bad most people only throw away empty shampoo bottles. Because he definitely needed a wash.

      “Step into my office,” he said, waving her to the bus. “Let’s do some business.”

      Everything about this guy was creepy city. Blue Sky must’ve really been desperate. The Life Miser and I accompanied them inside the bus where the Trash Collector jutted out his arms in a grand, sweeping gesture around him.

      “Behold, my collection!” he cried.

      Trash.

      Packed and crammed in every place possible, even up to the ceiling at the back of the bus. And the condition inside the bus was just as bad as its outer appearance. Shattered glass and peeling paint on rusted metal. Ripped vinyl seats with drips and splatters of dried bird droppings trailing down the sides.

      Home, sweet home.

      “I assure you,” he said, noticing the way Blue Sky was looking around, “it’s all very organized. Those few seats there, that’s the Broken Section. Good place for broken dreams, broken hearts, too.”

      He motioned at another area of the bus.

      “Oh! Over here is the Wasted Section—wasted time and wasted minds. Wasted lives—lots of those! And the Lost Section. I keep mostly the lost opportunities in that row. Lost innocence, too. Towards the back, I keep the Last Section. Last chances. Last hopes. Yes, all very organized.”

      I was standing closest to the Broken Section, so I had a pretty good view of the junk he’d stored there. A bent trumpet, a doll with a missing arm, a wedding dress, a box of unused watercolors, a deflated basketball. An old wooden tennis racket, too, and a dog leash with its collar, plus some costume jewelry, a bouquet of fake flowers, and a box of old romance novels.

      Broken dreams and broken hearts?

      Oh, yeah. Definitely creepy.

      “May I see it?” The Trash Collector extended his hand. “I must admit, when Prodigal made the proposition, my curiosity was piqued.”

      Blue Sky unlatched the brown suitcase and lifted out a black, metal container shaped almost like a vase. Except with a lid fastened on top.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      But the Life Miser’s face had blanched at the sight of the peculiar vase, and he didn’t answer.

      “So, so. Here it is,” the Trash Collector said. “I’d heard the rumors he’d died. Here’s the urn to prove it. A very nice addition to my collection, I should think.”

      “You’ll buy it?” Blue Sky whispered.

      “Absolutely. It’s even engraved with his name! What a find!”

      The Trash Collector, rotating the urn in his hands, studied its curves and edges. Then, he spat on it and rubbed it with his gloved fist a few times to polish it. His examination was so thorough, I could’ve sworn he sniffed it.

      “Where shall I put this beauty?” He spun around. “It would fit well anywhere! The Unwanted Section might be best!”

      “Unwanted?” Blue Sky frowned.

      “Don’t feel bad, dearie. It’s his own fault. If he didn’t want to end up in that section of my collection, then he should’ve tried harder to make friends while he was alive. All it takes is a single person who loves you. Just one! But he didn’t even have that many, did he?”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “Can we please get this over with?”

      “Of course. Let’s say, two dollars. Pity it doesn’t have the remains….”

      Blue Sky swallowed, then stared at a wad of gum stuck to the bottom of a bus seat. The Trash Collector was quick to notice her reddening cheeks.

      “You mean, inside, there’s still…you didn’t scatter the ashes?” he asked. “Oh, but that’s excellent! I’ll pay five, then. Five dollars. Is that agreeable?”

      She nodded, her gaze still lowered.

      “Deal!” he said. “I’ll fetch your money right now. No peeking! I keep my funds in a very secure, secret place.”

      The Trash Collector waited until she’d closed her eyes, waving his hand in front of her face to be sure, before he poked around the front of the bus. At last, he found hidden near the driver’s seat a cracked piggy bank, which he uncorked at the bottom for a five-dollar bill.

      “Ah, I love Christmas,” the Trash Collector said. “It’s the most profitable time of the year for me. People looking to buy, people looking to sell. You wouldn’t believe the number of items that find their way to me. Especially in the broken section.”

      He handed her the cash and watched her stuff it into her pocket with her head bowed.

      “There’s no shame in fair trade, my dearie,” he added. “You needn’t feel embarrassed.”

      “I…I don’t. It’s for my family.”

      He considered her as if calculating something. “Broken hope? Broken heart? Yes, you’d fit nicely in the broken section. You’ve got a lovely broken spirit. I’m a bit low on those, at the moment. Are you for sale? I’d offer a good price. I promise.”

      Wait, he was offering to buy Blue Sky? That was so creepy, it didn’t even fit on the scale.

      Blue Sky shuddered. “No thanks.”

      “A pity. If you change your mind, you know where to find me!”

      She climbed out of the bus and practically ran down the path that led to the dump’s exit. Probably she was heading back to the bridge.

      Too bad there’d be no Wheelers for her to return to.

      The Trash Collector chuckled, wagging his head as he contemplated the black urn. He started to set it on the floor in the Unwanted Section, then placed it on the seat instead. Like it was a special trophy. After a moment spent admiring it, he started humming and left the bus.

      This whole time, the Life Miser hadn’t said a word. And normally, that’d be a good thing. But now, his silence was creeping me out almost as much as the Trash Collector.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      The Life Miser swallowed. “I want to g-go home.”

      He wasn’t the only one. But still, I stepped closer to the Unwanted Section. I had my suspicions, but I needed to know for sure, so I hunched down for a closer look at the black urn.

      “Oh,” I said. “You might want to see this.”

      The Life Miser shook his head. “No, I don’t.”

      Then why did he shuffle closer?

      I pointed at the black urn, at the name engraved on the base.

      Eugene Sterling, the Life Miser.

      When he read the name, he wailed.

      “This! This is how it ends? My Collectibles g-gone, my Wheelers disbanded, and me…a trophy for the Trash Collector in his Unwanted Section?”

      “Maybe it doesn’t have to end this way,” I said. “Isn’t that the point? These are just shadows of the future. You can change them. You have another chance. As long as there’s life, there’s hope. Right?”

      The Life Miser closed his eyes and turned away from the urn. Like he couldn’t bring himself to look at it anymore.

      “Please,” he said. “Take me home.”

      But taking him home wasn’t so easy. When I pulled out the Christmas Chronicler, the book’s cover finally broke off from the spine and disappeared. With nothing left to hold the remaining pages in place, they slipped out of my hands and vanished in the air before they even reached the ground. Every single page—gone.

      The Life Miser and I stared at each other, our eyes widening.

      No way home.
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      I only thought Christmas was a disaster until now. But this?

      This was a true disaster.

      I paced up and down the aisle of the Trash Collector’s abandoned school bus, shivering against the wind that moaned through the bus’s rust-eaten holes and broken windows. Sweet Pea and Deeter and the Ragman—I’d never see them again. My home. My family, gone. And the Wheelers? What was going to happen to them now?

      Did this mean the shadows would come true?

      This whole time, the Life Miser had been grumbling at me like somehow I was to blame. He gestured at the junk everywhere.

      “Stuck! Here of all places! I should’ve known I’d g-get trapped in some shadowy Christmas nightmare forever. That’s just my luck. You see why I hate Christmas? Some G-Ghost of Christmas-Yet-To-Come you are. Can’t even g-get us home again!”

      “This is your fault, not mine!” I yelled. “We’d have been fine if you hadn’t damaged the Christmas Chronicler so badly!”

      “We would’ve been fine if you and your stupid friends hadn’t kidnapped me in the first place!”

      “We wouldn’t have needed to if you’d given Spider the eggnog soup! Deny it all you want, but I know you care about your Finders. I’ve seen you! So why won’t you help Spider? Just because you don’t like gifts—”

      I stopped.

      “What’s the matter with you?” the Life Miser said, watching me. “If you’re g-going to be sick or have a fit, at least g-go outside first so I don’t have to—”

      “Santa’s lucky tie,” I said.

      “What? Where?” The Life Miser glanced around the bus.

      “No, I mean, I understand!”

      “Understand what?”

      “Everything!” I inhaled a breath. “The gold tie. Tinsel’s song. The fight over mistletoe and the peacock Christmas tree. The Bah Humbug Award and the Christmas tumbleweed. Even the black candle auction and the smashed snowman. The urn bought for five dollars and stashed in the Unwanted Section! It all makes sense!”

      The Life Miser let out a whistle. Probably he thought I’d completely lost it. But everything the Christmas Chronicler had shown us—I hadn’t understood how it fit together.

      Not until this moment.

      “When you give someone a gift,” I said, “you’re not just giving them a tie or a necklace. You’re giving them your heart. And the minute you do, they always break it.”

      The Life Miser folded his arms across his chest. “That’s absurd.”

      But I wasn’t going to let him off that easily.

      “So now, you don’t want to give anything to anyone,” I said. “You hate Christmas and say it’s unlucky. You think you’re protecting yourself from heartache, but you’re only making the hurt worse.”

      For a moment, the Life Miser’s gaze drifted over to the Unwanted Section, lingered on the black urn sitting on the seat.

      “Nonsense,” he whispered.

      “Then why don’t you like to see other people giving gifts? Like the Poshes. It’s because you’re lonely and jealous, aren’t you? Jealous of the love other people give each other.”

      The Life Miser snapped his gaze away from the urn and faced me instead.

      “Jealous? Hardly. People are selfish and unreliable. They betray each other, hurt each other. People say I’m the cruel one. Ha! They should take a g-good long look in the mirror. I wanted to g-give! I wanted to love! And look what it g-got me! No. I can’t trust anyone. How can I? If I g-get hurt one more time, there will be nothing left of my heart to break!”

      There. He’d finally said it.

      “Maybe you’ve been giving your heart to the wrong people.”

      I put my hand on his shoulder. He stood there, panting after his outburst.

      “Look,” I added, “every time you gave your love to others, they rejected you. And I know how much that hurt. But it won’t always be that way. Someday, you’ll find people who love you, too. I know you will. In fact, as crazy as it sounds, I think you already have.”

      “You mean, my Finders?”

      I nodded. The Life Miser was quiet for a long time.

      “So, what do you think, Eugene?” I asked.

      “I think…I think I want to g-go home, to my Wheelers.”

      “You’ll give Spider the eggnog soup?”

      He let out a sigh, then leaned against one of the bus seats, his shoulders slumped.

      “Now that we’ve lost all the pages, I g-guess we’ll never know.”

      I shook my head. This couldn’t be the end. There had to be some way home. I started digging through the Trash Collector’s stuff. Not that I really expected him to have anything that could help us. But what other options did we have?

      “You’re wasting your time,” the Life Miser said.

      “Better than moping around. At least I’m trying to get us home. You said he collects broken Collectibles, right?”

      “So?”

      “Maybe we can find a Collectible, then. I mean, even if it's broken, maybe it will have enough magic to….”

      I paused. Collectibles had minds of their own. And all this time, the Christmas Chronicler had been trying to help us. If it knew what would happen during every Christmas season, then the book must’ve known what would happen to it here in the Christmas future—that it’d fall apart. But was that truly the end of it?

      What if the Christmas Chronicler was smarter than we thought?

      “Those missing pages,” I said, “after they vanished, where do you suppose they went?”

      “How should I know? They were just lost, I g-guess.”

      “Lost….”

      I walked along the aisle of the school bus, slowly passing the different sections. The Broken Section. The Unwanted Section. The Wasted Section. I halted.

      The Lost Section.

      “Come help me look!” I cried. “Quick!”

      “Look for what?”

      “The Christmas Chronicler! I think it’s here!”

      The Life Miser dashed down the aisle to search with me. The junk in the Lost Section was pretty crazy, and there was a lot to sort through. Some wire coat hangers, a box full of earrings, a ton of socks, five coffee mugs, twelve TV remote controls, a tin can full of pens. A pile of coats and scarves. A stack of library books, all overdue.

      But no Christmas Chronicler.

      The Life Miser adjusted his glasses. “You’re a sharp thinker, I’ll g-give you that. But you’re wrong. It’s not here.”

      I’d been so sure. But maybe the Christmas Chronicler was gone for good. Maybe we really were stuck here forever.

      I bowed my head.

      It wasn’t until I was looking down that I saw it. Not the Christmas Chronicler. There was no sign of the book. But under the seat, there was a single sheet of paper. I bent down and snatched it up. Held my breath as I examined it.

      The last remaining page from the Christmas Chronicler.

      I read the date, the year…this was the page we needed most. And at the top of the paper, curving words appeared in gold. A message from the Higher Authorities. I just knew it. They always used gold ink.

      Remember, Peter. No one who stands in the light will ever be lost in shadow. The Light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.

      I glanced around at the dim school bus, at the darkness outside. Good advice, sure, but how could we stand in the light if we didn’t know where it was? New words appeared.

      We think you will find Christmas day to be particularly bright.

      And then, right below the page’s date—December 25th—three more words appeared that simply said, Home for Christmas.

      I looked at the Life Miser and grinned.

      “Merry Christmas, Eugene,” I said. “Time to go home.”

      There was only a trace of magic left, but it was enough. When I spoke the words, we arrived at the Wheelers’ Warehouse, right next to the Christmas tumbleweed, where the final page of the Christmas Chronicler vanished from my hands for the last time.

      But we were home.

      The Wheelers who were sitting nearby, well, they had a shock when the Life Miser and I showed up.

      “Life Miser?” Blue Sky jumped to her feet. “Rook? What…where did you come from?”

      The Life Miser didn’t answer. Instead, he raced up the stairs to his office, down the hall, and slammed the door. That didn’t seem too promising. Maybe he’d been so traumatized by Christmas, he’d never come out again. Or not until July, at least.

      “What time is it?” I asked.

      Prodigal came walking up to me with Ollie beside him. She’d been sitting near the tumbleweed when the Life Miser and I appeared, so she must’ve run and told Prodigal about our arrival. He reached into his pocket for a watch that was missing its wristbands.

      “It’s a minute past midnight,” he said, checking the time.

      Christmas day—by one minute.

      “How’s Spider doing?” I asked.

      Prodigal shook his head. “Any luck with the Life Miser? Will he give Spider the soup?”

      I glanced in the direction of the Life Miser’s office. “For a little while, I thought he might, but now…I don’t think so. I tried to convince him. I tried everything I could think of.”

      The Wheelers took the news pretty hard. Some of them groaned, and a few sat down on the ramps, shaking their heads. But Prodigal took the news worst of all. He sucked in a breath and squeezed his eyes shut like he’d been hit with a fist.

      “Prodigal, I’m sorry. I—”

      He cut me off. “Don’t apologize. We’ll manage. You tried. And what you did…you didn’t even have to do that much. You’re not a Wheeler. Spider’s not your family—you hardly know him. But you still wanted to help. Here. This is for you.”

      The other Wheelers shuffled closer while Prodigal presented me with a small, white box.

      “What’s that?” I asked. “You didn’t…you didn’t buy me anything, did you? I mean, I don’t deserve it. I didn’t even get the soup for Spider!”

      “Just open it.”

      They waited for me, watching as I removed the lid. Inside the box, tucked beneath the white tissue paper, was a slender bracelet with a tiny, golden Christmas tree charm.

      Sweet Pea’s gift.

      “But how is this…how did you know?” I asked.

      The Wheelers chuckled at me.

      “Look at that,” Nosebleed said, “the great Ragman’s Rook, and for once he’s completely clueless.”

      “Totally shocked,” Ollie added.

      “Dragon told us what happened in the jewelry store,” Prodigal said. “How you wanted the bracelet. Didn’t take much brains to figure out why. And since you couldn’t get it, and you’ve been spending your Christmas eve trying to help us with our problems, we figured we’d try to help you with yours. Seemed right.”

      “But, the bracelet was so expensive. Even on sale. How did you…?”

      Not that I was ungrateful. I just hoped they didn’t commit armed robbery for me.

      “It wasn’t cheap,” Blue Sky said, “but we pooled our money together, all the Wheelers, and it was exactly enough. So Dragon went back and bought it.”

      “The store was about to close,” Dragon added. “You should’ve seen the guy’s face when I made him keep it open. I told him I’d smear cooking grease all over his glass jewelry cases if he didn’t.”

      She did an impression of the jewelry guy’s mortified expression, and we laughed. Then I stared at the bracelet as it twinkled in the light of the Christmas tumbleweed. Maybe Christmas miracles did happen.

      “Guys, I don’t know how to thank you,” I said.

      “Now you know how we feel.” Prodigal shrugged. “Merry Christmas, Rook. We won’t forget this.”

      After that, they were wishing me a merry Christmas and patting me on the back. There was so much Christmas cheer going on that we didn’t hear the Life Miser as he emerged from his office. He made it all the way to the stairs, lumbering down step by step. Prodigal noticed him first and drew in a breath while the Wheelers’ voices dropped into silence.

      “You!” The Life Miser pointed at me. “I’ve a thing or two to say to you! How dare you! Kidnapping me. Forcing me on a tour of a Christmas eve freak show! I’m well within my right to declare war!”

      He’d finally reached the bottom of the stairs. A few of the Wheelers shifted their positions in front of me like they were shielding me from the Life Miser’s wrath.

      Prodigal stepped forward.

      “Rook was just trying to save Spider,” he said. “He was trying to help the Wheelers.”

      “Help? Help! Is that what you call it?” the Life Miser asked, still approaching. “I fail to see how that Ragman’s scoundrel can help anyone do anything except have a nervous breakdown!”

      The whole time he’d been walking, he’d had one hand behind him as if he was hiding something. A gun to shoot me with, probably. But now that he stood face to face with Prodigal, he suddenly smiled.

      “Now this…this is something that will help!” he cried.

      He brought his hand out from behind his back to reveal the large bowl of soup he’d been holding. Slight wisps of steam rose from its surface, filling the air with a rich, sweet smell. By the light of the Christmas tree, the soup glowed with a golden sheen. We didn’t even have to ask what was inside the bowl. It could only be one thing.

      Eggnog soup.
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      Whatever magic was in that eggnog soup, it was some pretty powerful stuff.

      The Life Miser handed the bowl to Prodigal, who carried it to the back room where Spider was resting. Prodigal balanced the bowl with both hands as he walked, slowly and carefully, so he wouldn’t spill any. Like it was liquid gold.

      “Here, Spider,” Prodigal said. “I’ve got a Christmas treat for you.”

      Spider sniffed at the bowl, then wheezed out a breath. “Soup? I hate…soup.”

      “You’ll like this. I promise. Give it a try, okay?”

      Blue Sky helped lift Spider’s head, and Prodigal pressed the bowl to Spider’s mouth. With a soft slurp, Spider took a sip, then paused. Smacked his lips. Scrunched up his face.

      “Eggnog soup?” he asked.

      “You like it?”

      Spider grinned. “Maybe another sip.”

      After that, a third sip. By the fourth sip, Spider didn’t need Blue Sky’s help supporting him anymore. He could sit up on his own. And for the fifth sip, he took the bowl from Prodigal’s hands and lifted it to his own lips. Soon, he wasn’t just sipping it—he was gulping it down. And when the soup was gone, he licked the insides of the bowl.

      “Yum,” he said.

      Everyone laughed. Even the Life Miser.

      “How do you feel?” I asked.

      Spider’s face had turned a healthy color again, and his wheezing had ceased. When I touched his forehead with my palm, his skin felt cool. Definitely, the fever had broken.

      “Like skateboarding,” he said. “Or opening presents. Or both—at the same time!”

      Yup. He was fine.

      “How about we just get you out of bed first,” Prodigal said.

      Spider was even well enough to walk on his own, so Prodigal didn’t have to carry him. We returned to the main room, and when Spider saw the Christmas tumbleweed, he did a fist pump in the air.

      “Presents! Yes!”

      “Which present first?” Prodigal asked.

      There weren’t very many gifts under the tree. Not nearly as many as there had been at the Poshes. But Spider didn’t hesitate. He picked up the bundle of toilet paper and brought it to the Life Miser.

      “Here. You first, Life Miser.”

      Uh-oh. Santa’s lucky tie. Sure, the Life Miser had been in good spirits so far, but how long would he stay that way?

      With a shaking hand, the Life Miser accepted Spider’s gift.

      “A g-gift for me?” He swallowed a few times. “Really, I don’t know…I mean, I usually don’t….”

      Spider rolled his eyes. “You’re not supposed to talk so much. You’re just supposed to open it.”

      The Life Miser inhaled deeply through his nose while the rest of the Wheelers leaned in for a better view. After that, with one quick rip, he tore apart the toilet paper.

      “You g-got me a g-gold tie!” he said. “I would never have g-guessed!”

      Seemed like maybe he’d listened to Deeter’s advice, after all. Because even though he’d known perfectly well what the gift would be, his eyes widened and the corners of his lips turned up. Like he was genuinely surprised.

      “You like it?” Spider asked.

      “It’s the best tie in the world. I promise I’ll keep it forever. It will be my…my lucky tie!”

      At first, I thought the Life Miser was only saying things to make Spider happy. But then I noticed the look in his eyes, the shine in them as he clutched the gold tie. So maybe he truly meant it.

      “We have one more present for you,” Prodigal said.

      “From all of us,” Blue Sky added.

      “Two g-gifts for me?” the Life Miser asked. “In a single night?”

      Primo brought out from under the tree a long, slim package wrapped in newspaper, which he handed to the Life Miser. For a moment, the Life Miser weighed the package in his arms and commented on how heavy it was. The Wheelers winked at each other and nudged elbows as he ripped off the newspaper.

      “Oh, heavens!” the Life Miser said. “It has wheels!”

      They’d given him a skateboard.

      “Now you’re one of us,” Prodigal said. “Now you’re a Wheeler.”

      “Officially,” Spider added.

      The Life Miser opened and shut his mouth a few times like the words were having trouble making it to his tongue.

      “This is the best Christmas,” he said at last. “The best Christmas.”

      Spider pointed at the skateboard. “You should try it out.”

      “Oh, I don’t know….”

      “We’ll help you,” Nosebleed said.

      So the Life Miser set the skateboard down onto the ground while the Wheelers gathered around him—Prodigal and Nosebleed stood on each side, and Primo stood behind him with Spider. The girls stood in front to guide him and keep him steady. Surrounded on all sides. That way, if he fell, someone would be there to catch him.

      Then, with what looked like a quick prayer, he stepped on the board. Wobbled. Steadied himself. Pushed forward with his foot. Just a little.

      “That’s it!” Spider said. “You’re doing it!”

      “I…I am!” The Life Miser actually giggled. “I’m doing it!”

      “Now on the ramp!”

      “Oh, I think this is g-good enough for now.” The Life Miser wobbled again.

      They all laughed.

      And that was just the beginning of the Wheelers’ Christmas.

      They brought out the Wicker Picnic Basket to see if it could produce a Christmas picnic, and the basket did pretty well. Normally, it gave them fried chicken, but this time it was roasted turkey. Instead of potato salad, it made mashed potatoes with gravy, and instead of corn on the cob, it made red and green popcorn.

      Everyone ate as much as they wanted. Even Spider. He ate so much, no one would’ve been able to guess he’d already downed a whole bowl of soup.

      “You know what we need?” he asked, rubbing his belly. “Snow. Then it’d be perfect.”

      In my pocket, I still had the Wintry Snow Globe. When I showed it to the Life Miser, he nodded.

      “Not too much,” he said. “Just a jiggle.”

      So I wound the music box key, then gave the globe a single tiny shake. From above, white feathery flakes drifted down around us. The Wheelers stood and held out their hands. Gazed up in wonder.

      “Snow inside the warehouse?” Spider asked. “Cool!”

      “Perfect,” Prodigal whispered.

      Yeah, it was.

      I didn’t stick around for too much longer after that. It wasn’t that I was unwelcome—I knew I could stay as long as I wanted. But this was their Christmas. I had my own to get to, so I stayed just long enough to see the gift from the Poshes arrive. There was a knock on the door, and when the Wheelers went to answer it, that big gold-wrapped box was sitting on the doorstep.

      “What’s this?” Prodigal asked.

      “To the Wheelers, from the Poshes,” Blue Sky read the gift tag. “With Christmas wishes that Spider feels better soon.”

      “Let’s open it!” Spider shouted.

      They dragged the box inside to place it near the Christmas tumbleweed. With a quick count to three, the Wheelers all tore at the package. For a moment, there was ribbon and gold wrapping paper everywhere. And then….

      “Yes!” Spider pounded on the box. “It’s a karaoke machine!”

      Huh. Those Poshes always did have unusual tastes.

      The Wheelers loaded a bunch of Christmas songs and took turns singing. Sometimes alone. Sometimes with a partner. All kinds of songs, too. “Jingle Bells.” “Frosty the Snowman.” “We Three Kings.” “Joy to the World.” In the end, they even persuaded the Life Miser to take a turn. The song he picked? “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.”

      And he sang it with a lot of heart, too.

      That was about the time I slipped away. The Wheelers were so busy singing, they didn’t notice, and I used my house key on the far door, out of sight. But as I turned the key and opened the door, I heard Spider ask for me.

      “Where’s Rook?”

      “He must’ve left,” Prodigal said. “You know how he is. He comes and goes when he wants.”

      “But I never got to wish him a merry Christmas.” Spider paused, then shouted. “Merry Christmas, Rook! Wherever you are!”

      I smiled.

      Merry Christmas to you too, Spider.

      Then I stepped through the door and closed it behind me.

      The Packrat House was super quiet. Probably everyone had gone to bed, but there was a soft glow coming from the living room, which seemed kind of suspicious. So I went to investigate the light’s source.

      Christmas—everywhere.

      The whole living room was decked with holly, silver bells and paper garland, hanging in swags from each corner of the ceiling. On the table stood a three-story gingerbread house covered with every type of candy imaginable. Best of all, this house wasn’t soggy like Deeter’s. And on the floor, a toy train chugged along a winding track that led this way and that way, up and down, even onto crates and under shelves. Every few seconds, the toy train would hoot its tiny horn.

      Was I in the right house?

      But that wasn’t the end of it. There, in the very center of the room, stood a massive Christmas tree. It was completely lit up with colored lights—red, green, blue, orange, yellow—that illuminated the room with a steady warmth. Each branch was weighed down with ornaments—colorful glass balls and brass doves and candy canes. Popcorn garland looped from branch to branch, and at the top, a gold star shone above it all.

      For a minute, I could only stand there, staring.

      Then the tree shook slightly, followed by a grunt, so I crept closer, my footsteps silent. On the other side of the tree, a man crouched on his hands and knees in an awkward position, pawing at something under the tree. He was dressed in bright red robes, with a white beard on his face.

      No way.

      Then again, after everything I’d been through, I could just believe it.

      “Santa?” I asked.

      The Ragman squeaked and gave a jolt. When he stood and spun around, he held a present in his hands.

      “What! Ah, oh!” He shoved the present behind his back. “Rook! You’ve returned! Glad to see it! We were worried about you! Sweet Pea, especially! Did everything go all right?”

      “It worked. The Life Miser gave Spider the eggnog soup.”

      The Ragman had to sit down on the shabby sofa—he was that shocked.

      “So people can change,” he said. “But I’ve always believed in the magic of Christmas.”

      “Is that what all this stuff is about?” I gestured at the living room’s decorations, and the Ragman adjusted the white beard on his chin. Probably he thought it’d hide how much he was blushing.

      It didn’t.

      “I wanted to keep this a secret for Christmas morning,” he said. “A surprise, you know. It’s what I’ve been doing all this time in my study. Amassing a bunch of presents and decorations and whatnot. A secret Christmas. To make Christmas day more cheery for you all. You won’t tell the others, will you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Good. You have no idea the trouble I went through to keep Deeter from peeking at his presents before Christmas!”

      I could imagine. But if anyone was sly enough to pull that off, it’d be the Ragman. After all, he’d fooled me. The Ragman’s secret Christmas stash. I sat down next to him on the shabby sofa, and for a moment we both gazed at the Christmas tree.

      “I’ve got some bad news,” I said. “The Christmas Chronicler is destroyed.”

      The Ragman shrugged. “If it helped to change the Life Miser’s heart, then its last work was its best. Speaking of Collectibles….”

      He let the words hang in the air, and I sighed.

      “I wasn’t able to find the Matryoshka Doll. I’m sorry. I promise I’ll keep looking.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Then he looked down at his hands.

      “The Matryoshka Doll means more to you than any regular Collectible, doesn’t it?” I asked. “I mean, I’ve seen you obsess over Collectibles before, but never like this. Why?”

      “The secret is in the doll itself. Literally. Whatever you place inside the doll’s center will be safe forever. Anyone who tries to steal the contents, well, they just keep revealing a new layer of the doll. But they never reach the center. An uncrackable safe! Brilliant magic, really.”

      “So, it’s not the doll you want. There’s something inside it. And that’s what you want.”

      “Exactly. I owned the doll once before. Then it was sold by mistake. By the time I realized what had happened, I couldn’t get it back.”

      “But that must’ve been a while ago. Why are you trying to get it back now?”

      Didn’t seem like he was going to tell me at first. He only stroked his fake beard while considering the Christmas tree. Maybe it wasn’t my business.

      “When I was very young,” he said at last, “I drew a portrait of my mother. It wasn’t a very good drawing, of course, merely a child’s scribble. But now it’s the only picture of her in existence, and this Christmas, well, I thought I’d like to see her face again. Even if it’s only a poor drawing. But, no matter. It’s pure sentimentalism.”

      Yeah, right.

      The Ragman stood, stretched his back. “I’m off to bed. You staying down here by the tree a bit longer?”

      “I’ve got a few things to finish up.”

      “Happy Christmas, then. See you in the morning.”

      Once the Ragman had left, I knelt down by the tree to place Sweet Pea’s gift underneath. There were a lot of presents, but one in particular stood out—a green-wrapped box that Sweet Pea probably got for Deeter. I checked the tag.

      To Peter. From the Ragman. Happy Christmas.

      Wait, the Ragman gave me a gift, after all?

      Oh, man.

      I sat back on my heels and stared at the box. This whole time, I’d been thinking he didn’t care. But there it was, with a big red bow on top. He did care. And I hadn’t gotten him a single thing. I’d been so busy thinking about Sweet Pea and Deeter and the Wheelers and the Life Miser. But about the Ragman? I hadn’t cared at all.

      And I should have.

      I left the Christmas tree and walked into the hallway. Already I was so tired, but I grasped the doorknob anyway and concentrated on the Matryoshka Doll. When I opened the door, it led to a long backstreet alley ridged with moonlight and frost. Who knew why the Packrat House had brought me here or where the alley led?

      Yet somewhere out there in the distance, beyond the trash dumpsters and abandoned parked cars, maybe in the next street or even the next town, was hidden a funny nesting doll more important than any other. To the Ragman, at least. I sighed, then stepped through the doorway.

      There was one more last-minute gift to find.
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      There are all sorts of nice ways to wake up on Christmas morning. The smells of freshly baked cinnamon cookies wafting through the air. The laughter of children in the distance. The brightness of new snow shining through the bedroom window pane.

      But a Christmas elf cannonballing your head—that definitely doesn’t make the list. Especially after you’ve been up all night hunting for a lost Collectible in Russia.

      That didn’t stop Deeter, of course. He cried out in a roar something about Christmas day, and then he hurled himself into the air and landed on top of me.

      “Get up, man!” he shouted. “It’s Christmas morning!”

      I groaned. Didn’t I just go to bed five minutes ago?

      The World’s Most Annoying Boy started bouncing on my bed while chanting, “Christmas! Christmas! Christmas!” When I threw my pillow at him, he grabbed it with both hands and bashed my head with it.

      Was this before or after he’d eaten a bunch of sugar? Because if he hadn’t tasted the gingerbread house yet, we were doomed.

      “Someone needs to give you a rabies shot for Christmas,” I said.

      With a crazy-elf laugh, he jumped off my bed and dashed out of the room, taking my pillow with him.

      He was lucky today was Christmas. Because if it hadn’t been….

      When I stumbled downstairs to the living room a few minutes later, the Ragman was already seated at the table for breakfast. He was dressed in his red and green Christmas suit again, his tie flashing brighter than ever. But maybe his suit wasn’t so ridiculous now. The more I thought about it, he seemed sort of festive.

      “Ah, Rook!” He waved. “Happy Christmas!”

      Even the Seven-Course Tablecloth was in high Christmas spirits. No matter what dishes we requested, the tablecloth made sure the food appeared in Christmas colors. The Ragman nibbled on a piece of red toast with a fried green egg on top, and I ended up with a bowl of red and green cornflakes.

      Nice.

      By this time, Deeter had crawled under the Christmas tree to investigate the presents. He fingered the wrapping paper, tugged on the loose ribbons, read every gift tag and shook every box. Finally, the Ragman threw his piece of toast onto his plate in a huff.

      “Oh, for pity’s sake! We’d best give this poor boy a present to open before he brings down the whole….”

      The Ragman’s words trailed off as he noticed Sweet Pea standing in the living room’s entrance. She was wearing her sugar plum fairy costume, and I froze at the sight of her, a spoonful of cornflakes hovering halfway to my mouth.

      “Merry Christmas, everyone!” she said.

      Sweet Pea must’ve sewed those sequins on correctly after all. Because the way they glowed—the way she glowed—just seeing her like this was enough. Better than a present with a bow or a card with sparkling glitter.

      “What do you think?” she asked. “Deeter told me you both were at the Artisans’ Christmas Party, but you probably didn’t have a chance to see my costume up close. Do you like it?”

      She extended her arms and twirled. Took me a minute to realize she’d asked a question, and I was supposed to answer. This would’ve been a good time to stop staring at her like a Christmas bobble-head doll.

      “You look nice.” I let out a breath. “You look beautiful.”

      There. So I said it. Who cared if Deeter snickered at me?

      Sweet Pea beamed. Fortunately, Deeter was too busy digging through presents to tease us. As for the Ragman, well, he only smiled to himself, then motioned her over to the table.

      “Come have Christmas breakfast,” he said. “Then Rook can tell you what happened with the Life Miser.”

      Deeter was curious enough to hear the story that he left the Christmas presents alone for a while and joined us at the table. Everyone was horrified to hear that the Life Miser and I had almost been trapped forever in the shadow of Christmas future. But by the time I told them about the eggnog soup and Spider’s recovery, they each were smiling.

      “How come the Poshes didn’t send us a karaoke machine for Christmas?” Deeter asked.

      The World’s Most Annoying Boy with a karaoke machine…I could just imagine.

      “Speaking of gifts,” he added, glancing at the Christmas tree.

      “Why not?” the Ragman said. “I want to be the first one to give a gift. Let’s see. Where did I put it?”

      He crouched to sort through the presents under the tree until he found that green-wrapped box I’d discovered last night.

      “Rook?” He offered it to me. “Here’s yours!”

      The box wasn’t heavy, and my palms weren’t tingling, so probably the gift wasn’t a Collectible. But what else would the Ragman give me? With a quick word of thanks, I unwrapped the present, then examined the thin, red book inside.

      The title said, A Christmas Carol, by Charles Dickens.

      “I thought since you hadn’t read it yet, you might like to give it a go,” the Ragman said. “I bet you could teach that Ghost of Christmas-Yet-To-Come a pointer or two!”

      We both laughed.

      “Here, my turn,” I said. I reached into my coat pocket because I hadn’t yet had a chance to put the Ragman’s gift under the tree. Or wrap it in Christmas paper. I’d had to settle for a brown paper bag.

      “Sorry your present doesn’t look that great,” I added.

      “Nonsense,” he said. “This is an excellent paper bag. Exceptional quality. And as they say, it’s the thought that….”

      He’d finally opened the bag and looked inside.

      “What is it?” Deeter asked.

      The Ragman lifted out the Matryoshka Doll, his fingers clutching it tightly as if he’d never let go. It wasn’t big for a doll, maybe the size of a coffee mug, but it was intricately painted in blue and white and gold. Like swirls of lace all over it, with tiny blue eyes and a round, pink-cheeked face that smiled at the world.

      “I don’t believe it,” Sweet Pea said. “You found the doll? How?”

      “He’s the Rook! That’s how!” the Ragman cried while he danced with the doll around the room. “Brilliant! I suppose this adds to your tally. Let’s see, this makes, what? Five? Six?”

      I shook my head. “It’s a gift. Forget the tally on this one.”

      He stopped dancing and looked at me for a moment. Then, he turned very quiet.

      “Thank you, Peter,” he said. “Thank you.”

      After that, he walked over to the window where the light was brightest and twisted the doll’s upper half until it came loose. But instead of more nesting dolls inside, a piece of curled, yellowed paper fell out into his hands. He smoothed the paper’s wrinkles gently, almost like a caress, and his eyes softened as he gazed at the faint image on the page.

      “Yeah, but what is it?” Deeter asked. “What’s the big deal about a piece of paper?”

      “It’s a picture of his mother,” I whispered.

      “What!” Deeter almost toppled from his chair. “The Ragman has a mother!”

      “Of course, I have a mother!” the Ragman said. “What, you think I sprouted out of the ground like a rock or a tree?”

      But Deeter wasn’t buying it. “No way, man. No way you had a mother.”

      “Oh, come on. Is it so hard to believe? Everyone has a mum. When I was a young child, she—”

      Deeter stared at the Ragman. “You were a child?”

      “I know,” Sweet Pea said, patting Deeter on the back. “Some things are hard to take in all at once. Here. You can open the gift I got you next.”

      That helped shake Deeter out of his stupor. And he had a great Christmas haul. Sweet Pea gave him a spy kit, complete with a fake mustache and a decoder pen. From the Ragman, he received a chemistry set full of bottles and test tubes. Which was pretty generous of the Ragman since Deeter would probably blow the house up with it sooner or later. Plus, there was the Super Deluxe Joke Pack that I gave him, though I noticed that the packets of sneezing powder were mysteriously missing.

      After a while, when Deeter was busy playing with his chemistry set and the Ragman was busy looking at his mother’s picture, I drew Sweet Pea aside to give her my gift.

      “I hope you like it,” I said, offering her the box. “When I saw it, I thought of you.”

      She untied the ribbon. Lifted the lid.

      I held my breath.

      What if she didn’t like it? What if it didn’t fit? What if….

      She gave a little gasp, but she didn’t say anything—not even to tell me how much she loved it or to thank me. Instead, she threw her arms around me and kissed me on the cheek.

      “Oh, I’m sorry!” She pulled back, her cheeks reddening. “I didn’t mean to…I was just….”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “That was…it’s okay.”

      Really okay.

      We smiled at each other.

      “Here’s my gift for you,” she said, bringing out a box from the tree. “I didn’t have much time to put it together. Especially since everyone was so busy helping the Wheelers, and with the Artisans’ Christmas Party and all…but Deeter helped. So did the Ragman.”

      Now she was the one holding her breath.

      So I ripped off the red wrapping and opened the box. Inside was a journal, its pages edged with gold and bound with a gold-colored cover. Centered in the middle of the cover, it had the word Memories written on it.

      “It’s a memory book,” she said. “I asked everyone to write something for you. Maybe their favorite memory of you or a Christmas message. Whatever they wanted. That way, you’d know how much they care.”

      I opened the cover and flipped through the different entries. Sweet Pea had filled out the first page, which I figured I’d read later in private. Deeter’s entry was on the second page, and the Ragman’s was on the third. Next, the Professor had added a favorite memory—he described the time we met in the library. On the page after that, the Knight wrote me a poem.

      Of the glorious deeds and epic battles of Peter the Rook, he’d written, as witnessed and described by the Knight, his comrade-in-arms. A complete recounting of the matter, in verse.

      And I don’t know how Sweet Pea pulled it off, but each of the Wheelers had left me a greeting, too. Primo drew a picture of me riding a skateboard around a Christmas tree. Ollie painted her message with silver nail polish. Prodigal had written an entry. Spider. Blue Sky. Dragon. Nosebleed. All of them.

      Even the Choir Boys had contributed to the book. Their page said, “Wishing you a very cordial Christmas.” Then they all had signed it—Allegro, Forte, Adagio, and Staccato.

      Hey, for them, that was downright friendly.

      “Maybe I can’t give you your old memories,” Sweet Pea said, “but at least I can help you remember your new ones.”

      I flipped through the book again and again. This—this was better than I could have wished for. Or imagined. I swallowed a few times. Tried to speak.

      “This is…I don’t…I never….”

      “It’s all right,” Sweet Pea said. “You don’t have to say anything. I know.”

      Then she smiled.

      Yeah. Sweet Pea always knew.

      From somewhere near the tree, there was a whiffft sound. After that, we started coughing and covering our noses. Ugh. What a smell. Like a skunk that had been fed a fermented fruitcake, then dunked in rotten eggnog. Deeter came out from behind the tree, grinning, with the remains of an exploded stink bomb in his hands.

      “Deeter!” Sweet Pea yelled. “You didn’t!”

      “Man, it was an accident.”

      But he never did stop grinning.

      Sweet Pea lunged for him, and he took off running. She chased him around the living room, trying to keep him from reaching into his pocket for a second stink bomb. The Ragman joined in the chase, and soon they were racing each other and dodging and pouncing and missing and laughing the whole time.

      Maybe Christmas wasn’t so bad, after all. Even with a stink bomb.

      I turned to the last page of the memories book. And then I did a double-take because I could’ve sworn the last page had been blank before, but now words were written there.

      In gold ink.

      Merry Christmas, Peter. Thank you for the gift.

      I couldn’t believe it. The Higher Authorities had written in my memory book. But, what gift? I hadn’t given the Higher Authorities any gift—I wouldn’t even know what to get them. Or where to send it, for that matter. Why should the Higher Authorities thank me?

      More words appeared on the page.

      In helping the Life Miser and his Wheelers, you have given us a greater Christmas gift than you could possibly have known. Every act of love, every generous deed, every gesture of mercy is a precious gift to us. We are extremely grateful.

      “I guess it did turn out okay, didn’t it?” I said. “You know, there’s just one thing I don’t understand. How did Spider end up with the gold tie?”

      The pawnbroker who sold him the tie works for us.

      I shook my head. “But how did the pawnbroker end up with the tie?”

      We specialize in Christmas miracles.

      Really, I should’ve known. Should’ve guessed. It figured the Higher Authorities had been involved in all this. Probably right from the beginning. That seemed to be the way they did things.

      I thought that was the end of the message, but then a post-script appeared at the bottom of the page.

      P.S. You would have made an excellent Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.

      “Yeah, right,” I said.

      I snorted. Someone must’ve given the Higher Authorities a joke book for Christmas.

      P.P.S. Truly. Rudolph helped light the way for those in darkness. We have nothing but the greatest admiration for him, as we do for all light-bringers.

      I grinned and wagged my head.

      All in all, this Christmas turned out pretty good.

      “Hey, Rook,” Deeter called. “Want me to get rid of your costume?”

      He held up a brown furry thing with a red light-bulb nose draped on a hanger, and he waited for me to answer. I studied it for a moment.

      “Naw, keep it,” I said. “I’ll need it next Christmas.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Merry Christmas, Finders!

      

      

      Rook and his friends may have opened all their presents, but there are still gifts for you on my website at mattilenaharris.com, where you can find alternate scenes, deleted materials, character interviews, plus a few other oddities of immense value (just please don’t tell your Collector).

      If you’re interested in even more gifts, then might I suggest you join my mailing list? Once you have access to my newsletter, you can find the exclusive (dare I say, forbidden?) Collectibles that are simply too amazing to belong elsewhere. You’ll also be the first to know when new books are available. The Librarian would approve.

      Finally, at the end of this book, you’ll find one last surprise: an exclusive interview with Sweet Pea to give us the inside scoop on book three in the series, The Glass of the Riddle Witch. Sweet Pea is going to give us some teasers about new characters, new locations, new Collectibles and, of course, the new villain. Never before has Rook faced an opponent this dangerous.

      

      Because the Riddle Witch knows his weakness.

      

      M.L.H.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Letter from the Life Miser

          

        

      

    

    
      To Whom It May Concern,

      

      Why the author of this book has asked me to write on her behalf, I’ll never know. If it were up to me, I’d tell you all to g-go about your lives and mind your own business. However, in light of recent events and in the spirit of Christmas, I’ve consented to compose this letter, encouraging you to contribute a review of this book wherever you purchased your copy.

      I know what you are thinking—writing reviews is a tremendous waste of time, and you have better things to do in your busy lives. I am in total agreement. However, the author has assured me that reviews are an essential part of a book’s success. Few people are willing to purchase a book without—very sensibly—reading its reviews first. Yet, it is estimated that only one book buyer in a hundred actually bothers leaving a review for other readers. This, of course, creates quite a challenge for authors, as I’m sure you can imagine.

      Therefore, if you’re feeling particularly warm-hearted, then please g-give the g-gift of a review. I myself offered to write one for this book, but since I am in the story, the author has informed me that some might consider my opinion to be biased. Humbug!

      

      With regards,

      

      The Life Miser

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sneak Peek: The Glass of the Riddle Witch

          

          Book Three: An Exclusive Look

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Tell-All Interview with Sweet Pea

      

      

      
        
        By the Reporter

      

      

      

      In the history of magic, few Finders have possessed those rare and astonishing qualities that make them truly exceptional. This might explain why everyone—Artisans, Finders, and Collectors alike—are fascinated by our community’s newest arrival, the Ragman’s Rook. But, who is the Rook, really? What adventures does he have planned next? Everyone is dying to know, which is why I recently sat down for an exclusive interview with his closest confidant, Sweet Pea, who volunteered to answer my questions.

      Sweet Pea: Actually, you threatened to publish a bunch of trashy gossip and false rumors about Rook if I didn’t. You probably will anyway.

      The Reporter: Oh, believe me, here at The Artisan Times, we only publish verified facts and confirmed accounts. But, this interview isn’t about me; it’s about the Rook. Let’s talk about his next novel, The Glass of the Riddle Witch. First, we’re all so curious, does he die at the end?

      Sweet Pea: It’s book three in a series of five.

      The Reporter: So, that’s a yes?

      Sweet Pea: You can’t be serious. Of course, he doesn’t die. Who would be the hero in the remaining books?

      The Reporter: I’d heard certain rumors…but, oh well. It’s a pity. That would have made a sensational front-page story for the newspaper. Why don’t you introduce us to some of the characters that readers will meet in addition to my own unforgettable debut?

      Sweet Pea: Your role in the story is definitely unforgettable.

      The Reporter: Why, thank you!

      Sweet Pea: I didn’t mean it as a compliment. You’re really infuriating, you know. Worse than the Poshes.

      The Reporter: They also are in book three, are they not?

      Sweet Pea: Yes. Any readers who were intrigued by the Fashionista and her Poshes in the novella A Curious Christmas Carol will have a chance to meet them properly in book three. There are some new Artisans introduced in the book as well, like the Curator. Plus, a lot of familiar characters such as the Professor, the Knight, and Chloe Parker.

      The Reporter: The leader of the Ghosts? I’ve heard some wonderfully scandalous things about her, particularly about her mother. I assume the book will feature some new Collectibles, too?

      Sweet Pea: There are always more Collectibles to find…the Light Bulb, The Book of Names…I don’t want to give away too much, though, so I won’t say anything more about the new ones.

      The Reporter: Not even the teeniest spoiler? Perhaps about the Looking Glass? Rumor says it’s more dangerous than the Bronze Crown and the Silver Cross combined. How does the Looking Glass work? What sort of magic does it have? Why is it essential to the story?

      Sweet Pea: No comment.

      The Reporter: As a Finder, you have the unique opportunity to travel to the most unusual, magical places in this world. Which new location was your favorite place to visit in book three?

      Sweet Pea: The Hall of Stars, definitely. It’s the entrance to the Stellarium, which is the Astronomer’s workshop, and it’s made entirely of ice.

      The Reporter: Sounds like a cold place.

      Sweet Pea: Cold, but amazing, too. When you step over the seal, it’s like stepping into outer space. Of course, that was before the monsters showed up. I didn’t like it as much when they did.

      The Reporter: Magic and monsters, they often go together. Which brings me to my next question. The book’s villain—what can you tell me about her?

      Sweet Pea: She really, really likes riddles. And she’s so powerful, even the Sentinels can’t defeat her.

      The Reporter: Is that why Rook dies at the end of the book?

      Sweet Pea: Oh my gosh…how many times do I have to say it? Rook doesn’t die! You’d better not misquote me on that.

      The Reporter: I wouldn’t dream of it! So, tell me, what’s it like to work with the Rook?

      Sweet Pea: It’s great. He’s my best friend.

      The Reporter: And that’s all?

      Sweet Pea: What’s that supposed to mean?

      The Reporter: There’s been some gossip floating around lately that you two are more than friends. I imagine things must be quite difficult for you in this third book, considering the rumors I’ve heard about his relationship with Chloe Parker. Any love triangles going on behind the scenes?

      Sweet Pea: I knew it. I knew you’d go digging for dirt sooner or later.

      The Reporter: Splendid. That’s not a denial.

      Sweet Pea: Are you kidding me? There are no love triangles in book three, and Rook doesn’t die at the end of the story. You’re a horrible reporter. This interview is over. You’d better not print any trash or hit pieces about Rook.

      

      There you have it, Artisan Times readers. You heard it here first. It’s a shame Sweet Pea couldn’t be more forthcoming about the exact circumstances surrounding Rook’s death, not to mention the juicy details and shocking scandals of the behind-the-scenes love triangle that so obviously is taking place. Many questions remain. Who is the Riddle Witch? What does she want? What happens when Rook and his friends stand against her?

      For these answers and more, you’ll just have to read The Glass of the Riddle Witch for yourself.
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