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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Ghost Girl

          

        

      

    

    
      Ghosts.

      When Sweet Pea told me to watch out because the Ghosts might catch me, I laughed because I thought she was joking, making up stuff to mess with my head. But now?

      I wasn’t laughing.

      The recycling bin I crouched behind didn’t offer much in the way of protection, either. Not to mention the fact that it was bright blue and super sticky. A lousy hiding place, sure, but the only other spot in this park was a marble fountain, way out in the middle of a grass lawn, completely exposed. If the Ghosts found me there….

      My luck was better with the bin.

      And on this hunt, I needed all the luck I could get. Why couldn’t the Ragman have sent me to find the Pink Teddy Bear or the Rubber Chicken? At least those Collectibles weren’t breakable. I slipped my hand into my coat pocket, my fingers tingling, just to make sure the Glass Bell was still in one piece. I’d found it at a nearby junk shop and bought it for five dollars.

      Finding it was easy—protecting it from the Ghosts…not so much.

      “They don’t make any sound,” Sweet Pea had said, right before I’d left the Packrat House. “They’ll be there one minute, then gone the next. And when you think you’ve lost them, you’ll walk right into them.”

      “Sweet Pea, I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this,” I’d said, “but ghosts don’t exist.”

      “Not ghosts as in spirits. I mean Ghosts as in Finders. No one knows much about them, or their Collector. Only that they work for a woman called the Gray Lady. And she’s one of the Ragman’s rivals, so be careful, Rook. Not even the Wheelers or the Choir Boys mess with the Ghosts.”

      “Why is everyone so afraid of them? If they’re Finders, then they’re just kids, right? Just like us. So what’s the big deal?”

      That was about the time I’d laughed.

      Stupid.

      Maybe on the other side of the park, closer to the bordering woods, I’d find a way to escape. I peered around the side of the bin, but there was no sign of any Ghosts. No sign of anyone, actually. The park benches stood empty while beneath them the grass sparkled wet and fresh cut, with no footprints.

      Seemed safe enough. Those woods looked a million miles away, though.

      “They’re just kids,” I whispered to myself. “Slow kids. I can outrace them. Then I’ll lose them in the woods. Probably.”

      Not much of a pep talk. I inhaled a deep breath and gave myself a countdown.

      Three. Two. One.

      I dashed across the lawn, my heart pounding. My foot caught on a sprinkler, but I pushed ahead all the way to the fountain. Halfway to the woods, and the perfect place for an ambush. I clenched my fists, ready for a fight, but the fountain was clear.

      No Ghosts.

      Finally, I plunged into the forest, where the deeper shadows and tangled trees provided more cover. To my right, I spotted a huge mossy tree stump, so I dove behind it and held my breath, listening. It was pretty rare for Sweet Pea to be wrong about anything. But if the Ghosts were so easy to lose, if all it took was a sticky recycling bin and a bunch of trees, then maybe the Ghosts weren’t such a big deal after all.

      Or maybe not.

      From behind a big oak to my left, two Ghosts appeared. Both of them looked exactly the same—blue jeans, sneakers, and white hoodies. All the Ghosts dressed that way, and always with their hoods up…the spookiest thing about them. Like they didn’t even have faces.

      Except for one. A girl. Kind of pale. With blond hair, blue eyes. And a scar, running from her right eyebrow to her hairline. That was how Sweet Pea had said I’d recognize her, by her scar. Rumor had it she was the Ghosts’ leader, but Sweet Pea hadn’t been able to tell me anything more about her.

      No one even knew the girl’s name.

      I didn’t see the girl, though, so maybe she wasn’t here. The bushes over to my right rustled, and when I glanced back at the two Ghosts by the oak tree, they had disappeared.

      Okay. Definitely spooky.

      Still, this could be my chance to escape. I hunched down to make another run for it, but then a Ghost sprang out from the other side of the stump, seized my coat collar, and yanked me to my feet.

      Wait, the Ghosts had been in the bushes—hadn’t they?

      No time to stay surprised. With my full weight, I shoved the Ghost who held me and broke free. Another Ghost grabbed me from behind, but they weren’t getting me without a fight. I twisted out from that Ghost’s hold, too.

      And I ran.

      A Ghost appeared in front of me, so I made a dodge to the left. Then I dodged to the right when another Ghost lunged at me from the side. Another one ahead.

      Ghosts. Everywhere.

      Maybe these kids weren’t human after all. No normal kid could move like they moved—silent, invisible, unpredictable. As if they had magic wings. A crazy thought, maybe, but still I peered at the treetops to make sure there weren’t any Ghosts flying around up there. Bad idea. With a grunt, I tripped on a tree root and fell to my knees. Before I had time to stand again, my arms were held tight, a Ghost on each side.

      So much for my escape.

      “You can’t have it,” I said.

      A hand slipped into my coat pocket, grasping at the Glass Bell, while I glanced around for a better look at the thief. The hand belonged to the blond girl with the scar, the leader of the Ghosts. She regarded me while her two Ghost minions hauled me to my feet.

      “You’re the Ragman’s newest Finder, aren’t you?” she asked. “The boy who only wears black. I’ve heard a lot about you. Not that I believe much of it. I’m curious, though. Why do you always dress like that?”

      Honestly, I couldn’t tell her the reason because I didn’t know. Not that I was going to admit it to her.

      “Why do you have a scar?” I asked.

      “Fine. Keep your secrets. Doesn’t matter to me.”

      Then she lifted the Glass Bell up to the sunlight. It was slightly smaller than a teacup, perfectly clear, with no ornamentation. And silent. The Glass Bell never made any sound.

      She grinned at it. “Looks like you’re not as good as they say you are.”

      “You have no idea how much that bell means to me,” I said. “I don’t care where you go or where you hide it. I’ll find it again. I promise.”

      “Not if you never walk again, you won’t.”

      A third Ghost appeared beside her and handed her a pair of white shoes. My stomach gave a jolt at the sight of them. Definitely magic, and definitely trouble. Whatever those shoes did, it was not good. She dangled the shoes in front of my face, swinging them by the giant knot that bound their laces together.

      “The Soccer Cleats,” she said. “Messy, but very effective. They adore kicking, and if there’s no ball, then a person’s head will do just as well.”

      “You already have what you want. But you’re still going to torture me anyway?”

      “You’re too new. You don’t understand. So I’m going to have to teach you.”

      “Teach me what?”

      “To fear.”

      Yikes. This Ghost girl was a psycho. In her spare time, when she wasn’t pounding other kids into submission, she must’ve enjoyed kicking puppies and feeding baby mice to snakes.

      “I fear lots of things,” I said. “Clowns. Small spaces. Ants…don’t tell Sweet Pea about that last one.”

      Does everyone ramble nervously before they’re subjected to torture? Or was it just me?

      Probably it was just me.

      The Ghost girl hesitated, staring at me with her head tilted to the side as if my babbling confounded her momentarily. Then she swallowed once and looked away.

      “I have to do this,” she said. “If no one fears the Ghosts, then the Ghosts are nothing.”

      She started untying the knot in the shoelaces, keeping her eyes down. But the Ghost who was standing beside her, the one who’d brought the cleats, turned in my direction. Not much. But it was enough that I saw her face. They were identical, the girl and the Ghost beside her. Same height. Same blond hair. Same blue eyes.

      As if one heartless, puppy-kicking crazy-girl wasn’t enough for the world.

      “You have a twin sister?” I asked.

      The girl’s eyebrows furrowed, and she drew in a quick gasp.

      “What are you doing!” she yelled at her twin. “I told you never to show your face! Never, ever show your face!”

      She slapped her twin across the mouth so hard that her twin stumbled backward. I felt the two Ghosts who were holding me flinch, their grips loosening.

      “Get out of my sight!” she screamed, and her twin faded, then vanished.

      Now or never.

      I jerked my arms free and tackled the girl from the front. She landed on her back, and for a second she just lay there, her lip bleeding. I frowned at the blood pooling at the corner of her mouth. Did I do that? But I had only knocked her down. I hadn’t touched her face at all.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      Then I snatched the Glass Bell from her hand, and the other Ghosts did nothing to stop me.

      “No!” she cried. “I need that! If I don’t have it…if I don’t…. Boy in black, please!”

      But I only heard her from a distance. I’d already pocketed the bell and bolted for the edge of the woods, leaving her far behind.

      Besides, however badly she needed the Glass Bell, I needed it way more.

      The woods ended abruptly at a long, red brick wall, which meant I must’ve found the park’s perimeter. No door here, though, so I pulled a small tin box from my coat pocket.

      “Please let this work,” I whispered.

      Using the Sidewalk Chalk for something like this was tricky. I had to get the drawing exactly right—all the lines had to connect. From the tin, I selected the brown piece and drew a line on the wall. My hand shook, making the line crooked. Like always. I lifted the chalk to draw another line, my back to the woods.

      Not smart.

      Because there was no sound to warn me. Just pain. Like someone had hit me with a baseball bat from behind. The chalk slipped from my fingers as I gritted my teeth. More pain near my knee, so I spun around.

      Only to be kicked in the face.

      When I opened my eyes, I was on the ground with dirt and blood in my mouth. But at last, I caught a blurry glimpse of my attacker—the Soccer Cleats. That Ghost girl must’ve sent the shoes to hunt me down. She was right about one thing—they really loved to kick. The shoes aimed another blow at my head, and when I blocked them with my arm, they kicked my stomach instead.

      There had to be a way to stop them before they clobbered me to death.

      “Stop! Please!” I shouted. “Goal! Goal! You win!”

      A kick to my wrist. I winced, then snatched at the shoe, and it came untied.

      Shoelaces.

      Every Collectible had a weakness, even a pair of evil soccer cleats. The other shoe kicked my hand, trying to force me to drop its mate, but I seized it too. They jerked and tugged and flailed, but in the end, I tied their shoelaces together in a big knot anyway.

      “Bad shoes!” I scolded.

      Finally, they stopped struggling, but they’d already cost me precious time. The Ghosts would catch up with me any minute now, and my drawing wasn’t finished yet. The piece of chalk. Where did it go? It must’ve been buried during my scuffle with the cleats.

      “Stop right there!” the Ghost girl called.

      She stepped out from behind a nearby tree. Then she started inching towards me with her hands held up like I was some wild animal that she didn’t want to spook away.

      “It doesn’t have to be this way,” she continued. “There’s no reason to fight. We could make a deal. The Gray Lady is very interested in having the Glass Bell.”

      Oh, so now the Ghost girl wanted to make peace? I spit blood at the ground.

      “It’s not for sale.”

      “A trade, then? I’m sure there must be something the Gray Lady has that the Ragman wants. Name your price.”

      “I’m not authorized to bargain for him. I’ll relay your offer. That’s all I can promise.”

      At last, I spotted the brown piece of chalk half-hidden beneath some leaves, so I scooped it up and finished my chalk lines. The last thing to draw was a doorknob, complete with a lock, and the instant I did, my drawing became a real door. The Ghost girl stared, her eyes wide, while I returned the chalk to my pocket.

      “Wait,” she said. “Don’t go. Please.”

      I paused. She was crazy and cruel, sure, but right then, her voice had trembled. For a girl who was so good at making other people afraid, it made me wonder.

      What was she afraid of?

      I shuffled my foot in the dirt and glanced at the Soccer Cleats. My cheek still throbbed from that kick to my face.

      “I’m sorry about the shoes,” the girl said, following my gaze. “Really. I am.”

      She was sorry? That seemed like a stretch. Probably she’d say anything to make me let my guard down. If my friend Deeter were here, he’d call me the world’s biggest sucker for even thinking about helping a Ghost. And if Sweet Pea were here, she’d give me one of those looks. Don’t do anything stupid—that was what her face would say.

      “What will she do to you?” I asked.

      “Who?”

      “Your Collector. The Gray Lady. What will she do if you don’t return with the Glass Bell? Will she hurt you? Punish you?”

      The girl shut her eyes.

      “How bad?” I asked.

      She shook her head. For a minute we both stood there, silent. Then she opened her eyes, and she looked up at the wall behind me.

      “Stop following me!” she cried. “I already told you! It’s mine! You can’t have it! Leave me alone!”

      Had she lost her mind? Who was she talking to?

      I turned around.

      A woman stood on top of the wall, watching us. On her face, she wore a white porcelain mask, like something from a horror movie. As for her clothes, she wore this bright red mini skirt, with high black leather boots and a black, leather jacket. Her hair was bright red too, long and wild. Made me wonder if the woman was about to go clubbing. Or star in a really strange shampoo commercial.

      “You know that woman?” I asked the girl.

      “When shall we three meet again? In thunder, lightning, or in rain?” The woman laughed. “I never would’ve thought I’d find you both together! That’s like two for the price of admission! A double matinee! Oh, we are going to have soooo much fun!”

      The woman pulled a spool of dark-colored thread from her purse. My stomach flipped, and I heard a small gasp from the Ghost girl. She must have felt the magic, too.

      “The Black Thread,” she whispered, backing away.

      “Catch the Ghost. Don’t let her escape like last time,” the woman said to the spool. “Kill her if you must.”

      She tossed the spool onto the ground, where the thread started unraveling, uncoiling. Slithering towards the girl.

      Then the woman’s eyes met mine. “But don’t kill the boy. Leave that to me.”
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            The Black Thread

          

        

      

    

    
      This was just not my day.

      The weird woman in the porcelain mask leaped off the park’s perimeter wall. Light, graceful. She could’ve been an acrobat.

      “Hooked, hooked the Ragman’s Rook,” she said. “I’m going to enjoy killing you.”

      “There must be some mistake,” I said. “I don’t even know you, do I?”

      Hard to tell with her mask. She strode towards me, her boots crushing the ground’s dry leaves.

      “Well, I know you. I’ve been hunting you for a long time. And now, your time’s up. Tick-tock, Peter.”

      Impossible. How could she know my real name? The Professor was the only other person who knew that, and I’d made him promise not to tell anyone.

      “Peter isn’t my name,” I said. “I don’t know my name. No one does. I lost it when I lost my memories.”

      The woman laughed, then clicked her tongue. “Naughty, naughty, Peter! Telling lies. And here we all thought you were a good boy.”

      Great. My life endangered, my identity discovered, and my cover blown. All in all, I was in trouble.

      And I wasn’t the only one.

      The Ghost girl stood a few feet away, struggling against the thread from the wooden spool that the woman had tossed on the ground earlier. The thread had already tangled itself around the girl’s ankle, and now it was trying to tie up the rest of her body.

      Why didn’t the other Ghosts come and save her?

      Whatever the reason, even without them the girl was fighting back. The Black Thread swooped in to bind her hands, but she yanked them away just in time. Then she jabbed her fingers into her hoodie’s pocket and drew out a wrinkled, blue card. Didn’t look like much, but when the woman in the mask saw it, she completely freaked.

      “Not like last time! Not again! Stop her, you stupid thread!” the woman shouted.

      The blue card was a Collectible, no question. My skin prickled and my ears buzzed the moment the Ghost girl lifted the card to use it. But then the thread threw a loop of itself around her wrist and tied her ankles together so tightly that she tripped, falling backward with a grunt.

      The blue card fluttered to the ground.

      “Must I do everything?” the woman asked. “Curse the Tailor and his worthless trinkets!”

      She ran to join the struggle, lunging for the blue card right as the Ghost girl gave one wild kick with her legs. It knocked the woman down flat, and then they both were on the ground, wrestling.

      Finally, a chance to escape. I dashed to the door in the wall, my house key ready.

      “Peter, help me! Please!” the Ghost girl cried.

      A Ghost knew my name? Wonderful. She must have overheard the woman earlier. Might as well announce my name over the radio. Run it in the newspapers. Play it on television. Tell the whole world.

      Now what should I do?

      I unlocked the door with my key, then glanced at the Ghost girl. She made another grab for the blue card, but the creepy mask lady clasped a fistful of the girl’s hair. With a cry, the girl aimed another awkward kick, this time at the woman’s knees. In a fair fight, they might have made an equal match.

      Except for the Black Thread.

      Whenever the girl managed to avoid a tangle in one place, the thread moved elsewhere to try again. It was a fight she would soon lose. Honestly, she probably deserved to. The Ghosts had made a million enemies, and they’d worked hard to earn each one. Everyone knew their methods were brutal. So, one of those enemies had caught up with them. Tough luck.

      This wasn’t my fight.

      “Peter!” the girl cried again.

      The Black Thread was coiling around her neck now, choking her and cutting off her air. She gasped and writhed, but each breath was shallower than the last. Her kicks slowed, and her arms went limp.

      I let out a sigh.

      World’s biggest sucker.

      There was only one idea to try. I knelt beside the Soccer Cleats and tugged at their laces, freeing them from the knot I’d made. Stupid, maybe, but this was the girl’s best chance—her only chance. I’d heard it once said that Collectibles have minds of their own. And oh, man. If this didn’t work….

      I released the shoes.

      They flew into the air with a wild frenzy of blows, but they didn’t hurt me again. Instead, they attacked the creepy mask lady. She lost her grip on the Ghost girl, her hands blocking the shoes. That, at least, was some help.

      Now to free the girl. But how?

      On the ground a few feet away from me, the wooden spool of thread still lay where Ms. Creepy Mask had thrown it. The line of thread kept unraveling from it in a never-ending supply. Maybe that was one of its magical abilities. And the girl had failed to break the thread, so maybe that was another. Endless, unbreakable, and deadly. Fantastic.

      This was really not my day.

      So maybe the line of thread was unstoppable, but what about the wooden spool? I crept towards it and bent over for a closer look.

      “No, Peter!” the woman screamed. “Don’t you dare!”

      That pretty much settled it. I grabbed the spool and ran my fingers over its curves, studying for its weakness. There had to be something….

      Found it. A tiny notch at the top on the spool’s rim. The place that catches the thread to prevent it from unraveling.

      “Enough of this,” I said.

      I tucked the line of thread into the notch, and the thread thrashed in the air a few times, recoiling. Then it released the girl, receded, and wrapped itself around the spool.

      Easy peasy.

      After that, I pocketed the spool of thread so the woman in the mask couldn’t get her hands on it again. I’d have to ask Sweet Pea about the Black Thread later. Maybe she knew a way to make it less psychotic. By now, the Ghost girl had recovered a bit. She sat up, coughing and rubbing her neck.

      “No Finder has ever beaten the Black Thread before,” she said. “How did you do that?”

      But I was too busy watching the woman in the mask to answer any questions. The woman had grasped one shoe by its laces, and she was scrambling to reach the other as it kicked her. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who knew that shoelace trick.

      “Quick!” I said to the girl. “Go now!”

      “What about the Glass Bell?”

      Seriously?

      “No time to discuss it. Just go.”

      Still, the girl hesitated.

      “What about you?” she asked, quieter.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      She picked up the blue card. “You sure?”

      I nodded.

      “Edgeston Castle,” she said to the card. Then she vanished.

      My turn to leave. I ran to the wall and checked the door I’d drawn. It was still unlocked. Still active. Still ready.

      “Stop!” the woman in the mask yelled.

      She was sprawled on the ground, her outfit disheveled and her hair tangled with leaves. Her mask had a long crack in it, running right down the center. Just like a broken doll, except way more lethal and insane. She didn’t really expect me to stop, did she?

      I opened the door.

      “I won’t forget this, Peter!” She stretched out her hand like she was cursing me or casting a spell. “And when I find you again, I will destroy your life and everything in it, I swear!”

      Yeah, well, she’d have to catch me first.

      I stepped through the doorway, closing the door behind me.

      Safe in the Ragman’s hallway.

      Still, that had been too close. I’d been in bad situations before—I was starting to get used to them. But facing down two enemies at once? That was a first. Definitely, I’d have to tell Deeter and Sweet Pea about it. The house was super quiet, though. Where were they?

      “Sweet Pea? Deeter?” I said.

      No answer.

      I walked into the living room. The whole space was crammed with random junk worse than any thrift store or pawn shop. The Ragman’s Collectibles. He’d spent millions acquiring it all. Ironic that he never used any of it. Seemed like a Collector of magic would do more…magic. A poof of pixie dust here. A little wand waving there. But most of the time, his Collectibles just gathered dust.

      And I doubted the Ragman ever owned a wand.

      He’d added more to his collection while I was away, too. That inflatable beach ball over by the shabby green sofa. That toy sailboat near the window. And that iron horseshoe above the door.

      Unbelievable. Would the Ragman ever stop?

      I zigzagged my way to the table in the center of the living room and placed my hand on its multi-colored tablecloth.

      “Cold macaroni and cheese, please,” I said.

      “Rook? Is that you?” Sweet Pea called in the distance.

      “Where are you?” I yelled.

      “In the kitchen!”

      In all my time at the Packrat House, I’d been to the kitchen no more than three or four times. We never cooked food there, and the kitchen was more cluttered than the living room. Still, I grabbed the bowl of macaroni and cheese that suddenly appeared on the table and carried it with me to visit Sweet Pea.

      “What are you in here for?” I asked, poking my head through the doorway.

      Sweet Pea stood on a wooden chair with her back to me, digging through one of the highest cupboards. She was dressed in a light yellow tank top along with a pair of ratty jeans, and her long black hair was covered with a pink scarf tied at the nape of her neck.

      “Cleaning. Organizing,” she said. “The living room is too full. We need more space!”

      Not that it’d do any good. If she did clear out all the bulging cabinets and overflowing utensil drawers, the Ragman would only fill them up again. Even the larger appliances were crammed full of stuff. I walked over to the refrigerator.

      “Does this thing even work?” I asked, opening the refrigerator door. “Um, Sweet Pea? Why is there a bunch of bowling pins in the refrigerator?”

      “To keep them from being knocked over by the Bowling Ball in the freezer. You have to keep it separated from the Bowling Pins, or it won’t stop trying.”

      “Oh.”

      Honestly, in a place like this, why did I even ask?

      She batted at the inside of the cupboard with a dust rag a few times, then coughed at the cloud she produced.

      “We could ask the Packrat House for more space, I guess,” she said. “I mean, theoretically we could have an infinite number of rooms. But I’m worried if we keep asking for more, then we might make the house mad.”

      She put her hands on her hips and glared at the cupboard.

      “Maybe there’s still some room elsewhere,” I said. “Does this place have an attic? Or a basement?”

      “Those places were filled ages ago.” Sweet Pea’s mouth scrunched up. Then she took a few more swipes at the cupboard with her dust cloth. “Hey, is Deeter back yet?”

      “Deeter? I didn’t see him.” I ate some of my mac n’ cheese, chewed for a bit.

      “He’s been gone almost a week. I’m worried.”

      Generally, Deeter annoyed me so much it was like he practiced when I wasn’t around. But still, he was my friend, too. And if he’d been gone for a whole week….

      I set down my bowl of mac n’ cheese. “Did he say which Collectible the Ragman sent him to find?”

      “No. He didn’t say anything at all. Except goodbye. And mostly he looked….”

      “What?”

      Sweet Pea was slow to answer. “It’s nothing.”

      “A whole week, Sweet. That’s not nothing.”

      She let out a puff of air. “I thought he looked afraid.”

      We both were quiet for a minute until I shook my head. “This is Deeter we’re talking about. He’s one of the best Finders there is. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      “You’re probably right.” She climbed down from the chair and tugged the scarf off her head. “I surrender. This place is hopeless. I’ll try the music room—oh! What happened to your face!”

      I touched the sore spot on my cheek and winced.

      “Ghosts,” I said. “With soccer cleats.”

      Sweet Pea made me sit down on the wooden chair, and she wet her scarf with cold water from the sink. Then she dabbed the damp silk against my cheek while I told her what happened.

      “The Ghosts are a menace,” she said. “The next time I run into them, I’ll pay them back. I promise.”

      She leaned closer, and our eyes met. There was a dirt smudge on her chin and dust fluff in her bangs. I had to be careful whenever I looked at her. The more I stared, the harder it was to look away.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I found the Glass Bell. And I escaped. That’s all that matters, right?”

      “I guess.”

      “You know a lot about Collectibles, Sweet. Know anything about this?”

      I showed her the Black Thread, and her face blanched.

      “You shouldn’t have that,” she whispered. “It’s dangerous.”

      No shocker there.

      “Bad magic?” I asked.

      “The Black Thread has a certain…reputation. Two Collectors got into a feud about ten years ago. The feud turned deadly, and one of them used the Black Thread to murder the other. The Black Thread’s magic has been unpredictable ever since. Now, rumor says the Black Thread always rebels against its owners when they least expect it.”

      “So, if I use it, what will happen to me?”

      “Like I said. Unpredictable. But probably, it’ll try to kill you.”

      A Collectible murder weapon? Creepy. I brushed my finger along the spool’s rim.

      “Which Artisan made it?” I asked.

      “The Tailor. Here’s his mark.”

      She pointed to the engraving of a thimble, and beside it was the symbol of a strange, encircled hand. The sign of the Artisans. Next, I handed her the Glass Bell.

      “How about this? Don’t tell me some Collector used it to ring a rival to death.”

      Sweet Pea laughed. “No. Nothing like that. The Glass Bell is safe enough to use. Hmm. Extremely fragile. Musician’s mark on the rim.” She touched the tiny engraving of a musical note, then gave the bell a shake. “No sound.”

      “Strange, huh? I wonder why the Ragman wants it so badly.”

      She set the bell down on the kitchen table. “Who knows? Most likely, it’s some essential part of some master plan to scheme against someone. Don’t tell him the Ghosts have the Hall Pass, though. He’ll want it for sure.”

      “The what?”

      “That blue card you mentioned. The Hall Pass. It’s an extremely powerful Collectible. All you have to do is say the name of a location, and it takes you there. Explains a lot if the Ghosts have that.”

      I frowned.

      “What is it?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “That woman in the mask. She knew my name.”

      “So, she knew your name is Rook. A lot of people do now. That’s no reason to worry.”

      Rook.

      Everyone had started calling me that lately. The Ragman’s Rook. It was better than Rookie, sure, which was what people once called me. That wasn’t what I meant, though. But if I explained to Sweet Pea, then I’d have to tell her everything.

      Like my real name.

      “You’re probably right,” I said.

      But why did that woman hate me so much? What did I ever do to her?

      Looked like I’d made another enemy. Great. Add her to the list. It was getting longer and longer. And way at the top of the list?

      The Ragman.

      I picked up the Glass Bell.

      Time to pay him a visit.
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      The Ragman always loved a good fight.

      His online bidding wars were the stuff of legend, and he waged them night and day. Walk past his door at any time, and you’d hear his war cries. Hear a bunch of whoops? Boasts of daring feats, of risky bids that paid off? All good signs that he’d just won his current war.

      One day, I even walked in on him doing a victory dance. And that was a scary, scary sight.

      But hear a bunch of moans and groans? Cries of lamentation? Curses sworn against his opponent’s mother? Then watch out. Because the Ragman was never a good loser.

      I stood in the hallway outside his study and listened. For once, all was quiet. Strange. Maybe this time, he was between battles. Probably it was safe for now, so I opened the door.

      “Ragman?” I called.

      Everything here was the same as the living room. The same as the kitchen. Clutter, boxes and shelves stuffed with weird, random Collectibles. His desk was the biggest mess of all—old tin toys, an antique record player, fake mustaches, silverware—name it, and somewhere in that pile of stuff there probably was one.

      Should I go in? I hadn’t been invited, but I hadn’t been not invited either.

      Good enough for me.

      With a sigh, I shoved the crate blocking my path out of the way and entered his study. Usually, the Ragman liked to sit in his leather armchair, his laptop perched on his knees, while he bid on his latest prize. He wasn’t using his laptop today, though, and he wasn’t sitting in his chair.

      Instead, he was pacing in front of his fireplace—a big, black marble thing with way too many knick-knacks on the mantel. Normally he wore a gray business suit. Expensive, well pressed, well made. But today his jacket was a crumpled ball lying on the floor at his feet. He’d loosened his blue tie at the neck and unbuttoned his collar. On his head, his thin brown hair stood out in wispy strands, and he muttered while he paced.

      He didn’t even look at me when I approached him.

      “I’ve got the Glass Bell like you wanted,” I said.

      If I set the Glass Bell on his desk, it’d be lost forever in that mess. No way was I going to let that happen—I’d fought too hard and risked too much for it. So I walked over to the side table near his armchair and placed the bell on his laptop. That way, he’d have to see it.

      “The Ghosts say the Gray Lady’s willing to trade for it,” I added.

      The Ragman didn’t answer. He tossed a coin in the air, caught it, slapped it on the back of his hand, then looked at it.

      “Tails,” he said, frowning.

      “So,” I said, “that’s three. Seven more to go, right?”

      “How about New York?” He flicked the coin into the air again, caught it, shook his head. “Tails.”

      “Are you even listening?”

      “Paris?” Another toss. Another frown. “Tails.”

      This was classic Ragman style. Spend all my time trying to get some silly Collectible. Risk life and limb. And really, what was the point?

      “Tails.”

      “Would you stop with the coin!” I shouted. “I’ve got your stupid bell!”

      “Tails.”

      Fine. A different approach, then.

      “Oh, look,” I said. “LuckySmith just outbid you.”

      The laptop wasn’t even on, but my trick worked. Sort of. The Ragman missed the coin midair this time. It bounced twice upon the floor, then rolled to a stop next to my sneaker. And now that I got a good look at the coin, there was no mistaking what it was—the Finder’s Penny.

      I slammed my foot on top of it.

      “No. You’re not getting a new Finder. You’ve already got three. You’re not ruining another kid’s life.”

      The Ragman gawked at me, his mouth hanging open. “Not ruining another kid’s….” He tilted his head. “What happened to your cheek?”

      “A soccer cleat.”

      He reached out his hand and gently turned my face towards the light. His frown deepened as he studied the bruise.

      “Yes, well.” He cleared his throat. “You’ll have to be more careful next time.”

      Figured. For a minute, I actually thought he cared.

      “What was that you said about LuckySmith?” He glanced at his laptop.

      I’d never asked the Ragman where he was from, but he sounded British. He didn’t have any friends. And no family that I knew of. He really needed to get out more.

      “I found the bell like you wanted. Which brings my count to three. Seven more to go. Remember?”

      He stared at me, his eyebrows furrowing.

      “Our bargain?” I added. “I find you seven more Collectibles, and you give me my memories back. So I can go home.”

      He shrugged. “You can go home whenever you want. You know that.”

      Sure. Whenever I wanted. But my memories would stay here, wherever the Ragman had hidden them. Go home without my memories?

      Yeah. Right.

      I bent down to pick up the Finder’s Penny. “You won’t forget?”

      “Forget what?”

      Seriously?

      “Our deal.”

      “Oh. Yes, yes. I’m a man of my word!”

      I gave him back his stupid penny, which he flipped into the air again.

      “London?” He shook his head. “Hmm. Always lands on tails.”

      A man of his word? Sure, if it was convenient for him to remember what his word was. Maybe I’d better start making my own plans for getting my memories back. I left him like that and returned to the living room where Sweet Pea was sitting on the sofa, reading a book. I plopped down onto the cushion beside her.

      “I think the Ragman’s going mad,” I said, and her eyebrow arched. “Well, madder.”

      If Deeter were here, he probably would’ve asked why it took me so long to notice. Fortunately, Sweet Pea wasn’t like that. She closed the book and listened while I told her what had happened.

      “That’s a bit strange,” she said, “especially about the Finder’s Penny. I mean, if the Ragman is…oh.”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “It’s Deeter. He’s looking for Deeter.”

      “With the Finder’s Penny? I thought the penny helped him catch new Finders.”

      “It does, but that’s not the penny’s only magical ability. Some Collectibles have minor powers as well. We call them quirks.”

      “Quirks?”

      “The Finder’s Penny has at least one quirk that we know of. The Ragman told me about it once. All you have to do is think about the Finder you’re trying to locate and say the name of a place. If the Finder is there, the penny will show heads. But if it shows tails….”

      “Then the answer is no?”

      “It’s not an exact science. And it can be time-consuming. But it usually works.”

      “Until now.”

      She nodded.

      “But why would he be looking for Deeter?” I asked.

      From somewhere in the air, a soft jingling sound rang out. It drifted down to my ears, but I couldn’t see a source.

      “Did you hear that?” Sweet Pea asked, also looking around.

      “That’s weird,” I said. “You don’t think…is the Ragman using the Glass Bell on us?”

      We waited until the faint ringing happened again.

      “What else would it be?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. But that sound is going to drive me nuts if he doesn’t stop soon.”

      The phantom bell rang again. Louder.

      “Fine.” I stood. “This better be worth it.”

      Sweet Pea and I both walked to the Ragman’s study, and the ringing grew clearer the closer we got. Definitely, it was coming from inside.

      “Ah,” the Ragman said as we opened the door. “So the bell works!”

      He was still standing by his fireplace, only now he held the Glass Bell instead of the Finder’s Penny. He seemed to have given up on that.

      “Why couldn’t we hear the Glass Bell when we rang it earlier?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “Because it can only be heard by those for whom it is rung.” He gave the bell another jingle. “Therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls. It tolls for thee!”

      Sweet Pea and I glanced at each other.

      “Sorry, just a line from a poem. Couldn’t resist.” The Ragman scratched his ear. “Listen, while you’re both here, I’ve been meaning to have a word. Better come in and shut the door. Have a seat.”

      Sweet Pea and I both shuffled into the room, then paused. Have a seat? Where? We remained standing. The Ragman didn’t seem to notice.

      “I’ve a rather delicate…situation,” he continued, “and I feel that full disclosure would be in all our best interests at this present time.”

      “Is this about Deeter?” I asked.

      “Deeter?” The Ragman tugged his tie even looser. “Ah, yes, er…he is part of it. The whole thing’s rather complex, you see. Complicated.”

      “Is he in trouble?”

      The Ragman raised his hand like he was about to make an important speech. But then he only bowed his head.

      “I don’t know. He may be.”

      For a moment, there was silence in the room. I could tell by the look on the Ragman’s face that something had gone wrong. Really wrong.

      “Tell us,” Sweet Pea said at last. “Tell us everything. We’ll help if we can.”

      The Ragman’s eyes widened.

      “You will? I wasn’t sure…I didn’t think….” He gave a slight cough. “Well. Two weeks ago, I received a death threat. I ignored it at first, but then another came. And another. All anonymous, but all very threatening and sinister, I can tell you. Next, the rumors started. Someone was trying to acquire the Copper Bullet to use against me.”

      “The Copper Bullet?” I asked. “What’s that do?”

      “It’s any would-be assassin’s Collectible of choice,” Sweet Pea said.

      The Ragman grimaced. “When fired, it will always find and kill its target. Doesn’t matter where it’s fired from, or where its target is. Nothing can stop it—the Copper Bullet will penetrate any wall, shatter any shield, puncture any armor. Period.”

      “Which Artisan made that?” I asked.

      “The Bounty Hunter, I think,” Sweet Pea said. “But Ragman, do you really believe it could find you, even in the Packrat House? I mean, the Packrat House is everywhere and nowhere all at once, right? So how could the Copper Bullet find a house that’s nowhere to be found? We can only enter because we have the house keys.”

      “An unstoppable bullet against an unfindable house?” I asked.

      Just when I thought I’d finally seen everything.

      “It might take a while for the Copper Bullet to work things out,” the Ragman said, “but I believe eventually it could. Of course, I’m not too keen to test the theory. So I started—how shall I put it—reviewing my options. And on all the lists, in all the books, there’s only one Collectible with enough magic to protect me. I sent Deeter out to find it. Now he’s gone missing.”

      “This Collectible Deeter was after, what was it?” I asked.

      The Ragman pressed his lips together and gave his collar another tug.

      “You said full disclosure,” I added, “remember?”

      His gaze shifted to the floor. “I sent him to find the Silver Cross.”

      Sweet Pea covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, Ragman!”

      “What else was I supposed to do! It’s not like I want to break my Collector’s Oath! If there had been any other Collectible on the planet that would have done the job, I would have paid any price for it. But there wasn’t!”

      He sank down into his armchair.

      “What will the Artisans do to you if they find out?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “I don’t care. If I have to choose between keeping some silly oath and staying alive, then it’s a remarkably easy decision.”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “The Silver Cross is forbidden.”

      The Ragman dropped his head into his hands and said nothing, so Sweet Pea answered for him.

      “Yes. But it’s more serious than that. The Silver Cross is one of the most mysterious Collectibles around. No one knows where it is. No one knows when it was made. No one knows who made it. No one even knows what it looks like!”

      “Is there anything we do know about it?”

      “Not much. Just some really old legends that connect it to the Knights of the Round Table.”

      “You mean, like King Arthur?”

      Sweet Pea nodded. “And those legends refer to it as the Cross of the Broken Knight. But no one knows that knight’s identity. Or what happened to the cross, or why it went missing. And the legends could be false. It’s been hundreds of years since anyone has even seen the cross.”

      “What does it do? What’s its power?”

      “The legends say it has the power to heal all mortal harms.”

      “Like, bring back the dead?”

      “I don’t think any Collectible is powerful enough to raise the dead. Even the Silver Cross has its limits. But if you’re alive and you’re hurt, even really terribly, the Silver Cross’s magic could heal you. And you could just keep on healing yourself. Forever, maybe.”

      “So whoever possesses it can potentially become immortal.”

      “Exactly. That’s why it’s forbidden.”

      I’d dealt with a forbidden Collectible before. It was enough to teach me how much trouble the forbidden Collectibles were. Enough to teach me that no Collector should have one, even the Ragman.

      Especially the Ragman.

      But a dead Ragman couldn’t return my memories. And I doubted he’d made any special notes about my memories in his will. Like where he was keeping them. Or how to find them.

      I sighed. If Deeter was in trouble, we needed to save him. Everything else, I could worry about later.

      “What should we do?” I asked.

      “Follow Deeter’s trail, if you both can,” the Ragman said. “He might simply be lost.”

      I shook my head. “Deeter? Lost? How likely is that?”

      For a long time, the Ragman didn’t answer. Instead, he ran his hands through the scant brown hair he had left. When he finally did speak, I had to lean forward to hear his words.

      “Lost or not, Deeter needs help. Retracing his steps is the only way. You’ll have to find the unfindable, Rook. You’ll have to find the Silver Cross.”
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      “Find the Silver Cross to find Deeter,” I said. “Am I the only one who sees a problem with this plan? I mean, if this cross has been missing for hundreds of years, where do we even start?”

      The Ragman drummed his fingers along the arms of his leather armchair.

      “Ah, well, there is a bit of good news about that,” he said. “Bad news too, come to think of it.”

      “Good news first,” Sweet Pea said.

      The Ragman stood and walked to the farthest corner of his study, where the sagging bookshelves had more grime and cobwebs than the others.

      “Let me see, I had it here before. Where did I put it—ah!”

      He snatched at a gigantic book with a brown leather spine, and after blowing the dust off its top, he returned to the armchair. Then he sat down, balanced the book on his knees, and flipped through the pages.

      “The Glass Oil Lamp…the Fuzzy Slippers,” he mumbled as his finger ran up and down the pages. “The Rubber Ducky…the Silver Candy Dish…here! The Silver Cross. I can’t tell you about the cross itself, but I can tell you which Collector last inquired as to its whereabouts. We Collectors keep very thorough records. That’s the good news. A place to start. In a way.”

      “What’s the bad news, then?” I asked.

      The Ragman sucked the air through his teeth. “The last Collector who looked for it was the Life Miser.”

      “Um, why is that bad?”

      The Ragman massaged the back of his neck while Sweet Pea rolled her eyes.

      “The Life Miser is the Ragman’s biggest enemy,” she said. “Well, not counting the Maestro. And the Gray Lady. And the—”

      “Yes, Sweet Pea, thank you,” the Ragman said. “I’m sure he gets the picture.”

      “Anyway. They used to be partners. But things didn’t turn out well, and they broke up. They’ve hated each other ever since.”

      “It was utter nonsense!” The Ragman pounded his fist upon the book. “He accused me of stealing the Red Oven Mitt! Imagine! After all I did for him! Talk about ungrateful!”

      “Did you steal it?” I asked.

      “Stealing implies that it wasn’t mine to begin with! And I resent the accusation!” The Ragman sniffed a little. “Besides. He stole the Wooden Mousetrap from me. As far as I’m concerned, we’re even. Almost.”

      “This Life Miser guy, how is he a good start?” I asked. “I mean, if he was only looking for the cross….”

      “Well, if he found it, he’d hardly be shouting the news from the rooftops, would he?” The Ragman examined the page again. “My records say two years ago he made his inquiries. A month later, he was observed in a transaction that involved a strange, wooden cabinet. Very hush-hush. After that, his inquiries ceased altogether. That cabinet could have contained the Silver Cross. I mentioned this to Deeter, and Deeter told me he’d investigate the Life Miser first.”

      I sighed. “Then I guess we’ll try there first, too.”

      “Ragman, aren’t you forgetting the Wheelers?” Sweet Pea asked. “We can’t simply walk up to the Life Miser. His Finders won’t let us. They guard him too closely. How are we going to get in?”

      “With a cunning plan!” The Ragman slammed the book shut. “You can start by declaring a Finder’s truce. That should take care of the Wheelers, at least for a brief while. If they demand to know the reason for the truce, tell them you’ve an urgent message for the Life Miser from yours truly.”

      “What if they decline the truce?” I asked.

      “They won’t if the goodwill offering is appealing enough. I was thinking of the Wicker Picnic Basket. I hate to give it up, but one must make sacrifices on occasion. Besides, we’ll still have the tablecloth. And I’ve never really cared much for potato salad.”

      Sweet Pea nodded. “All right. Assuming the Finder’s truce gets us past the Wheelers. Then what?”

      “You’ll need a cover story.” The Ragman scratched his chin. “You can tell the Life Miser I’m seeking to re-establish a trade agreement with him. Time to let bygones be bygones. Tell him I have several Collectibles that may be of particular interest to him, and I’m willing to open negotiations for them—payable either in future favors or comparable Collectibles. Mention I have the Down Pillow. That ought to do the trick. He’s always suffered from nightmares.”’

      “This cover story, it’s not true, is it?” I asked.

      “Well, true in a way. If he has the Silver Cross, then I’d be more than happy to trade for it.” The Ragman winked. “While one of you is smoothing things over with the Life Miser, the other can search for clues. I wouldn’t mention the cross, naturally. If the Life Miser were to learn that I want it so desperately…well, the coveted thing is double the cost.”

      I looked at Sweet Pea. “What do you think?”

      “I guess it could work,” she said.

      “Right!” The Ragman stood. “I admire your enthusiasm, Sweet Pea! Now, I’ve got the Wicker Picnic Basket around here somewhere.”

      “One more question,” I said. “What if this doesn’t work? What if there’s no sign of Deeter or the Silver Cross at the Life Miser’s place? What then?”

      “Then meet back here, and we’ll try Plan B.”

      “Which is?”

      “Still in the works. But don’t worry! I’ll think of something. I always do!”

      Yeah. I could just imagine. And whatever Plan B involved, it would probably be dangerous for everyone but him.

      After that, Sweet Pea and I went to go pack for our hunt while the Ragman tried to remember where he’d put the Wicker Picnic Basket. Once we were alone in the living room, I pulled Sweet Pea aside and lowered my voice.

      “Tell me honestly, Sweet. Do you think this is a good idea?”

      “What? Finding Deeter?”

      “Of course we’re gonna find Deeter. Not that. I mean the Silver Cross. Remember what it was like with the Bronze Crown? Do you really think it’s wise to recover another forbidden Collectible, something with that much power, and then hand it over to the Ragman of all people?”

      “No.” She let out a breath. “I don’t. But I don’t want to see the Ragman killed, either.”

      She had a point.

      “Maybe the Silver Cross won’t be as bad as the Bronze Crown,” she added. “I mean, the Bronze Crown could have been used to take over the world. And it was deadly. But the Silver Cross? All it does is heal people. When this is over, I’m sure the Ragman will stash it away and forget it like his other Collectibles. If he can find a place for it, that is.”

      “How about in the kitchen’s cutlery drawer?”

      “Trust me, no room there. His underwear drawer, maybe.”

      We both laughed.

      Sweet Pea was right—the Silver Cross sounded harmless enough. Besides, this situation could work to my advantage. After all, the Ragman had said it himself—the coveted thing is double the cost. A Collectible this important, this magical, maybe the Ragman would consider it worth the seven smaller Collectibles I still had to find for him.

      Maybe.

      “Here. You should wear this,” Sweet Pea said. “It could be useful when talking with the Life Miser.” She handed me something small, round, and metal.

      “A mood ring, Sweet Pea? Seriously?”

      I held it between my two fingers, my skin tingling. What special powers could a mood ring possibly have?

      “It’s called the Heart Ring. Made by the Jeweler,” she said. “It reflects the moods of the people around you. Yellow for happy. Blue for sad. Orange for jealousy. Red for anger. Green for dishonesty. Purple for…I don’t remember. It can be hard to read if there are too many people, though. The colors can blur together, and it’s hard to know who’s feeling what.”

      The gem on the ring was currently the color of mud. “How about brown?”

      “Anxiety. Looks like the ring’s working. Watch out for black.”

      “What’s black mean?”

      “Let’s just say if it’s black, you’re in extreme danger.”

      Good to know. Maybe this mood ring could be useful after all.

      Right at that moment, the Ragman entered the living room, toting the Wicker Picnic Basket by its handles.

      “Here we are. All ready to go?” he asked. “You’d best take the Wheelers’ Way. Less direct. But less likely to run into trouble. Forgive me if I don’t see you out. I’d like to keep my distance from the front door. As a precaution, you know. Best of luck to you both!”

      He handed Sweet Pea the basket. Then he left us in the hallway and returned to his study, humming as he went.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve traveled to the Wheelers’ Way,” Sweet Pea said. “I’ll have to think hard to remember how to get there.”

      She took hold of the front doorknob and closed her eyes, trying to concentrate. The house could usually tell where we needed to go. Within reason.

      “I think the house has found it.” She turned the doorknob. “Here’s hoping.”

      The door opened, leading to a wide drainage culvert made of cement, with steeply sloping sides. On the ground, cracks buckled the concrete, and there was graffiti everywhere—skulls, weird names, strange symbols, a spider with red fangs.

      “This place always gives me the creeps,” Sweet Pea said with a sigh. “Ready?”

      We both stepped over the threshold, then she closed the door behind us. When I looked back, the door was gone, and all I could see was the culvert. A sudden gust of wind blew the dry dust down the ditch in a small cloud that settled a few feet away.

      “Bad place to be in a flash flood,” I said, looking around. Those slopes would be a tough climb.

      “Bad place to be period.” Sweet Pea shifted her weight. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Our footsteps echoed up and down the culvert as we walked, no matter how hard we tried to keep quiet.  I couldn’t make much sense of the graffiti on the slopes. Most of it looked like squiggles and lines. Some words—Primo, Blue Sky, Spider. Random stuff like that. The bit over there, written with black paint, almost seemed like a complete sentence. I squinted to see what it said.

      I haven’t forgotten you, Peter.

      I halted for a few seconds, staring at the words. Then I shook my head. Just a coincidence. It wasn’t like I was the only Peter in this world. I must’ve been pretty wigged out to think a random bit of writing on a wall was meant for me.

      “Everything okay?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “Fine.”

      So I ignored the second sentence we walked past. Well, tried to ignore it. No name in this one. Same handwriting, though. Big, jagged letters.

      Your time is running out.

      “Are you sure?” Sweet Pea slowed her pace. “You look…I don’t know. Weird.”

      Tick-tock, Peter.

      Sweet Pea stopped. “Are you even listening?”

      I walked up to the writing and touched the wall. The paint was still wet.

      “Rook?”

      I glanced around. No sign of anyone but us in the culvert.

      “Sorry. Are we almost there?” I asked.

      Sweet Pea stared at me for a moment, then shrugged.  “Only a bit further. Maybe two minutes more.”

      “Good. This place is getting to me.”

      “I know. It messes with your head. We should keep walking.”

      There were no more sentences after that.

      Soon, we entered a tunnel, and on the other side was a kind of landing with a set of cinder block steps leading up. Sweet Pea and I climbed the steps to the top and passed through a metal gate, which led to a single lane road. It was afternoon here, wherever we were. Looked like a desert. Sweet Pea pointed down the road to a big, roughed-up warehouse.

      “It’s over there,” she said. “We’ll have to be extra super cautious now.”

      I’d never had any dealings with the Wheelers before, but I’d heard things. Bad things. Like how people who went looking for them never came back. Like how their leader, Prodigal, would cut a person’s throat just because he liked the color red.

      “Do you think Prodigal will double-cross us?” I asked.

      Sweet Pea thought for a moment.

      “If we can get him to accept the truce, we’ll be okay. The Wheelers live by a code, and they honor their agreements. But negotiating with Prodigal is a nightmare. He’s completely unpredictable. Plus, he’s a huge adrenaline junkie. He’d start a war with us just for the thrill of it.”

      I decided to drop the subject after that. Sweet Pea was anxious enough, and I could’ve sworn the color of my mood ring turned a little browner as we walked.

      Finally, we reached a huge chain link fence, too tall to climb easily, with razor wire on top of it. There was a gate that met the road, and on the other side of the fence was a boy about fourteen years old. He sat on a rusty folding chair next to the gate.

      When she saw him, Sweet Pea hesitated.

      “The lookout,” she whispered. “They always post a guard. Let me do the talking.”

      The boy didn’t seem like much of a guard to me. Didn’t look like one, either. His loose blue jeans and brown T-shirt were wrinkled, torn in places. And his matted brown hair came down around his ears. Across his lap, he held a skateboard, and he was smoothing its edges with a piece of sandpaper.

      He didn’t even acknowledge us as we approached.

      “We’re here on the Ragman’s behalf,” Sweet Pea said. She inhaled deeply. “We declare a Finder’s truce.”

      Her words didn’t seem to have any effect on the boy at all. We stood there, waiting for something to happen while the chain link fence rattled in the wind, and the sandpaper whispered to the wood.

      “We have an urgent message for the Life Miser,” she added.

      When Sweet Pea mentioned the Life Miser’s name, it was like she said the right magic word. The boy pocketed the sandpaper, blew on the skateboard’s edge, and ran his thumb along its smoothness. Then he set his skateboard down and left his chair. The gate creaked as he opened it.

      “Talk to Prodigal,” he said. “Down in the warehouse.”

      “Thanks,” Sweet Pea said.

      The boy shrugged. Didn’t seem like he was going to say anything else, so Sweet Pea and I started walking towards the abandoned-looking warehouse at the end of the road. But then a metallic click made me look back. The boy had returned to his chair and was sanding his skateboard again. Before that, he’d padlocked the gate, trapping us inside.

      The moment he did, my mood ring turned black.
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      Up ahead was a dented, rusty sign that said, Warning! No trespassing. Violators will be prosecuted. Beyond that was a bunch of barbed wire strung along the ground in tangles. Then came a ditch with only a splintered plank for a bridge. Finally, the warehouse itself—a cavernous, sagging building made of wood as warped and gray as the paint peeling off it.

      “Nice place,” I said.

      Sweet Pea adjusted the weight of the Wicker Picnic Basket in her hands. “They keep the main entrance locked, usually. We’ll try the loading dock.”

      Inside the warehouse, skateboard wheels smacked against concrete, and the sounds grew louder the closer we got. I jumped onto the loading dock first, then gave Sweet Pea a hand up as well.

      “Let’s hope this works,” she said as we entered and found what we were searching for.

      Wheelers.

      I counted, lost count, blinked, then counted again. Looked like six kids. Four on skateboards, two on bikes. All of them were doing tricks, really insane stuff. Like they hadn’t ever heard of gravity before. Or if they had, they’d decided its rules didn’t apply to them.

      “Welcome to the Wheelers’ Warehouse,” Sweet Pea muttered.

      “Wait, do they actually live here?” I asked, glancing around.

      The whole warehouse had been transformed into a huge makeshift skate park jammed with the pilfered equipment of at least twenty playgrounds and schoolyards. Metal tables and benches stacked on top of each other. Ramps and railings at odd angles. Even pieces of slides and jungle gyms welded together.

      If there was a signal given, I didn’t see it or hear it, but the Wheelers abruptly pulled up into a circle around us, with Sweet Pea and me dead center.

      Surrounded.

      We stared at them; they stared at us. No one spoke. They wore loose clothes in dark colors—blacks, browns, and grays. The oldest of the bunch was a girl about sixteen or seventeen, and the youngest was a boy of nine or ten. These kids were thin, ragged. None of them were smiling.

      Seemed like a warm welcome was out of the question.

      One of the boys stepped forward, his skateboard in his hands, and the other Wheelers gazed at him like they might kneel and worship him any minute now. He wasn’t that old, though. Fifteen maybe. Red T-shirt, black baseball hat. Holes in his shoes on the outer sides. A crocodile tattoo on his arm.

      “Sweet Pea,” he said. He sucked on a toothpick. Moved it around with his tongue. “Been a while.”

      She gave him a single nod. Pretty cold for Sweet Pea. “Prodigal. We need to see the Life Miser. We have a message for him from the Ragman.”

      The skin on the back of my neck tingled. I didn’t see any Collectibles on Prodigal, or at least nothing obvious. He plucked his toothpick out of his mouth to hold it between his fingers. More tingling, stronger now. Was it the toothpick?

      Suddenly, Sweet Pea yanked me aside, just as Prodigal made a small movement like he’d flicked at the air. Then there was a sort of thunk. Right where I’d been standing.

      Sweet Pea glared at Prodigal. “We’re here on a Finder’s truce! Break it, and it’s war. Got that?”

      I looked behind me. The toothpick had pierced one of the metal tables.

      Definitely a Collectible, then. A crazy killer toothpick.

      “War’s good for the winners.” Prodigal shrugged. “War’s profitable.”

      “We have a truce offering.”

      Sweet Pea kept her face straight, her voice calm. But her free hand drew closer to her pocket—the one with the Swan Feather. And my mood ring—still black.

      This wasn’t going so well.

      “A war between the Wheelers and the Ragdolls.” Prodigal leaned forward. “You know perfectly well who would win that one, Sweet Pea. So explain exactly how a truce offering is going to sound like a better deal.”

      The other Wheelers laughed while the youngest boy of the group ran over to the table and pried Prodigal’s toothpick free.

      “Want me to take care of them for you, Prodigal?” the boy asked, running back.

      Prodigal accepted his toothpick from the boy, then tousled the boy’s curls.

      “No thanks, little Spider. I got this one covered.”

      Spider grinned, and Prodigal gave him a slow, easy smile in return.

      Twin smiles.

      Not sure why I hadn’t seen it sooner. Same cheeks. Same chin. Same blue eyes. Beneath his hat, Prodigal probably even had the same brown curls.

      So big bad Prodigal had a kid brother.

      “The thing about war is, people could get hurt. Your friends. Your family,” I said, shifting my gaze to Spider. “Then no one wins. Truces, on the other hand, profit everyone.”

      Prodigal strode up to me, his face inches from mine. Maybe he was planning to stab me through the heart with his toothpick. Or bash my head in with his skateboard. The way he stood there, scowling and tense, both seemed likely.

      Then he looked at Spider.

      We all waited, ready for a fight. But Prodigal only rolled his toothpick between his fingers a few times, popped it into his mouth and turned away. Like a hurricane deciding not to rain.

      “Your truce offering better be worth it,” he said over his shoulder. “The last time the Poshes wanted a truce with us, they offered the Argyle Socks. That truce lasted about five minutes.”

      “We’ve brought the Wicker Picnic Basket,” Sweet Pea said.

      She set down the basket and nudged it towards Prodigal with her foot.

      “Food magic?” He smirked. “Isn’t that a bit boring, even for the Ragman?”

      “I think you’ll agree it’s better than socks,” Sweet Pea said. “Over thirty different main dishes—fried chicken, ribs, hot dogs, hamburgers. Twenty-five different side dishes, such as coleslaw, corn on the cob, and pasta salad. Twenty-seven different types of desserts, including peach cobbler, cherry pie, and chocolate ice cream. Plus, it makes a killer pink lemonade.”

      The Wheelers had started shifting on their feet and glancing at each other as Sweet Pea talked. Spider even licked his lips. By the time she mentioned the pink lemonade, the Wheelers were practically drooling.

      But Prodigal wasn’t quite convinced yet.

      “Ollie, make sure the offering is safe,” he said.

      He motioned at the Wheeler standing nearest to the basket, a blond girl with black lipstick and black nail polish. She bent over the basket and ran her hands along its sides. Cautiously opened the lid, peered in, closed it again. Touched the handle lightly with her fingers.

      “No signs of tampering or fraud. It really is the Wicker Picnic Basket!” she said.

      “Can it make apple pie?” Spider asked. “It’s been ages since I had apple pie.”

      Prodigal adjusted his baseball hat—pushed it higher up on his forehead, pulled it down, pushed it up again. The other Wheelers kept staring at the picnic basket, but he only stared at them.

      “Fine,” he said at last. “We accept your truce. You can see the Life Miser. But you leave your Collectibles here.”

      Sweet Pea and I exchanged looks.

      “Or it’s no deal,” he added. “I’m not letting you talk to the Life Miser armed.”

      “On one condition,” I said. “We get to pick the person we surrender them to. No one else touches them, and we get them back when the meeting’s over.”

      He sucked on his toothpick for a few seconds, then shrugged. “Fine.”

      I studied the different Wheelers in the circle. The little boy was out of the question—he was too young to be trusted. Not to mention his family connection to Prodigal. Standing next to him was an older girl, tan skinned with long black hair and a pierced lip. She glared at me like she’d tear my ears off for fun. Definitely not her. Beside her was a younger boy, maybe twelve, with a face full of cuts and a chipped tooth. No. Not him either.

      But next to him was another girl, the oldest of the group. The skateboard she held at her side was different from the others—longer, slightly curved. And she wore a strange pair of gloves, padded and fingerless. She tucked her hair behind her ear, wavy light brown hair that matched her tank top. Lip gloss. And small pearl earrings.

      “Her.” I pointed at the girl with the longer skateboard.

      “Blue Sky?” Prodigal asked. He frowned and sucked on his toothpick again.

      “I don’t mind,” she said.

      So we gave Blue Sky everything we had. Prodigal’s eyebrows lifted when Sweet Pea surrendered her feather.

      “Only touch the tip,” Sweet Pea said. “Not the feathery part.”

      Blue Sky nodded and tucked the feather into the pocket of her shorts. Then I gave her my mood ring and my kazoo. Only the Black Thread was left. Everyone gasped when they saw it, and a few of the Wheelers even stepped back.

      As if I’d just pulled out a hand grenade.

      “Be careful with this one.” I placed the spool in Blue Sky’s hand. “I’m not sure it can be trusted yet. The last time it was used, it nearly killed a Ghost. If something happens, the slit at the top is its weakness. Just notch the thread, and it’ll stop.”

      Her eyes widened. Then she nodded and tucked it in her other pocket.

      When I looked up, Prodigal was staring at me. Hard.

      “You brought the Black Thread into my warehouse?” he demanded.

      “He surrendered it to you willingly,” Sweet Pea said. “We came under a truce, remember? We didn’t come to cause trouble.”

      Prodigal stood there a moment longer, then handed his skateboard to Spider.

      “I’ll give you ten minutes,” he said. “Follow me.”

      He led us up some metal stairs and down a dim hallway. We stumbled along after him until he halted at a door near the end so abruptly that I almost ran into him.

      “Wait here,” he said. “Don’t try anything.”

      Then he ducked into the room, leaving us alone for the moment.

      “Quick,” Sweet Pea said. “Here’s the plan. You talk to the Life Miser and cover me. I’ll sneak away and investigate. If Deeter’s here, or the Silver Cross, I’ll find them.”

      “No way, Sweet Pea. I’ll—”

      But Prodigal had returned.

      “You’re in luck. He’s willing to see you.” Prodigal held open the door. “Ten minutes.”

      Sweet Pea and I shuffled into the dark room, but Prodigal didn’t follow after us. Instead, he closed the door and left. Sweet Pea and I both paused at the doorway, listening to the sound of his fading footsteps. After that, we turned and took a few paces forward into the room.

      “What in the world?” Sweet Pea whispered.

      We both squinted at the shadows.

      “Soup,” she said slowly. “It’s soup.”

      We were standing among a bunch of tall metal shelves, all ordered into rows. And each shelf was stocked with hundreds of cans of chicken noodle soup.

      “Maybe the Life Miser has a cold?” I asked.

      “You go on ahead and talk to him now,” Sweet Pea said. “I’ll find a way to sneak out.”

      I shook my head. “Too dangerous.”

      “We don’t have time to argue. Ten minutes, remember? Go!”

      She gave me a push, and when I looked back, she was gone.

      Great. So now she was sneaking around the warehouse completely vulnerable, with no Collectibles to protect her. If the Wheelers caught her, what would they do to her?

      I stepped forward to meet the Life Miser and tried not to think about it.

      Beyond the last of the soup shelves, at the very end of the room, there was a metal desk with a computer on it. A file cabinet sat next to the desk, right beside a water cooler, and a big metal safe leaned against the far wall. Just a typical office, really, except that in one corner of the room stood a slot machine, bright orange and all lit up. It seemed out of place, but maybe the Life Miser liked gambling.

      “Mister Life Miser?” I said. “I have a message from the Ragman for you.”

      The Life Miser was sitting at his desk, with his high-backed chair turned away from me. Seemed kind of rude, but at least it gave me a chance to check out his office for potential threats. I didn’t see any Collectibles, but probably he had at least ten of them ready to zap me if I made a wrong move. If there was one thing the Ragman had taught me, it was to never trust the Collectors.

      Suddenly the Life Miser swiveled around in his chair to face me.

      “Well, g-go on!” He waved his spoon at me. “Tell me what ol’ Raggie wants. I haven’t g-got all day!”

      He was a short, thin man with rust-colored hair. He held a bowl of soup in his hand, and a napkin was tucked into his shirt like a bib. With the handle of his spoon, he pushed his glasses farther up the bridge of his nose. True nerd style.

      But something about this guy made me think he was just as dangerous as the Wheelers downstairs. More dangerous, probably.

      “The Ragman is interested in establishing a trade agreement,” I said.

      “So he’s ready to apologize?”

      “He says it’s time to let bygones be bygones.”

      “Hmm. That would be a no.”

      “He said he has certain items you might be interested in. Like the Down Pillow. He’s willing to trade for favors or Collectibles.”

      “Is he, now?”

      The Life Miser set his bowl of soup down next to a potted Venus flytrap near his computer. The surface of his desk was scoured spotless—unlike the Ragman’s desk.

      “You’re Raggie’s newest Finder, aren’t you?” he asked. “Rook—isn’t that what they call you?”

      I nodded, and he giggled.

      “I know something you don’t know,” he chanted like a little kid.

      “What?”

      “I know where the Ragman keeps your memories.”

      Was that even possible? How would the Life Miser know something like that? Or was he bluffing? Trying to mess with me?

      “Where?” I asked.

      But the Life Miser only giggled again. What a jerk.

      “So, what do you want me to tell the Ragman?” I asked. “Are you interested in trading or not?”

      He opened his desk drawer and fished out a small white box.

      “Oh, I don’t know. It’s awfully big-hearted of Raggie to let bygones be bygones.”

      He opened the box’s lid and removed something from the inside with a pair of tweezers. I squinted at the tiny black speck.

      A fly, with no wings.

      The Life Miser smiled as the fly wiggled its legs. “I wonder how I should repay him. If I g-get the chance, that is.”

      He dropped the fly into the Venus flytrap’s jaws, and they snapped shut tight.

      “I’ll give him your message,” I said.

      “G-good.”

      He picked up his bowl of soup again and took another slurp with his spoon. Then he dabbed at his mouth with the tip of his napkin.

      “Clearly, you’re an intelligent boy,” he continued. “Talented, too, from what I’ve heard. I could find a place for you here if you’re interested. You could be one of my Wheelers.”

      “I have a Collector already.”

      “Not for long, from what I’ve heard.” Another slurp. “Raggie always thought I was stupid. Always thinks of himself. Only himself. Like sending you here. No regard for your personal safety at all. Or any of his other Finders.”

      He gazed at me over the rim of his crooked glasses.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer—he only smiled. And then I understood.

      I leaned forward, my fist clenched. “What did you do to Deeter?”
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      The Life Miser took one last slurp of his soup before he spoke.

      “Deeter? That annoying boy in the orange T-shirt? You can tell the Ragman I didn’t do anything to his scrawny little Finder. So he can stop bothering me about it. And he won’t find the Silver Cross.” The Life Miser smacked his lips. “You can tell ol’ Raggie that, too.”

      He rocked back in his office chair, then folded his napkin and set it beside his empty soup bowl.

      “How do you know about the Silver Cross?” I asked.

      “It’s a simple deduction. All the message boards are buzzing with rumors about those death threats Raggie has received. Word’s g-got out about the Copper Bullet, too. Against a Collectible like that, only the Silver Cross would have enough magic to keep him alive. You see, I know how Raggie thinks.”

      “I’m sure the Ragman would be willing to pay you for information.”

      “Oh, a fortune, I’m betting. At the moment, I’m sure he’s positively desperate. Which is why I won’t tell him what I know. Tsk-tsk. Poor Raggie. Perhaps I’ll send roses to his funeral.”

      The Life Miser opened his desk drawer and reached inside for a can opener. Then he strolled over to one of the metal shelves and selected another can of soup. Guess he must’ve been really hungry. Or he just really liked chicken noodle.

      “Do you know who wants to kill the Ragman?” I asked.

      “Not a clue. But whoever it is, I wish them luck. I’d pay a fortune myself to see it happen!”

      He giggled, then returned to his chair.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll tell him.”

      “Make sure you use those exact words. I’d love to see his face when you do. Now, young man, if you don’t mind, I’d like to resume my lunch. I’m sure Prodigal will escort you to the g-gate.”

      The Life Miser turned away from me, fumbling with the can’s lid and cursing under his breath as he tried to open it. Clearly, he considered our meeting finished. Still, I hated to go empty-handed. Especially if the Life Miser knew anything that could help us.

      I glanced around his office and spotted that bright orange slot machine a second time. Maybe that was something all Collectors had in common—maybe they all liked gambling, taking risks. And maybe they all hated seeing the other Collectors win.

      Time to test the theory.

      “Yeah. Probably he’ll be pretty devastated,” I said. “But at least he won. At least there’s that.”

      The can opener slipped on the lid, splashing soup onto the Life Miser’s shirt. The fabric was so faded and gray that the yellow splatters were actually an improvement.

      “Sorry for wasting your time, Life Miser.” I began to leave.

      “Wait! Boy! Come back! Hold on a moment!”

      The Life Miser gaped at me, his eyelid twitching and his lips quivering. He’d picked up his napkin, but now it drooped in his hands, damp and forgotten, as he clenched it with his soup-soaked fingers. He leaned forward.

      “What do you mean, he won?”

      Got him.

      “The Ragman and I, we had a bet. He said you wouldn’t help. He didn’t even see the point in sending me, really.  I believed you’d talk, so I told him it was worth a try. I figured you’d want him to be in your debt. It’d give you an edge over him. But I guess he knows you better than I thought.”

      “He doesn’t know me! He doesn’t know one thing about me!” The Life Miser wrapped his arms across his chest and rocked back and forth a few times. “Do you really think telling him what I know would g-give me an edge?”

      “Big time.”

      “And he’d really be in my debt?”

      “Absolutely.”

      The Life Miser chewed on his thumbnail.

      “Probably the Ragman would even be afraid of you,” I added. “Since you’d turned out to be so unpredictable. I mean, no one fears a boring, predictable enemy, right? But if you were to catch the Ragman off guard….”

      That settled it. The Life Miser slapped his hand against the desk.

      “What do you want to know?” he cried. “You want to know about the Silver Cross? I’ll tell you everything. And that other Finder of his? Ask whatever you like!”

      “Start with Deeter. Was he here? What happened to him?”

      “Oh, he was here all right. Drove me mad! He simply appeared one morning, right here in my office! Right where you’re standing. How he g-got past my Wheelers, I’ll never know. And then he claimed Finder’s Sanctuary! How do you like that for nerve!”

      “Finder’s Sanctuary?”

      “You don’t know about Finder’s Sanctuary? Oh, but you’re still a bit new, aren’t you?”

      The Life Miser finally decided to put his napkin to good use. He dabbed it a few times against his shirt, though it only smeared the stains and made them worse.

      “When a Finder is in mortal peril,” he continued, “he or she can take refuge with the nearest Collector and claim sanctuary. Of course, under the terms of the Collector’s oath, I had no choice but to g-grant it. For two days that crazy boy was living here with me in my office under my protection. Kept complaining that there was no peanut butter in the soup. He was lucky I fed him at all!”

      Yeah, that sounded like Deeter all right.

      “Mortal peril? Do you know why he was in trouble?” I asked.

      “I thought maybe someone was hunting him, but he didn’t divulge details. Finally, he must have figured it was safe because he left. I thought he’d never g-go!”

      “Do you know where he went?”

      “To pay the Maestro a visit, I should imagine.”

      “Why would he go there?”

      “Because I told him to!” The Life Miser waved his napkin in my face. “Why does everyone keep thinking I have the cross? I don’t! I never have! Why does everyone keep bothering me about it!”

      “But you were looking for it. And then you were seen with that strange cabinet—”

      “The Soup Cabinet!” He rolled his eyes. “Yes, I was interested in acquiring the Silver Cross. Who wouldn’t be? So when the Maestro contacted me and said he had it, I offered him a trade. A very expensive trade, I might add. But then at the last minute, he said he couldn’t deliver. Offered me the Soup Cabinet in its place. At a sizable discount from the original price, of course.”

      “The Maestro had the Silver Cross?”

      “That’s what he said. He might have been lying. Or he might have decided to keep it for himself, after all. Who knows! But he didn’t g-give it to me, so I told your friend to g-go try his luck with the Maestro.”

      “Why would you help Deeter like that?”

      “Are you kidding! To g-get rid of him! And his incessant requests for pancakes!”

      This was bad news. Deeter was always quick on his feet—usually quick enough to get himself out of danger. If he had needed to claim sanctuary with an enemy, then whatever trouble he’d been in, it must’ve been big. And if he’d gone to the Maestro, then that only meant more trouble. Lots more.

      The Life Miser suddenly grinned.

      “You know, the Silver Cross is a very desirable item. If you do find it, I’d be willing to reward you for it myself. Whatever the Ragman’s offered you, I’m sure I could better his offer.”

      “Not interested.”

      “Ah, of course. You’re a clever boy.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re planning to use the cross against him, aren’t you? Blackmail, extortion, something like that. Yes, that’s certainly what I would do.”

      Only one of the Ragman’s rivals would be so quick to think of a plan like that against him. But the Life Miser was right. If I had the Silver Cross in my possession, I could make the Ragman pay for what he’d done to me. Big time. First I could refuse to give it to him—just to make him squirm. And then, my demands. My memories or no cross.

      If the Ragman was fighting for his life, what choice would he have?

      Right then, the door crashed open, and Prodigal came stomping in, dragging Sweet Pea behind him. He threw her at the Life Miser’s feet.

      “Sweet Pea!” I shouted.

      If Prodigal had hurt her, it’d be the last thing he’d do. I knelt beside her, but she shook her head at me.

      “Look who I found snooping around,” Prodigal said. “In the storage room!”

      “What!” The Life Miser jumped out of his chair, knocking his soup bowl off his desk. The bowl shattered on the ground.

      “You! You lied to me, boy!” He pointed his shaking finger at me. “You’re spies! Raggie’s spies! Sent to find my weaknesses! I knew it! Well, it won’t work!”

      He paced back and forth, muttering curses against the Ragman. And he wasn’t the only one. I could’ve taught him a curse or two better. Stupid Ragman and his stupid bright ideas. They were great for getting us into messes, sure, but he never seemed to have any bright ideas for getting us out.

      “I could lock them in the shed, if you want,” Prodigal said, smiling around his toothpick.

      “Yes! Throw them in the shed!” the Life Miser shouted. “We’ll see if that will satisfy their curiosity!”

      The shed.

      That sounded ominous. Prodigal marched Sweet Pea and me out of the Life Miser’s office, holding his toothpick against Sweet Pea’s throat so we wouldn’t try anything. When we reached the outside of the warehouse, he made us turn left at the loading dock, then around to the backside. Tucked against the chain link fence stood a small metal hut. He opened the hut’s door and shoved us inside.

      “Prodigal,” I said. “Wait, listen—”

      “I trusted you,” he said, his eyes hard. “And you tricked me.”

      He slammed the door. There was a sound of a padlock being fastened.

      “Never again, Ragdolls.” His voice was growing softer like he was walking away. “Never again.”

      When it seemed certain we were alone, Sweet Pea and I investigated the shed, testing the door, the walls, the ground. No way out. The door only opened from the outside. The metal walls were solid, and the ground was cement.

      “I am so sorry,” Sweet Pea said.

      She eased herself down onto the floor, and I sat opposite her, our knees stuffed under our chins. The place was so cramped that we hardly had room to fit, and the sun shone directly onto the shed. Heat of the day, too. Not a good combination.

      “It’s not your fault. Did Prodigal hurt you?” I asked.

      “When he found me, I thought he’d skewer me, he looked so angry. But no. Not really.”

      She wiped the sweat off her cheeks with the back of her hand, then leaned her head against the wall. I took a couple of deep breaths—well, as deep as I could. The air was so stuffy. No windows or vents or air holes anywhere. Just some slim openings around the door’s edges that let a little light in. But no breeze.

      “Too bad we don’t have our Collectibles,” I said as I took off my coat and stashed it beside me. “Did you discover anything useful?”

      “I don’t think the Life Miser has the Silver Cross. He keeps his most important Collectibles in the storage room near his office. But I didn’t see it there. Or feel it. Did you learn anything?”

      “Deeter was here. He claimed Finder’s Sanctuary.”

      “That’s bad.”

      And when I finished telling her everything I’d learned, she shut her eyes.

      “The Soup Cabinet,” she said. “I should’ve guessed.”

      She sounded breathless and faint. She needed help. If only we had some water to drink, to cool us down. I tried to stand, but in the end I stumbled back, my head throbbing. How long were they going to keep us in here? It felt like forever. They weren’t planning on killing us like this, were they?

      We had to escape.

      I gazed at the metal walls, all the dents in them. Especially near the door. As if others had tried pounding their way out. And in the corner, a weird dark stain. Like dried blood, maybe. I blinked at it a few times, tried to focus.

      Then Sweet Pea was tugging at my arm, standing over me. How did she get there?

      “Come on,” she said. “It’s too hot in here.”

      We tried the door again. When that failed, we banged on the walls. Finally, we called for help. That was how desperate we got.

      No good. We slumped down onto the floor again.

      “I am so sorry,” Sweet Pea said. “So sorry.”

      She kept mumbling that over and over.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said.

      But the words came out jumbled. I held my stomach and groaned. For some reason, I felt like I might be sick. I looked over at Sweet Pea just in time to watch her eyelids slowly flutter shut. I tried to say her name, but the words didn’t come out. Too hot. It was just too hot.

      Then everything went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Spider

          

        

      

    

    
      The next thing I felt was a breeze.

      Nice and cool. On my face. Nothing mattered but that breeze. The more it blew, the less my head pounded.

      “Are you sure this will work?” someone asked. Sounded like Sweet Pea.

      “Worked on you, didn’t it?” Another voice. Female. Familiar. I couldn’t place it though, not yet. “Trust me. This always works.”

      I drew in a breath. Another, deeper. Things started making more sense. Like the reason why it was so dark.

      I opened my eyes.

      Sweet Pea and I still sat slumped across from each other in the metal shed, but now Blue Sky had joined us as well. She perched beside us on the edge of her skateboard, with her back to the open door. But the breeze wasn’t coming from the doorway. Outside, the air was hot and stifling.

      “There. See?” Blue Sky said, grinning at Sweet Pea. “Always works.”

      Then she tugged her wavy brown hair up into a ponytail and took out a tube of pink lip gloss from the pocket of her shorts. Like it was no big deal that she’d just saved our lives.

      Sweet Pea placed her hand on my knee and leaned forward, her eyes peering into mine.

      “How do you feel?” she asked. “You all right?”

      I swiped my fingers across my forehead. My skin felt cool to the touch.

      “Yeah, actually. I’m fine,” I said. “But I don’t understand….”

      Blue Sky held up a white folding fan, and the back of my neck prickled.

      “The Paper Fan. Cools a person almost instantly,” she said. “The Weatherman made it, I think. Really handy Collectible to have in the desert. Sorry I couldn’t come out here sooner. Prodigal wouldn’t let me.”

      “Are you going to let us go?” I asked.

      “Why should I? You’re spies. Besides, Prodigal would be furious.”

      Figured.

      “Look, we aren’t here to make trouble,” I said. “The Ragman just wants to save his skin. And we just want to save our friend. We think he’s in danger, so we’re trying to find him. I’m sorry we weren’t more upfront about it. But that’s the only reason we’re here. I swear. You can understand that, right?”

      “Sure, I can. But I can’t let you go. Sorry.” She paused. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I don’t get you, that’s all. I mean, I get the Life Miser. And I get Prodigal. But you don’t seem to fit. You’re actually…nice. Why are you on their side?”

      “Because they’re my family.” She snapped the fan closed. “Look, think what you want about the Life Miser, but he respects us. Which is more than anyone else has ever done. And Prodigal? He’s only trying to protect us.”

      “By sticking Sweet Pea and me in a metal oven and nearly cooking us alive?”

      “You tricked him. Lied to him. Made him look like a fool. On his own turf! You gave him no choice. He had to send a message.”

      “Oh, he sent one. Loud and clear. And I won’t forget it.”

      “Because you’re so innocent?” Blue Sky frowned. “Look, no one carves the right way all the time, okay? Not even you, angel boy. We all crash into each other and bleed sometimes. But vendettas don’t stop the bleeding. Bandages do that.”

      She reached into her pockets for our Collectibles and arranged them on the ground by our feet.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I’m satisfying the terms of your conditions. You were supposed to get your Collectibles back once your meeting with the Life Miser was over. Remember? Looks like it’s over to me.”

      I shook my head. “You’re not going to let us go. But you’re gonna give us our stuff back?”

      “Sometimes I carve the right way. And sometimes I carve the wrong way. But mostly, I like to slide.”

      She smiled. Then she picked up her skateboard and exited the shed. Before she shut the door, she gave us one last wink, and after that, she fastened the padlock again. There was the sound of her footsteps on the gravel as she started to walk away, but she stopped and called back to us.

      “Good luck, Ragdolls.”

      Then she was gone, and we were trapped in the shed again.

      “Next time,” I said, “remind me to bring the Sidewalk Chalk.”

      “We’ll think of something,” Sweet Pea said. “At least we have our Collectibles back, now. The answer’s here. I can feel it. I just can’t see it.”

      The Swan Feather. The Red Kazoo. The Heart Ring. The Black Thread. We both stared at the items, then I touched the spool of thread.

      “You don’t suppose this would be good for an escape, do you?” I asked.

      “I don’t see how. Thread can’t pick a lock, or pry open a door, can it?”

      Seemed unlikely.

      I tucked the spool into my coat pocket, and when I did, my fingers tingled strangely, as if another Collectible was inside. But how was that possible? My pockets were empty. I inspected my fingertips, rubbing them together a few times.

      “What is it?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “There’s powder in my coat pocket. Like dust.”

      Chalk dust.

      “It must be from the Sidewalk Chalk,” I continued, “from when I had it in my pocket earlier this morning. The dust that was leftover. Do you think it’s still powerful enough to work?”

      Sweet Pea tilted her head. “I don’t know, but it’s worth a try. Could you draw a door? Something we could use to escape to the Packrat House?”

      I dipped my fingers back inside my pocket. “Not enough.”

      Still, it was the glimmer of a possibility. Something smaller than a door, maybe. Something I could make with a single stroke, or two at the most. But strong enough to get us out of the shed….

      “I’ve got it. I know what to draw.”

      I cupped the pinch of dust into my palm and dabbed my finger in it. Then very slowly, I pressed my finger against the cement floor. One curve this way, followed by a longer line down, and then another curve that way. We both waited for the magic to work.

      Nothing.

      “We did our best,” Sweet Pea said. “I don’t think anyone’s ever tried to draw something using the dust before. It was a long shot any—”

      Clank.

      A weird metallic thud made us both look down at the floor. My messy scrawl had turned into a crowbar.

      “It worked!” Sweet Pea jumped to her feet. “Quick! It probably won’t last long. Use it before it vanishes!”

      I snatched up the crowbar and started prying open the metal door near the bottom. The door creaked and screeched with each wrench as I wrestled with it. Finally, the gap widened enough for us to fit, and not a moment too soon. At the last pull, the crowbar vanished from my hands. Then Sweet Pea stuck her head through the gap and looked around.

      “Anyone hear us?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so. Come on, quick! The padlock won’t work with our house keys. We’ll have to find a door with a proper lock!”

      Too bad we’d have to sneak past the Wheelers first.

      At the loading dock, we paused to peer inside the warehouse. Most of the Wheelers were using the Wicker Picnic Basket. They had a whole meal spread out on the floor, with fried chicken, corn on the cob, potato salad, baked beans, macaroni salad, and apple pie with ice cream. Like a picnic feast. They were far too busy eating to notice us. Even Prodigal.

      I only counted five of them sitting in the circle, though. That one kid we’d first met at the gate was there, but the kid with the scratched face was missing. Probably they’d changed guards, which meant we’d have to be extra careful.

      And Spider wasn’t there, either. Seemed kind of weird. Hard to imagine a kid his age would miss out on apple pie and ice cream.

      “It’d be better if we could find a door on the outside of the building,” Sweet Pea whispered. “Less risky.”

      I nodded, and we tip-toed past the loading dock to the front of the warehouse.

      “There.” Sweet Pea pointed. “The main entrance. It has a lock.”

      Finally. Time to leave this place.

      “Hey, you two!” A small voice called.

      We both froze, but when we looked around, we didn’t see anyone.

      “I’m up here!”

      Sweet Pea and I glanced up at the warehouse roof, and Sweet Pea gasped.

      “Spider, is that you?” I asked.

      “Who else do you think!”

      He stood at the highest point of the roof’s summit, with one foot straddling each side of the slope and his toes touching the eaves’ edge.

      “How did you get up there?” I called.

      “Well, I didn’t fly!”

      “You climbed?”

      I had to give that kid credit. The building was at least two stories, and I didn’t see any way up, easy or otherwise. Plus, he still had his skateboard with him. Maybe he wasn’t just named Spider. Maybe he secretly was one.

      He tossed his head back, giving his curls a shake. “Is the bad lady gone?”

      “What bad lady?” I asked.

      “The one who was just here. The one in the scary white mask. Is she gone?”

      A lady wearing a mask? He couldn’t mean the creepy woman from the park, could he? How could she be here? Maybe Spider was seeing things. Besides, we had bigger problems to deal with first. Every second Sweet Pea and I stood here, our odds of being caught increased.

      But what about Spider?

      I stared at the main entrance. Sweet Pea must have been thinking the same thing.

      “Should we leave him?” she asked. “I mean, what if he falls?”

      “Spider, can you get down?” I called.

      “Yeah, if that lady’s gone. I’ll do a flip off the roof! Watch!”

      He set his skateboard on the roof’s slope, his foot on the tail like he was going to use the roof as a ramp.

      “No, Spider!” I yelled.

      He wobbled, then stopped. “What?”

      “It’s too dangerous. Stay there. We’ll find a ladder.”

      “I don’t need a ladder. I’m gonna do a flip. Watch this!”

      “Wait, Spider!” Sweet Pea said. “Um, we’re not sure it’s safe yet. That bad lady may still be around.”

      That was pretty quick thinking. Still, it was only a temporary solution. We had to devise a plan fast. Before Spider did a death flip off the roof. I glanced in the direction of the loading dock. So far, no one had come out yet.

      “Well, you guys should look for her,” Spider said.

      “We are!” Sweet Pea called. “Stay put until we say it’s safe, okay?”

      Spider lifted his skateboard and slung it over his shoulders like a pair of wings. His foot slipped a little, but he caught himself.

      “Any ideas?” I asked Sweet Pea. She shook her head.

      Great. So much for a stealthy escape.

      “It’s boring up here,” Spider said. “And I don’t see that lady anywhere. I think it’s safe now. Are you both watching? This is gonna be awesome!”

      He set down his skateboard on the roof once more. Ready to try out his flip. Sweet Pea and I both waved our arms at him.

      “No, Spider! Not yet!” I called.

      “Now what?” he asked.

      “Uh, uh….” There had to be something that’d get him to wait. “What about Prodigal? Your brother isn’t watching. Wouldn’t you rather do it with your brother watching?”

      “Hey, yeah! Would you go get him for me?”

      “Are you insane?” Sweet Pea said to me. “If we bring Prodigal into this, we’ll be caught! We may as well go back to the shed right now.”

      Maybe it wasn’t exactly the best idea. But we were short on alternatives.

      “All right, look,” I said. “You go use the main entrance to escape to the Ragman’s house. That way, you’ll be free. I’ll get Prodigal once you’re safe.”

      She crossed her arms. “You stay, I stay.”

      Spider’s foot slipped again, and he was slower to catch himself this time. When I looked back, Sweet Pea was marching towards the loading dock. I sighed. That girl could be downright impossible, sometimes. But since this was my last chance to talk with Spider, I might as well satisfy my curiosity. Not that it’d matter much once I was a prisoner again.

      “Hey, Spider,” I called. “This bad lady. The one with the mask. Did her mask have a crack in it?”

      He nodded. “Right down the middle.”

      “Did she say what she was doing here? Or what she wanted?”

      “She told me she was your aunt. She said she wanted to talk to you, but you were in the shed, so she couldn’t. She asked me to bring you to her. But I told her no.”

      My aunt? Ms. Creepy Mask Lady? Not by any stretch of the imagination.

      “What happened after that?”

      “She asked me to come closer. Said she had some candy to give me. Like I’d ever fall for that. So I climbed the roof to get away. Then she called me adorable.” He wadded his hands into fists and stuck them on his hips. “I am not adorable!”

      By now, the other Wheelers had run out of the warehouse and were standing next to me, gazing up at him. A few of the girls tried not to smile at his last proclamation. With those blue eyes and brown curls? The boy had better face the obvious. He was pretty much adorable.

      But Prodigal’s face had gone completely white when he saw his brother on the rooftop.

      “Hey, little Spider. Whatcha doin’?” he asked. His voice sounded calm—he could’ve been asking about the weather or the time. His hands were shaking, though.

      “Watch this, Prodigal!” Spider waved. “I’m gonna do a flip off the roof!”

      Some of the other Wheelers gasped, but Prodigal stayed cool. He adjusted his baseball cap a few times.

      “You know, that would be a pretty amazing flip, little Spider,” he said. “But it’s getting late. You should try the roof another day. Maybe tomorrow.”

      “It’ll take five seconds, watch!”

      “No, Spider!” Prodigal held out his hand. “I, uh, I want to do it with you.”

      Spider nodded. “You should climb up!”

      “I will, but I can’t do it now. One of my trucks is about to come off.” He raised his skateboard. “Right here. I have to fix it. Primo said he would get me some new hardware for it. How about we do the flip tomorrow?”

      Spider’s lip curled down in a pout. “Okay.”

      He moved his foot, accidentally knocking his skateboard. It fell from the roof and hit the ground, snapping off one of its wheels.

      “Don’t move anymore, Spider,” Prodigal called. “I’ll come up and help you down. We’ll find a ladder.”

      He shot a look at the Wheelers, and two of them ran back to the warehouse loading dock. But it was too late. Spider peeked over the roof’s edge to see his broken skateboard, and when he did, his foot slipped. This time, he didn’t catch himself.

      “Spider!” Prodigal cried.

      Just as Spider tumbled off the roof’s edge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            The Music Academy

          

        

      

    

    
      It was Prodigal’s cry that gave me the idea.

      I didn’t even know if my idea would work. It’d just been one daring glimmer in my head, but then there wasn’t any more time to think because Spider was falling. I grabbed the Black Thread from my pocket and threw the spool into the air.

      “Save him!” I cried.

      Thread shot out from the spool in giant loops that flew in several directions at once, whistling as they sliced the air. They wrapped around fence posts, lamp fixtures, the main entrance doorknob—anything the thread could find, spinning and tying and coiling. Fast—so fast I was probably the only one who knew what was happening. And just in time. The net it crafted caught Spider like a web only a few inches away from the ground.

      He dangled there for a moment while everyone stared.

      “That was even better than a flip!” he cried, and he pumped his fist in the air. “Let’s do it again!”

      Prodigal and the other Wheelers helped him climb out of the net, and I notched the Black Thread.

      “I’m glad you didn’t kill anyone,” I whispered to the thread.

      After all, that would’ve been pretty tough to explain.

      Once it had unraveled and returned to me, I exhaled a breath. Then, tiny letters of thread looped across the palm of my hand.

      Are you sure? I could kill all the Wheelers right now for you if you ask.

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure which was weirder—the fact that the Black Thread could communicate, or the fact that it’d just offered to be my own personal contract killer.

      “What! No! Why would I ask you to do that?” I answered.

      So you could escape.

      Wow. Just wow.

      “No, thanks.”

      Have it your way, then.

      The thread’s last message slipped away as the line of silk finished wrapping itself around the spool. When Sweet Pea told me its magic was unpredictable, she really wasn’t kidding.

      I was so distracted by the Black Thread’s creepy messages that I barely heard the Glass Bell until it rang a second time. I glanced at Sweet Pea, and she nodded.

      “The Ragman must have news,” she said. “Let’s go before the Wheelers notice.”

      The Wheelers stood in a circle around Spider, patting him on the back and giving him high-fives, so they weren’t paying much attention to Sweet Pea and me. We both crept to the warehouse’s main entrance, and Sweet Pea slid her house key into the lock. The key made that familiar click when she turned it, so she eased the door open.

      Then I heard Spider’s voice talking to the other Wheelers.

      “It was that Ragdoll boy’s aunt. I think she wanted to kidnap me!”

      Uh-oh.

      Prodigal glared at me, his eyes turning sharper than his toothpick. Probably he thought I was behind some sinister plot to take his baby brother hostage. He stepped towards Sweet Pea and me, his fists clenched, with all the Wheelers following behind.

      “Get them!” he shouted.

      No time to explain. No time to lose, either. Sweet Pea and I both ducked into the Ragman’s hallway and slammed the door shut. Before Prodigal and his Wheelers had a chance to mob us.

      “That was close,” Sweet Pea said.

      Great. So I’d made an enemy of Prodigal. His Wheelers, too. My list of enemies was getting really long. Best to not think about it. Or the fury on Prodigal’s face as we escaped. We arrived at the Ragman’s study.

      “Ah, brilliant!” he said, rising from his armchair. “You’re back! Do you have the Silver Cross?”

      “No,” Sweet Pea said. “The Life Miser doesn’t have it.”

      The Ragman flopped back down into his chair. “You’re sure?”

      “Positive.”

      He sighed, and we told him everything we’d learned. When he heard that the Maestro might have the Silver Cross, he groaned and rocked his head in his hands.

      “Dead! Dead! I’m as good as dead,” he wailed.

      I was used to the Ragman’s tantrums, but even so, he sure seemed to be making a whole lot of drama right now for no reason.

      “So what if the Maestro has the cross?” I asked. “I mean, I’m not too thrilled about another run-in with the Choir Boys, but if the Maestro’s place is where Deeter was headed, then we’ll go there too.”

      “Ah, simple boy! So full of hope! If only you knew! Tell him, Sweet Pea.” The Ragman leaned back in his armchair, his hand draped over his face.

      “I think he’s worried about the Music Academy,” she said.

      “What’s a school got to do with anything?” I asked.

      “It’s not a school—well, it was once, but after the building was abandoned, the Maestro and the Choir Boys moved in. It’s their headquarters now, and they hate visitors. They’ve rigged the whole academy grounds with tricks and illusions. It’s basically a death trap for the uninvited.”

      Why did that not surprise me?

      “A death trap. Nice.” I turned to the Ragman. “Did you learn anything while we were gone?”

      “Only another threat, kindly reminding me that my time was running out. And a few more tidbits about the Broken Knight. Some references calling him the champion of the defenseless, protector of the innocent, helper to the helpless…blah blah blah. Nothing useful.”

      “I don’t know. Broken or not, he sounds like a useful guy to have around.”

      “Well! Would you like me to give him a call? Nothing like an unaccountably missing, mysterious knight to lend a hand when you need it! I’ll ring him up, shall I?”

      The Ragman lifted the Glass Bell and gave it a silent shake.

      “Hellooooo! Knighty-knight! Feel like lending a hand? No? Think, Rook. We need practical suggestions now. Not flights of fancy!”

      Then he skimmed his thumb along the Glass Bell’s rim absentmindedly, his brow furrowed. Sweet Pea stared at the floor and sighed. Neither of them seemed to have any ideas or plans to offer. Me, I could think of a suggestion, though it definitely wasn’t practical.

      Probably wasn’t even smart.

      “We’ll have to go to the Maestro,” I said. “We’ll have to go to the Music Academy.”

      “Practical suggestions, Rook,” Sweet Pea said. “Not suicidal.”

      “What else is there to do? We don’t have any other leads. And if there’s a possibility that Deeter’s in trouble, we have to take the chance.”

      Sweet Pea rubbed her forehead, her eyes shut. “This is a bad idea. You don’t know what the Music Academy is like. And if it weren’t for Deeter….”

      But she didn’t say any other objections.

      “Of course, if you go to the Music Academy to search for Deeter, then you can investigate if the Maestro has the Silver Cross,” the Ragman added. “On second thought, perhaps it’s a perfectly practical solution.”

      Yeah, because he wasn’t the one walking to his certain doom. Perfectly practical.

      “Right,” I said. “Let’s pack. This time, I’m bringing the Sidewalk Chalk for sure.”

      “Now? You want to go now?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s probably night there. The academy grounds are dangerous enough in daylight!”

      “What if Deeter’s really in trouble, Sweet? What if tomorrow morning is too late?” I shrugged. “Besides, our truce idea didn’t work too well with the Wheelers. I say this time, we sneak in under cover of darkness. Keep it secret. Learn what we can. And go from there.”

      “That sounds like a plan!” The Ragman gave a loud clap and rose from his seat. “Need anything else? Money? Certain useful Collectibles? Shall I see you off?”

      Sweet Pea and I frowned at each other.

      “No, thanks,” I said.

      The Ragman was proving to be pretty useless. He might as well stay nice and warm and safe inside his study. Take it easy in that leather armchair of his. Maybe win a few more bidding wars. That seemed to be all he was good for, really.

      “By the way,” I added. “The Life Miser says you owe him big. For giving us that tip about the Maestro.”

      “What do you mean, I owe him?”

      “I don’t know. Something about having an edge against you now. You might want to start thinking of ways to repay your debt, for the help.”

      The Ragman turned ten different shades of red. He cleared his throat a few times, straightened his cuffs, then swallowed hard. “Yes, er, well.”

      After we’d left the Ragman’s study, Sweet Pea punched me in the arm. “You can be sort of cruel, you know.”

      I grinned.

      We didn’t have much time to pack, so we decided to travel light—no heavy backpacks with food and supplies. Just our favorite Collectibles stashed inside our pockets. Sweet Pea changed her yellow shirt for a darker brown cardigan sweater since yellow stood out too much. Me, I was fine in my black coat and pants.

      “Ready?” I asked as we stood in the hallway. “Maybe this time we’ll have better luck.”

      I grabbed the doorknob and thought about the Choir Boys, the Maestro, and their death trap academy. Hopefully, the Packrat House could find the location for me since I’d never been there before. Mostly, I focused on the Choir Boys, especially those annoying smirks they always wore on their faces.

      Soon, the doorknob grew warm in my hand.

      “I think the house has found it,” I said.

      I opened the door. But as I was about to step through, Sweet Pea grabbed my arm.

      “Wait, something is wrong. Look at the hallway clocks!”

      Sweet Pea had once told me the Packrat House used the hallway clocks to tell time. There were hundreds of them fastened to the walls and tucked into the corners, though no two were alike. Sleek, modern wall clocks. Delicate, wooden cuckoo clocks. Even a few giant grandfather clocks, their pendulums swooping back and forth. Most of the time, the clocks ticked their own quiet rhythms, each independent of the others.

      But now, the clocks had stopped.

      Every single one.

      “That’s weird,” I said. “Why have they stopped?”

      I tapped my finger on a nearby alarm clock, but the clock’s hands remained frozen. Sweet Pea and I both gazed out the open front door.

      “That’s not the Music Academy,” Sweet Pea said.

      So where was it?

      A gust of cold wind blew in our faces while a dense fog drifted past the door’s threshold. I squinted at the darkening shapes in the distance. Were those statues? And those strange stumpy things. They almost looked like tombstones. I’d never seen this place before, so why did it feel familiar? My heart started pounding, and I stepped back.

      Something about this place was wrong. Really wrong.

      “Is that a graveyard?” Sweet Pea asked. “Why would the house bring us to a graveyard? Do you know where this is?”

      “We shouldn’t be here. It feels dangerous. Close the door.”

      I took another step back. And another. Until I was against the wall.

      “Rook, you’re scaring me. What’s the matter?”

      “Close the door! Please, Sweet Pea!”

      Not this place. Not here.

      Sweet Pea slammed the door shut, and the clocks started ticking again, like a heartbeat jolting back to life. Then she placed her palm on the door, the doorknob. She ran her hands along the walls, the clocks, and even the floor.

      “I don’t understand,” she said. “The clocks, the graveyard…this has never happened before. But the house feels normal.”

      “Well, something is wrong with it!”

      The sharpness in my voice surprised even me. She frowned.

      “We don’t have to go tonight. We’ll go tomorrow morning. First thing.”

      I straightened. This was ridiculous. I was freaking out over nothing. It’d been a long day, and I felt tired. That was all.

      “No. I’m sorry I snapped at you. The house must’ve taken a wrong turn. I mean, the house isn’t perfect. Sometimes it makes mistakes, right? You open the door this time.”

      Sweet Pea’s lips pressed together. She glanced at the door. Glanced at me. The Packrat House suddenly seemed so quiet, like it was waiting for us to decide.

      “Really, I’m fine,” I added. “If something bad happens to Deeter at that academy, and we could’ve stopped it, we’ll never forgive ourselves. Forget it happened, Sweet.”

      No way was I about to let a wrong turn at the door and a bunch of whacked-out clocks stop me from finding Deeter. Whatever just happened was a fluke, nothing more.

      “I don’t like this,” Sweet Pea said.

      But she grasped the doorknob anyway and opened the door. Really slowly. Then she peeked outside.

      “Thank goodness,” she said. “The graveyard’s gone.”

      It had been replaced by an old, oak forest at twilight. A road cut through the forest, but potholes gutted the lane, and overgrown ivy veiled the road signs. At the road’s end loomed a stately iron gate now bent and rusted with age, and beyond that, the dark form of an abandoned building perched on a sloping hillside.

      “The Music Academy.” She let out a breath. “We’re there.”

      Well, not exactly there. First, we had to travel down that road for about a mile, and then we had to find a way past the iron gate. Sweet Pea and I spent almost an hour trying to climb it, and when we finally found a way, there was still the hill to hike.

      “Be careful,” Sweet Pea said. “Step only where I step. We have to watch out for bear traps.”

      “Bear traps?” I said. “Let me guess. They’re not meant for bears.”

      “Trust me. The bear traps are just the beginning.”

      Lovely. Choir Boy hospitality at its finest. I shook my head.

      “What else is there?”

      Sweet Pea opened her mouth to answer, but then she paused. There was a sound coming from the woods on the other side of the hill. A kind of whistle.

      “Is that a flute?” I asked.

      But Sweet Pea was already walking in the direction of the sound. Where was she going?

      “Sweet, wait. The academy’s over here,” I whispered as loudly as I dared.

      Then I saw what she was heading towards. Something orange in the bushes, hidden in the shadows. The flute played louder, but I was too busy sniffing the air to pay much attention to it. The air smelled almost like…no. That was impossible.

      Pancakes. With peanut butter.

      “Deeter?” I called out.

      There he was. Deeter. I’d recognize those twisting curls anywhere. And his orange T-shirt. His favorite. I quickened my pace, and Sweet Pea did too. The flute in the woods played louder. Deeter seemed to be heading for the sound as well.

      “Why won’t he stop?” Sweet Pea asked, breathing hard. “Why won’t he wait for us?”

      “Maybe he doesn’t see us. Hey, Deeter! Slow down!”

      We chased him into the woods, our steps loud as our feet stomped through the dead leaves. But now there was no sign of him. We both halted.

      “Where…which way?” Sweet Pea panted.

      A flash of orange, over to our right.

      “There!” I cried.

      We both dashed in that direction, right into the darkest part of the academy grounds. The bushes and trees grew together so thick here that it was almost impossible to see ahead, even just a few steps.

      “Deeter!” I called again. “Wait!”

      An arm reached out to grab me, catching me around my chest and shoving me onto the ground. The flute made a high pitched squawk. At the same time, Deeter vanished.

      I thought he’d used the Sneak’s Ring to turn invisible, but when I called out to him, a hand clapped across my lips. Sweet Pea lay beside me, blinking her eyes. A few feet away from us was a cliff.

      What was happening?

      The hand released my mouth, so I looked up.

      Impossible.

      I had to be seeing things. The night was dark. The trees, the branches. The shadows. They must have been playing tricks on my mind. Because there was no way I could be seeing this.

      A knight.

      He wore a full set of armor, dirty and rusted. His visor was down, obscuring his face, but I could still see his eyes. Blue. Bright. Too bright. I’d seen eyes like that before. Eyes like fire. Eyes like stars.

      Eyes like an Artisan’s.
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      The strange knight vanished.

      Overhead, the rustling wind made the branches bend and sway. The moon was full, but heavy clouds kept lumbering across it. Probably a storm coming. The oak leaves shone wet and slick, and a damp smell was rising from the ground.

      “Sweet Pea?” I asked. “Are you hurt?”

      She pressed her hand on her forehead and groaned as an answer. I knew how she felt. Sort of like waking from a bad dream because you fell out of bed.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I think we almost died.”

      I stood and peered over the edge of the nearby cliff, but not even the moon’s brightness gave enough light to reach the bottom. It didn’t take much logic to realize Sweet Pea and I wouldn’t have survived a fall like that.

      She joined me at the edge. “I don’t think Deeter was real. I think he was an illusion.”

      I nodded. “But how?”

      “There must be a Collectible at work here somewhere.”

      Sweet Pea started to inspect the ground, parting the tall grass and poking at the ivy, until finally she bent over and picked something up. Looked like a stick.

      “Found it. The Piper’s Flute,” she said. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice sooner. I knew something dangerous like this would be waiting for us.”

      She handed me the slim wooden flute, and my skin prickled as I examined it.

      “Wait. Piper?” I said. “You don’t mean like the fairy tale, do you?”

      “The Pied Piper of Hamlin? That’s the one. The flute was around long before he was. I mean, the flute doesn’t really even need a piper—it can play on its own. But he’s the one who made it famous. A lot of fairy tales mention Collectibles, actually, but the Ordinaries think fairy tales are only a bunch of fantasy stories for children.”

      Yeah, well, it sure wasn’t a fairy tale that almost got us killed.

      “The flute is particularly effective on animals and kids,” Sweet Pea added. “It makes its victims see the thing they want, the thing they’re seeking, and it uses that to lure them away. The Maestro must have told the flute to lure any trespassers over this cliff.”

      “So it sensed we were seeking Deeter, and it showed us what we wanted to see?”

      “Exactly.”

      Clever flute. Even it was deadly. But what about that weird knight I’d seen? Did the flute show me an illusion of him, too?

      “We were lucky to escape,” Sweet Pea said. “Finders are always seeking something, so it’s especially powerful against us. It knows our weakness.”

      The wind whistled over the tree branches, and I shivered.

      “We shouldn’t hang around here.”

      I returned the flute to Sweet Pea, which she hid in her sweater pocket. Then she led the way through the dense thickets until we reached the wood’s edge, where we finally got a closer look at that abandoned building—the Music Academy. It was a large, three-story mansion. Rich, elegant. Really old.

      And completely falling apart.

      Every single window was broken, and the roof was full of holes where the shingles had blown away. A low moan rose deep within the mansion like the wind was blowing through every gap and crack. No other sounds came from the inside, though, and no lights shone anywhere.

      “Are you sure about this, Sweet?” I asked. “This place has been abandoned for years. How could anyone possibly live here?”

      Sweet Pea frowned at the building as if even she was doubtful.

      “Let’s get a closer look,” she said finally.

      We approached the front entrance of the academy. Above the academy’s main door, a wooden sign rocked back and forth in the wind. The words on the sign were too faded to read clearly, but it looked like something written in French.

      “I don’t think we’ll have any luck with the door,” Sweet Pea said. “We might be able to climb through one of the windows, but with so much broken glass, it’ll be difficult to—”

      The squeal of the iron gate opening in the distance. Then the growl of an engine, like a car was coming up the drive.

      “Hide!” I yelled.

      We dove into some nearby shrubs, and soon a black car arrived. It parked in front of the academy, and then from the driver’s side, a tall man exited and stood for a moment in the driveway. I couldn’t see his face—the night was too dark—but Sweet Pea must have recognized him.

      “The Maestro,” she said in my ear.

      We leaned farther into the shadows. Then the front passenger’s door opened, and a boy climbed out of the car as well. He rushed to join the man, and they both approached the academy. The man spoke as they neared, but his accent was unfamiliar to me. Italian? Spanish?

      I couldn’t tell.

      “You must not reveal our secret,” he said. “Whatever happens, no one must know what we’ve done. It is essential. You must promise.”

      “Yes, sir,” the boy said. “I completely understand. But sir, he’s rather hurt. Perhaps a doctor….”

      I gritted my teeth. That voice belonged to Allegro. The Choir Boys’ leader. And a real moron.

      “No doctor. I told you. No one must know what we’ve done.”

      They had finally reached the academy’s entrance. But instead of using a key on the lock, the Maestro placed his palm upon the door.

      “Treble clef,” he said. There was a click, and then the door opened on its own.

      “But sir,” Allegro tried again.

      “Enough! It is for your own protection that I order this. If anyone finds out, it could start a Collector’s war. That would be disastrous. For all of us.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Bring him inside. We’ll hide him here. I want extra precautions taken. Set a guard at his door in case anyone comes looking for him.”

      The Maestro wiped his boots on the doormat and entered the building, leaving Allegro alone on the doorstep. Allegro didn’t move for a long time, like maybe he was thinking, or trying to decide something. Meanwhile, the car’s back doors opened, and two other boys got out. They stood, waiting.

      “Bring him inside,” Allegro said at last.

      “What about a doctor?” one of the boys asked. Sounded like Forte. Another moron.

      “No,” Allegro said. “No doctor. No one must know about this. Maestro’s orders.”

      A very long pause.

      “Did you hear me or not?” Allegro pointed at the car. “Bring him inside!”

      The two boys scrambled to obey Allegro’s demands. From the back seat of the car, they lifted a blanket-wrapped bundle shaped suspiciously like a small body. One boy took the bundle by the top, and the other grasped at the end, near the feet.

      “Be careful, you idiots!” Allegro said.

      The two boys staggered their way up the drive, Allegro yelling at them the whole time. Just as they were about to enter the building, the corner of the blanket’s fold fell back as they stumbled over the doorstep. It wasn’t enough to show a face. But I could see hair—black hair, all tangled.

      Deeter.

      His black hair was always tangled because of his wild curls. And the bundle was about the same size as Deeter. I stiffened, and Sweet Pea grabbed my arm. She must have thought the same thing. Then Allegro followed the two other Choir Boys into the mansion, each pausing to wipe his feet on the doormat before Allegro shut the door.

      “We’ve got to get inside,” I said. “They have Deeter! And he’s hurt!”

      Whatever those Choir Boys did to my friend, they were going to regret it.

      “Let’s try there,” Sweet Pea said.

      She gestured at one of the larger windows on the side of the mansion. The window was big enough for us to fit through, and it was easy enough to reach, but there were huge shards of glass everywhere—some on the ground, some attached to the window’s frame like teeth. Really sharp ones.

      “I’ll go first,” I said.

      “Wait. Something isn’t quite right here.” She stepped closer to the window and reached her hand out in front of her. “Thought so. There’s some Collectible at work here, too. Feel for yourself.”

      I extended my hand closer to the window, right where Sweet Pea’s hand had been, and a tiny shock ran along my fingers. After that point, I couldn’t reach any farther. Like there was an invisible wall surrounding the academy.

      Great. The Maestro had a force field.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure. I mean, there are thousands of Collectibles in existence. It’s hard to remember them all. And some I’ve never even heard of. Let me think for a minute.”

      She pinched her bottom lip between her fingers and gazed at the window.

      “One thing’s for sure,” I said. “The Maestro definitely knows how to make a person feel welcome. I mean, bear traps, a killer flute, a creepy mansion surrounded by an impassible force field….”

      Sweet Pea tilted her head. “Welcome.”

      “What?”

      “You said welcome.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “You’ve given me an idea. Come on.”

      She led us back to the academy’s entrance, where she nodded at the door. “Thought so. The Maestro’s put out the Welcome Mat.”

      She pointed at a plain brown mat with the word Welcome written on it.

      “Not sure why he bothered,” I said. “He clearly doesn’t like visitors.”

      “That’s not any ordinary welcome mat. It’s the Welcome Mat. It can do lots different things, but its most commonly used magic increases security. If you put the Welcome Mat at the front door of a house, it will seal off all other possible entrances.”

      “Which explains the force field.”

      “Right. As for the front door itself, the Welcome Mat only allows a person to enter the structure if that person knows the password.”

      I grinned. “And we know the password.”

      We stepped up to the front door, then Sweet Pea pressed her palm against the wood like the Maestro had a few moments ago.

      “Treble clef,” she whispered.

      A pause. Then a click. And the door opened.

      Finally, we’d made it inside the Music Academy.

      “Whoa,” I said softly.

      This place was rich.  Thick, red carpet. Gold-leafed designs on the cream-colored walls. Glass chandeliers and frescoes of cherubs on the ceiling. Candles flickering in their sconces and candelabras, illuminating the polish on the wood furniture. Nothing like the rot and darkness and decay on the outside. That must have been another illusion. Everything on the inside was crystal and gold and shine.

      A piano played in one of the rooms nearby—a slow, sad, classical piece.

      “Deeter’s probably being kept upstairs,” Sweet Pea said. “You should take the lead. With my luck, I’ll get us caught again. Like I did at the Wheelers’ Warehouse.”

      I frowned. “Does the Maestro have a shed, like the Life Miser?”

      “The Maestro? He’s got worse things than the shed. Much worse.”

      Great.

      I crept forward, and she followed behind me, the carpet muffling our footsteps. We had to pass three open doors before we reached the staircase. The first room was some kind of sitting room, and it was empty. But the second room definitely had occupants—the argument that was taking place inside made that clear.

      “It doesn’t matter!” Allegro’s voice reached out into the hallway. “Keep looking!”

      Sweet Pea and I hunched out of sight near the door, where we could just barely see inside. The room was full of bookshelves, like a library. Allegro stood near the farthest shelf, flipping through a book in his hands.

      “Faster!” he shouted, his face red. “You’re too slow!”

      Usually, the Choir Boys wore black suits and black ties, but this time, Allegro’s tie was missing and his collar was unbuttoned. His jacket was draped over a chair, and his shirt sleeves were rolled up. His little blond angel look was completely ruined.

      “It’s no use, Allegro.”

      The second speaker wasn’t visible from the door, but his voice sounded like Adagio. Not as bad as Allegro or Forte, but still he was a bit thick.

      “Even if we could discover a Collectible powerful enough,” Adagio continued, “it would take too long to find—”

      Allegro slammed his book shut and hurled it across the library.

      “I told you, we are not giving up!”

      He seized another book, turning his back to the door.

      Perfect timing.

      Sweet Pea and I dashed past the library, completely unseen. The piano music was louder here, and finally we reached the third open door. Inside that room, a man sat at a grand piano, playing. He was tan skinned, with a thin black mustache and slicked black hair that was white at the temples. Looked like he was wearing a tuxedo, complete with gold cuff links. And fortunately for us, he played with his eyes closed.

      We sneaked past. No problem.

      At last, the grand staircase. A long, wide, winding thing. And at the top, another hallway. But when we neared the corner of the hallway, Sweet Pea gasped and pushed us both back against the wall.

      “Forte,” she whispered. “Standing guard at one of the doors.”

      Well, at least now we knew which room it was. But how to get in?

      Forte was sitting on a chair beside the closed door, sort of slumped down with his face slack. Every now and then, he’d bite his lip or tug on a tuft of his red hair.

      “Can we use the Piper’s Flute on him?” I said. “Or will it lure him off to some horrible death?”

      Sweet Pea pulled the flute out of her sweater pocket.

      “Not if we give the right directions.” She lifted the flute. “Piper’s Flute? Would you please lure Forte away from that door? But don’t lure him off a cliff or anything, okay? We don’t want him hurt. And don’t let any of the others hear you. We need to be secret. Please?”

      Soft as breath, the flute played a sad, slow melody that was almost an echo of the Maestro’s piano music downstairs. Forte’s head jerked up. He wiggled in his chair while a stupid grin spread across his lips.

      “It’s working,” Sweet Pea whispered.

      The flute’s melody intensified, and Forte’s eyes widened as he stared at some invisible illusion before him. Then he suddenly started to chase that illusion down the hallway in the other direction.

      “Wait! Don’t go!” he shouted as he turned the corner. “Come back!”

      Nice.

      We approached the room and listened, but there were no sounds within, so we entered cautiously. Then Sweet Pea motioned at a king-sized bed at the back of the room.

      “Deeter must be there,” she said.

      Only one small lamp was lit in the corner. Ceiling-to-floor silk curtains were drawn closed over the windows, and a gold-gilt mirror stood near the door. Even edged in shadow, the room looked rich, elegant. Like everything else in the academy.

      “We need a plan,” I said. “If Deeter is too hurt to walk, we’ll have to find a way to—”

      The sleeping figure moaned and turned his head. Despite the dim light, the dark bruises and welts showed on his pale face. Then slowly, so slowly, he opened his eyes.

      “Oh, no,” Sweet Pea said.

      We both took a step back. Not that it would help now. We’d been seen, and we were in a lot of trouble.

      Because the boy in the bed wasn’t Deeter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Soccer Cleats

          

        

      

    

    
      “Staccato?” I said.

      The fourth Choir Boy. And in really bad shape. Generally, Choir Boys were mean, thoughtless, and cruel by default, but still I had to feel sorry for Staccato, lying there in that bed all beat up like he was. Sweet Pea and I waited for him to raise the alarm since he was staring right at us, but he only mumbled a few words that slurred together. Then his eyelids drooped shut again.

      “What do you suppose happened to him?” I asked.

      “No idea,” Sweet Pea said. “But maybe we’ll get lucky. Maybe he didn’t recognize us. Quick, let’s get out of here.”

      “He needs help.”

      We both considered Staccato for a moment. His blackened eyes, his bruises and cuts. That gash on his forehead could’ve used a few stitches. And an ice pack for the swelling, if nothing else.

      “I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do for him,” Sweet Pea said. “The Choir Boys will have to look after him.”

      Yeah, because they were doing such a great job at that. I shook my head, but Sweet Pea tugged at my coat sleeve.

      “If we get caught, we won’t be able to help Deeter,” she added.

      She had a point though I hated leaving Staccato so injured. I covered him with the comforter folded at the foot of his bed, and then I joined Sweet Pea at the door. But as she reached her hand to open it, the sound of voices came down the hallway.

      “What were you thinking, leaving your post like that!” Allegro said. “Do you even care what might happen if they come looking for him?”

      “I’m sorry,” Forte said. “I don’t know what made me leave.”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      They’d be here any second. Sweet Pea and I ran to the nearest window and gazed at the thorn bushes below. It’d be a rough landing if we jumped, especially since we were two stories up, but Sweet Pea tested the window latch anyway.

      No good. It was sealed shut.

      “Do you want me to take the watch instead?” Adagio asked.

      Great. All three Choir Boys together, and they’d arrived at the bedroom door. The odds of us escaping were shrinking fast.

      “Hide!” Sweet Pea said.

      We ducked under Staccato’s bed just in time while the door opened and the three of them entered the room. They approached Staccato, but no one spoke to him. Not that he would have heard anyway.

      “I don’t think he’s going to make it,” Adagio whispered.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Allegro said. “It’s merely some cuts and bruises. A week of bed rest, and he’ll be fine.”

      “But he’s so pale—”

      “Go take the watch at the door. Forte will only wander off again.”

      Adagio sighed. “Okay, Allegro.”

      The door opened and closed. There was a moment of silence.

      “What about some ice?” Forte asked. “For Staccato. For his head.”

      Allegro must have nodded or given him some sign of approval because the door opened and closed a second time, and then Allegro was alone. Now, if only he would leave too.

      I nudged Sweet Pea with my elbow and motioned like I was playing a flute. After all, the Piper’s Flute had worked on Forte. Maybe it would work on Allegro as well. But before Sweet Pea could retrieve it from her pocket, she was stopped by a soft snuffling sound. Like runny nose sniffles.

      Then, a quiet sob.

      Sweet Pea and I looked at each other, her eyes as wide as mine. Never in a million years would I have ever thought it possible.

      Was Allegro…was he crying?

      Miracles happened, sure, but still it seemed doubtful to me—that would’ve meant Allegro actually had a heart. The sniffles stopped when Forte returned.

      “Took you long enough,” Allegro said, his voice harsh as usual. “Did you wander off again?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You’re dripping ice water on the carpet.”

      “Sorry.”

      They were standing really close to the bed—so close that the dim outline of my reflection peered back at me in the shine of their leather shoes. I could’ve sworn I heard whispering, so I strained to listen more closely.

      “Now!” Allegro cried.

      A hand reached under the bed, grabbed my coat collar, and yanked me out into the open. A similar hand caught Sweet Pea. Then, while Allegro pinned Sweet Pea to the ground, Forte twisted me into a headlock. As I struggled against Forte’s beefy arm, Allegro stared at us, his eyebrows raised.

      “Sweet Pea? Rook?” he asked. “What are you doing here?”

      And he didn’t just sound shocked. He sounded relieved.

      “You Choir Boys have such nice manners,” I said, wincing under Forte’s grip, “that we decided to drop by for tea. Were you expecting someone else?”

      “I thought…I thought you were Armani and Coco,” Allegro said. Then he frowned.

      “Armani and Coco? Who are they?” I asked.

      “The leaders of the Poshes,” Sweet Pea said. “But the Poshes and the Choir Boys are allies. Why would you be scared of them?”

      Allegro seemed to realize he still had Sweet Pea pinned, and he let her go. But not before taking the Tuning Fork out of his pocket and aiming it at us.

      “We’re not scared of them,” he said. “Or at least not as scared as you should be of us right now. Sneaking into the academy? Eavesdropping on our conversations? You’re here to steal one of the Maestro’s Collectibles, aren’t you? Adagio!”

      Adagio stuck his head into the room, and his mouth dropped open when he saw Sweet Pea and me.

      “Fetch the Maestro,” Allegro said. “Tell him we have guests. And you know we always have to treat our guests well. Don’t we?”

      Adagio grinned, but then his gaze shifted to the bed.

      “Look!” he cried. “Staccato’s dying!”

      Staccato’s body had turned rigid, with his jaw fixed and his fists clenched. Then he started shaking while his arms flailed and his body writhed beneath the tangling sheets and blankets.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Forte asked. “What should we do?”

      “Grab his arms!” Allegro said. “Hold him down!”

      “No, don’t!” I yelled. “You could hurt him and make it worse! He’s having a seizure. Move that bedside table, the one with the lamp, and keep him from banging his head against the headboard. Use one of the pillows as a cushion!”

      But Allegro just stood there, frozen.

      “Do you want him to get hurt worse or not!” I said.

      That seemed to do it. Allegro nodded at the others, and they followed my instructions. Adagio propped more pillows around Staccato’s head while Forte moved the bedside table out of the way.

      “What if he swallows his tongue?”Allegro asked.

      I studied Staccato’s face. “He won’t. Try to roll him onto his side if you can so he doesn’t choke. Don’t force him, though.”

      It was only about then I noticed that Sweet Pea was looking at me funny. With her head tilted to the side and her lips scrunched up.

      “How do you…” she started to say, but then Staccato grew still, and everyone drew closer to him. His pulse seemed pretty faint when I felt his wrist.

      “Earlier, his speech sounded slurred,” I said. “We couldn’t even understand him. Has he been vomiting?”

      “Yeah,” Adagio said, oblivious to the looks Allegro was shooting at him, “before we got him into the car.”

      “Any blood coming out of his nose? Or his ears?”

      “His nose. We thought it was from the beating.”

      “Has he seemed confused at all?”

      “Oh, yeah. Really confused. I’m not sure he knew who we were when we picked him up.”

      I let out a breath. Slurred speech and vomiting? A bleeding nose and confusion? Plus, the seizure. Definitely not good signs.

      “Do you know how he was injured exactly?” I asked.

      Adagio glanced at Allegro.

      “It might help to know,” I added.

      Allegro ran his hand through his hair, his gaze never leaving Staccato’s face. Didn’t seem like he was going to say anything more about it. Or let anyone else talk either.

      “Look Allegro,” I said, “I know cruelty is one of your natural talents, but come on. This is Staccato who needs help here. One of your own. He must have a concussion, at least. Who knows what other injuries he has along with it. He needs to go to a hospital. Or at least see a doctor.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Allegro shouted. “If it’d been up to me, I’d have taken him to the hospital as soon as we found him. But the Maestro says no! What am I supposed to do!”

      So there it was. Allegro wouldn’t go against the Maestro. Not even to save Staccato’s life.

      “I guess I could check his pupils,” I said, “if anyone has a flashlight. But honestly, he’s in really bad shape. Like dying maybe—”

      Allegro punched the wall with his fist, making us jump. None of the other Choir Boys said anything for a long time until Adagio finally found the courage. He swallowed a few times first, and when he spoke, his voice shook.

      “We each swore an oath, Allegro. Remember? To protect each other. Like brothers. And when we made you our leader, you promised you’d never let us down. No matter the cost.”

      “But the Maestro’s orders,” Allegro said. “He’s never been wrong before.”

      “He’s wrong now. You promised us, Allegro.”

      “You promised Staccato,” Forte added.

      Above us, rain began to patter on the roof, announcing the storm’s arrival. I thought I heard distant thunder as well, but then I realized it was only Staccato moaning soft and low in his sleep. Allegro bowed his head at the sound.

      “Tell the Ragdolls what happened,” he said.

      Adagio nodded, then faced Sweet Pea and me.

      “The Maestro wanted the Leather Handbag from the Fashionista. But he knew she’d never trade anything for it. So he decided to steal it. Since they’re allies, she couldn’t know that the Maestro had committed the theft, or it’d break their alliance. Maybe even start a war.”

      Sweet Pea shook her head. “A war between the Maestro and the Fashionista? The Choir Boys versus the Poshes? That would turn ugly fast.”

      “Right. Staccato was the only one who could steal the Leather Handbag because he’s the only Choir Boy the Poshes have never met face to face. If he was seen, it wouldn’t matter since they wouldn’t know he was one of us.”

      “If he was caught, you could ditch him. Is that what you mean?” I asked.

      “We would’ve found a way to get him back,” Forte said.

      Yeah, right.

      “Anyway,” Adagio continued, “something must’ve gone wrong. Staccato was supposed to meet us once he had the handbag, but he never showed up. So we went looking for him. Found him half-conscious a few blocks from the Fashionista’s place. We figured the Poshes must have caught him and roughed him up like this. We’ve been looking over our shoulders ever since. Afraid Armani or Coco might have followed us when we brought him back. If they find out what we did, it’s all over.”

      Seemed like it was all over for Staccato, either way.

      “Do you know what they used to injure him?” I asked. “I mean, was it a Collectible? Or something normal, like a baseball bat, or their fists?”

      “Staccato kept mumbling something about a pair of soccer cleats.”

      Wait, soccer cleats? That couldn’t be right.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “I know, it sounds weird.” Adagio shrugged. “Maybe Armani and Coco were wearing soccer cleats? Talk about a fashion nightmare. I don’t think any Posh would be caught dead in cleats. Staccato must have been really confused.”

      Maybe that was it. Collectibles were supposed to be absolutely unique, so maybe it’d been a normal pair. Last I saw, the creepy mask lady had the Soccer Cleats. Why would she use them on Staccato, of all people?

      It made no sense.

      Creepy mask lady or not, something had to be done for Staccato. But if they weren’t going to take him to the hospital, or let a doctor examine him, what other options were there?

      “That’s what you were doing in the library,” I said.

      After all, if I were in Allegro’s place, I’d have tried the same thing.

      “What?” Allegro asked.

      “In the library, going through those books. We saw you there. You were searching the Maestro’s records, weren’t you? His lists of Collectibles. Trying to find something with enough magic to heal Staccato, or help him at least.”

      Which meant the Silver Cross wasn’t here at the Music Academy. If it had been, they would have used it to heal Staccato already.

      Great. Another dead end.

      But not only for Sweet Pea and me. I gazed at Staccato. Not long ago, he’d nearly gotten me killed. But he’d also helped me out once, too. I watched his chest rise and fall slowly. Seemed wrong to let him die if there was any way I could help him. Even if he was a Choir Boy.

      “We came here looking for Deeter,” I said. “Is he here? Or have you seen him?”

      Allegro snorted. “No. Thank goodness.”

      Sweet Pea cleared her throat to get my attention, and then she nodded at the Heart Ring on my finger. The gem was a muddy grayish blue. But no green. Not a trace of it.

      The Choir Boys were telling the truth.

      Never trust a Choir Boy. Or so Deeter always said. And he was probably right. I looked into Sweet Pea’s eyes, and she gave me her answer before I even asked my question.

      “All right,” she said. “But I really hope you know what you’re doing.”

      That made two of us. I turned to Allegro.

      “I have a proposition that could save Staccato,” I said.
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      “A proposition?” Allegro’s eyes narrowed. “What sort of proposition?”

      I glanced at Staccato lying in that king-sized bed of his, so broken and frail. His nose was bleeding again, and his breaths wheezed in and out with shallow gasps. I tucked the blanket closer to his chin and laid my hand on his chest.

      The Silver Cross could save him.

      Time was running out for him, though, and maybe for Deeter, too. What if the Choir Boys could tell us information about the Silver Cross? Or even better, what if they could help us find it? The Choir Boys had a certain reputation for getting results. With their help, maybe we could save both Deeter and Staccato.

      Find Deeter, find the Silver Cross. Find the Silver Cross, save Staccato.

      Seemed simple. Besides, if the Choir Boys agreed to help us now, at the very least they’d probably let us go. But once I opened my mouth, there’d be no going back. And there was nothing to stop the Choir Boys from claiming the Silver Cross for themselves if they found it without us. After all, the Choir Boys were our rivals, and Allegro was the king of dirty tricks.

      Sweet Pea and I would have to keep an eye on him. On all of them.

      “What if I told you there might be a way for you to help Staccato,” I said, “without going against the Maestro anymore than you already have?”

      Forte and Adagio exchanged looks while Allegro took a step closer to me.

      “I’m listening,” he said.

      “The Ragman sent Deeter to hunt for a certain item. Now Deeter’s gone missing, so Sweet Pea and I were sent to find him. The Collectible that Deeter was after could heal Staccato.”

      “You’re sure of this? That it could heal him?”

      “Positive.”

      “And this item, what is it exactly?”

      Lying hadn't worked so well with the Wheelers. But would truth work with the Choir Boys?

      One last look at Sweet Pea. She nodded.

      “The Silver Cross,” I answered.

      “But, I thought that was only a legend,” Adagio said.

      “No one’s even seen it in, like, a thousand years. At least!” Forte added.

      “How’s a legend going to help Staccato?”

      “No, more like a hundred thousand years!”

      “Anyone would be stupid to go looking for it!”

      Adagio and Forte bickered like that for a while, almost as loud and steady as the storm lashing down upon the academy grounds outside. Allegro didn’t say anything, though. Instead, he walked to the window and parted the curtains enough to stare at the rain. It smacked against the window panes and gurgled along the gutters, driven hard by every gust of wind.

      “Enough,” he said at last.

      Adagio and Forte both fell silent. Then he closed the curtain again and turned to face Sweet Pea and me.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something, Ragdolls?” he said. “The Silver Cross is a forbidden Collectible.”

      “Is that going to be a problem for you?” I asked.

      “What, that it’s forbidden?” Allegro smirked. “Hardly.”

      Which didn’t surprise me. With the Choir Boys, any mention of the word forbidden probably added additional incentive.

      “Here’s the deal,” I said. “You guys help us find Deeter and the Silver Cross, then we’ll use the cross to heal Staccato.”

      “And after that? What happens to the cross?”

      “We keep the cross. Or it’s no deal.”

      “And if we find Deeter, but not the cross?”

      “Then we’ll keep looking.”

      “You say that now. It’s very easy to talk.”

      “I promise.”

      “It’s also very easy to promise.”

      “Look, Allegro. I give you my word, all right? It’s the best I can do. If you don’t trust us, then find a different way to help Staccato. No hard feelings.”

      Allegro signaled for the others to circle up, and for a minute or so they murmured amongst themselves. At first, they seemed to be having a disagreement, but eventually they settled the matter. They stepped away from their circle, and Allegro pocketed the Tuning Fork. About time, too. The buzzing in my ears was starting to get on my nerves.

      “We accept your proposition,” Allegro said. “A temporary alliance between the Ragdolls and the Choir Boys. We will provide whatever assistance we can to help you Ragdolls find the Silver Cross. The alliance ends once Deeter is found and Staccato is healed.”

      “There’s one more thing,” I said. “The Maestro can’t know about any of this. And we won’t tell the Ragman, either. We should leave the Collectors out it. They’d only mess things up somehow.”

      The Choir Boys huddled a second time. Disagreed amongst themselves a second time.

      “So be it,” Allegro said. “On the condition that you agree not to tell the Poshes or the Fashionista about this incident with Staccato and the Leather Handbag, we give you our word we won’t tell the Maestro. ”

      I glanced at the Heart Ring. Still no sign of green. So far, so good.

      “Agreed.”

      “But know this, Ragdoll,” Allegro added. “If you betray us, you’ll more than regret it.”

      “I was about to give you the same warning,” I said.

      Allegro nodded. “Good. Then we understand each other.”

      Perfectly. I could just imagine the mean, nasty things Allegro would do to anyone who betrayed him.

      “We should start by swapping information,” I said. “To show our good faith, we’ll go first.”

      Sweet Pea and I told him everything we knew. Allegro sat on a cushy chair in the corner of the room and listened with his eyes closed until we’d finished.

      “So the rumors are true,” he said. “The Ragman’s landed himself on someone’s hit list. It’s not the Maestro. That much at least I can tell you. He hasn’t said a word about it. He hasn’t sent us out looking for the Copper Bullet, either. And as for the Life Miser? He’s sent you Ragdolls on a wild goose chase. The Maestro’s never had the Silver Cross.”

      “Then why did he offer it to the Life Miser as a trade?” I asked.

      “We thought we might be able to find it. That was all. The Maestro was digging through some old papers and thought he’d found a lead. He’d recently acquired The Book of Legends, and the old papers were stashed inside.”

      “The Book of Legends?” Sweet Pea asked. “Isn’t that one of the Professor’s Collectibles?”

      “I can’t imagine any other Artisan writing such a thing. Anyway, one of these papers had some odd notes scribbled on them. Most were about the Broken Knight, boring stuff, but there was one bit near the bottom of the page that talked about a prophecy. And that part was much more interesting.”

      A soft, distant ringing sound caught my attention. Sweet Pea glanced at me, so she probably heard it too. The Ragman must’ve been using the Glass Bell on us again. Talk about annoying. Couldn’t he leave us in peace for a few hours?

      Allegro leaned forward in his chair. “Something wrong?”

      “No,” I said. “It’s nothing. Go on. Did the prophecy say where to find the cross?”

      “Well, yes. And no. It prophesied that the Silver Cross would be found in the graveyard of memory, beside the healer’s grave.”

      “The graveyard of memory? What’s that supposed to be?”

      “The Maestro thought it was a certain cemetery in England. An ancient one, with Anglo-Saxon ties.”

      “You mean like with King Arthur?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “Yes. He sent us to go check it out, but there was no sign of the Silver Cross at the cemetery. We came home empty-handed, and the Maestro traded the Soup Cabinet instead. Still….” Allegro tapped his fingers on the chair’s arm. “It’s the best clue we have right now. We’ll take another look at those old papers. The Maestro stored them in the library somewhere. And we might try that cemetery once more. Or maybe any other ones near it.”

      The Glass Bell rang a second time. Sweet Pea rolled her eyes at me.

      “We’re going to have to go,” I said. “That idea about the cemetery sounds good. Let us know if it leads anywhere.”

      “Why? What is it? You Ragdolls are acting strangely, and I don’t like it.”

      “It’s the Ragman. He’s calling us. Just being his annoying self, really.”

      “Calling you?” Allegro arched his eyebrow. “How?”

      “The Glass Bell. Long story.” I glanced at the bedroom door. “Will that door work with our house keys?”

      “Doubtful. The Welcome Mat’s magic is too strong. It was one of the reasons why the Maestro worked so hard to collect it. He didn’t want the Ragman sending his Finders sneaking into the Music Academy. Not that it did much good. Forte and I will escort you to the front door. Adagio, you stay with Staccato.”

      Adagio frowned. “What happens if…what should I do if he has another fit?”

      “The important thing is to stay calm,” I said. “Just do what we did before. Protect his head, and keep him from choking. His breaths may become uneven during the seizure, but you only need to worry if the irregularities continue after the seizure has ended. If that happens, you should check his airways….”

      Everyone was staring at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’re doing it again,” Sweet Pea said.

      “Doing what? I’m only talking.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Sweet Pea, you’ve lost me.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Talking like that again. Like you know what to do. Where did you learn this stuff?”

      I hadn’t really thought about it. But she was right. How did I know? Without my memories, there were times when I was a stranger even to myself.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “It must be some connection to your past, that’s all. Sometimes, it happens. Feels strange, but it’s no big deal. Like one time, while I was on a hunt, I walked into a music store. They had a violin set out, and for some reason I wanted to pick it up. I knew where to place my fingers, how to hold the bow. Everything. Then I started playing. As if I had been for years.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “Well, as far as I can tell, the Ragman can take away your memories from an experience, but he can’t take away your knowledge from an experience. Or else we’d be walking zombies.”

      “Personally,” Allegro said, buttoning his collar, “I think you Ragdolls are lucky not to have any memories.”

      Lucky? Seriously? I was about to tell him he should try it first, and see how he lucky he’d be. But then I remembered that the Choir Boys were all ex-street kids. Allegro probably didn’t have too many memories he considered worth keeping.

      I watched him unroll his sleeves and fasten his cuffs.

      “What?” he asked, pausing.

      “Nothing.” I shook my head. “We should go.”

      Forte went ahead as a lookout, but the Maestro was still playing his piano. Eyes closed. Oblivious. Once we’d made it to the front door, Allegro placed his hand upon its wooden frame.

      “Bass clef,” he said, and the door opened, allowing us to exit.

      “Wait.” I stopped outside the door and turned to Sweet Pea. “Probably we should give it back.”

      Didn’t seem right to steal from the Choir Boys. After all, we were working with them now, and the truce was shaky enough. Sweet Pea sighed but nodded. She reached into her sweater pocket while I took off my coat and wrapped it around her shoulders so she wouldn’t get wet from the rain. Allegro regarded us both, his eyes widening when Sweet Pea handed him the Piper’s Flute.

      “How did you—” he stammered.

      “Don’t ask. Just be glad we gave it back,” I said. “One more thing. What if we need to contact each other? In case something important comes up?”

      “If we need to find you Ragdolls, we will.”

      With that, he slammed the door in our faces.

      For a moment, Sweet Pea and I stood there with the rain against our backs, staring at the closed door. Beside the door, a mailbox rattled in the wind. The box had probably gathered parcels and postcards once, but now all it gathered was rust and rainwater. I tried to flip open the box’s lid, but the hinges were too broken.

      “So much for sending them a letter,” I said. “Think they have a phone?”

      “There’s always the Glass Bell,” Sweet Pea said. “That might get the Choir Boys’ attention if we need to contact them.”

      “And drive Allegro insane, too. Maybe the bell has some use after all.”

      We both laughed. Sweet Pea swiped the wet hair off her cheeks. Then she lifted my coat up over both our heads to keep the rain off us.

      “Let’s get back to the Packrat House,” she said.

      Drenched and breathless, we ran along the drive towards the academy’s exit. The dark kept us well hidden, but we stayed low and moved quick just in case. We were almost away from the academy grounds completely when a rough voice called to us from the bushes near the academy’s front gate.

      “Psst! Hey, kids!”

      Sweet Pea and I both jumped as a man stepped out of the hedge. His trench coat was wrapped close around him, with his collar flipped up against his jaw. And he wore his fedora hat low on the brow. Still, I’d recognize him anywhere. Even if he was an Artisan.

      “Detective?” I asked. “What are you doing here?”

      The Detective tipped his hat, the rain dripping from its brim. “I was about to ask you two the same question. Didn’t you get my message?”

      Sweet Pea and I shrugged at him.

      “The one about the Sewing Scissors?” he added. Then he frowned. “You mean the Messenger never arrived? Never delivered my message?”

      “We’ve been out a lot lately,” Sweet Pea said. “Hardly at the house at all. Maybe he missed us.”

      “Naw. He doesn’t work that way. He never misses anyone. Ever.” The Detective scratched his forehead with his thumb. “If you had received my message, you’d have known to stay put at the Packrat House. I think you’ll be safe enough there. For now.”

      “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      “Don’t know. I’m still investigating the case. But whatever is going on, it’s big. Artisans are disappearing left and right without a trace. And worst, some crazy dame’s stolen the Sewing Scissors.” He leaned forward. “Which means you kids are in a lot of danger.”
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      “No offense, Detective,” I said, “but I think we spend more time in danger than out of it.”

      The Detective chuckled, and his laugh made the woods around us seem a little less dark, despite the pouring rain.

      “With you kids, that doesn’t surprise me,” he said. “But this is different. The Sewing Scissors can cut through almost anything—including the chains that keep the Actor from escaping.”

      The Actor.

      Definitely, he was high up on my list of enemies. The last time we’d seen each other, he’d vowed vengeance against me. Of course, I had just foiled his plans for world domination. So he wasn’t too fond of me, to say the least. And having an Artisan for an enemy was serious business.

      Sweet Pea bit her lip. “Is someone plotting to free the Actor?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. The Sewing Scissors can be used for lots of tasks, some completely innocent. And there’s more besides chains keeping the Actor imprisoned in the Penitoria. I’ve increased the security just to be safe. Too many strange events are going on for my liking.”

      “Strange like what?” I asked.

      “The missing Artisans, to start. There are ten unaccounted for now. Eleven, if you count the Messenger.”

      “Is the Professor missing?”

      “You and the Professor hit it off pretty well, didn’t you? I’m sorry, kid, but he hasn’t been seen in a while. Of course, he comes and goes as he pleases, so he might be okay. The Critic’s among the missing, though. The Librarian’s missing, too.”

      The Critic was not a popular Artisan. She once told me she received death threats on a regular basis. So I couldn’t feel too shocked if something bad had happened to her, as clever as she was. But the Librarian? She was one of the scariest Artisans I knew. And she was super powerful. Seemed far-fetched to think anything bad could happen to her.

      “What would make so many Artisans disappear?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure. My gut says it’s somehow connected to the Sewing Scissors, which is why I’m here.”

      “You think there’s some link to the Maestro? Or the Choir Boys?”

      “Naw. There’s no evidence of that. I came here following the footprints. Boots. Definitely a woman’s. Size seven. I found them first at the Tailor’s workroom, where the Sewing Scissors were stolen. Then again at some woodland park, and later on at the Life Miser’s place.”

      “The Wheelers’ Warehouse?”

      “Yup. Now they’re here. Perhaps the culprit’s trying to throw me off the scent, though. I don’t see much connection between those places.”

      “I know a possible connection,” I said. “Me.”

      I told him about the woman in the mask, and the whole time I talked, the Detective’s eyes shone brighter and brighter.

      “That’s certainly an important clue,” he said, “but why is she stalking you? What’s her motive?”

      “You think she’s stalking me?”

      “Don’t you?”

      Sure seemed that way, now that he mentioned it.

      “There’s one more thing,” I said. “I don’t know if it has anything to do with the Sewing Scissors or the missing Artisans, but Deeter’s gone missing, too. We’ve been looking for him. Have you seen him?”

      “Deeter? You mean the smaller kid, wears an orange T-shirt? Obsessed with pancakes and peanut butter?”

      “That’s him. Maybe he’s only gotten lost or something. Maybe it’s not related, but still—”

      “I don’t like it.” The Detective frowned. “Connected or not, that’s bad news. Sure, he was a bit eccentric, but he was a good kid at heart. And he was an excellent Finder. Deeter, lost? Hard to believe. Tell you what. I’ll be on the lookout for him. If I discover anything, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      If anyone could find Deeter, it was the Detective. But should I tell the Detective about the Silver Cross? What would he do if he discovered the Ragman was after a forbidden Collectible? Would that mean trouble for the Ragman? Or for us?

      No. Best keep that bit of information to ourselves. The Silver Cross had nothing to do with it.

      “Something wrong, kid?”

      “Just worried about Deeter. He’s been missing for a while now.”

      The Detective’s face softened. “Don’t you two worry. I’ll find him. Now, it’s time to get out of the rain. You both should return to the Packrat House. Lay low for a while.”

      “We’ll need a door with a lock,” Sweet Pea said.

      “There’s a house a few miles down the road,” the Detective said. “Didn’t look like anyone was home. You could probably use the front door there. I’ll escort you, make sure you get back to the Ragman safe.”

      The Ragman was pacing in the hallway when we arrived at the Packrat House, and it seemed like he’d been waiting for us. He clutched the Glass Bell with one hand, and with the other, he kept tugging at his collar though there was no sign of his tie. His wrinkled shirt hung loose and untucked, but strangest of all, the Ragman was missing a shoe. As we entered the hallway, he stopped his pacing and spun around.

      “Ah, good, you’re back! There’s been a development…er….”

      He gaped at the Detective standing in the doorway.

      “The Detective has offered to help find Deeter,” I said. “Isn’t that nice of him?”

      It was a beautiful sight, watching the Ragman’s face turn as pale as it did.

      “Has he indeed? Ah, what a surprise. How very kind…very generous…I hope there’s, ah, no trouble or anything, Detective?”

      The Ragman had turned as nervous as a cat in a car wash. His voice rose at least two levels in pitch. And it was like he didn’t know what to do with his hands. He stuck them in his pants pockets first, and then he pulled them out again, folded them across his chest, unfolded them, smoothed his hair, and stuck them back in his pockets.

      “Your Finders informed me of Deeter’s mysterious disappearance,” the Detective said. “I was sorry to hear it. I promised I’d be on the look-out for him.”

      “Ah, ah-ha?”

      “Then I offered to escort these two back to make sure they arrived home all right.”

      “Very kind, Detective. Very kind.”

      The Ragman’s hands went wild again. The Detective winked at Sweet Pea and me, with a grin twitching at the corner of his lips.

      “You two stay outta trouble,” he said. “And remember what I told you about the Sewing Scissors. I’ll let you know if anything important comes up.”

      “Thanks, Detective,” Sweet Pea and I both said.

      The Ragman waved as the Detective walked away. “Yes, thank you, Detective! Glad you could stop by.”

      Then he slammed the door, leaned his back against it, and shut his eyes.

      “What a nightmare,” he said. “You didn’t tell him we’re trying to find a forbidden Collectible, did you?”

      “Didn’t seem like the best idea,” I said.

      “Bright lad. Very bright boy.”

      “What’s the development?”

      “You’d better come see for yourselves.”

      The Ragman led us to his study, then pointed at his laptop sitting open on the cushion of his armchair. On the laptop’s screen, there was an emailed message.

      One down. Two more to go. Dear me, Ragman. Dear me. You should take better care of your Finders. It won’t be long now. I hope your affairs are in order. Tick-tock, Ragman. Tick-tock.

      I stared at the message, my heart pounding. “One down? What’s that supposed to mean? That Deeter’s dead? Is that what it means?”

      “Maybe he’s only kidnapped,” Sweet Pea said, breathless. “That must be it.”

      She turned towards the wall like she didn’t want anyone to see her face.

      “Right,” the Ragman said. “I’m sure that’s all it means. Only kidnapped.”

      He patted her awkwardly on the back. As if he cared. As if it mattered to him what happened to Deeter. Or to Sweet Pea. Or to me.

      Two more to go.

      “This is your fault!” I said.

      “Me?” The Ragman blinked. “My fault! I hardly think that’s fair when I’m the one who’s—”

      “Who’s only thinking of himself?” I stepped forward. “Who’s a liar and a cheat? Who uses kids to do his dirty work and hides behind them when things go wrong?”

      His mouth dropped open.

      “It’s your enemy that’s doing this, you know,” I continued. “Someone you double-crossed or swindled or robbed. Now we’re the ones paying for it. Whatever happens to you, it’s on your own head. And whatever has happened to Deeter, that’s on your head too!”

      Sweet Pea let out a soft sob and ran from the room. It was right then I realized how much trouble we were in. Deeter could be dead. We could be next. And the Ragman too. Not that I felt sorry for him at the moment.

      I clenched my fist. “I’m going to bed. I’ll head out again tomorrow morning.”

      “You still want to help me?” the Ragman asked. “I didn’t think—”

      “I’m not doing this for you. I’m doing it for Deeter. None of this has been for you. Ever. Do you understand?”

      He swallowed. “Perfectly.”

      There was a catch in the Ragman’s voice that made me stop walking towards the door and look back. He’d eased himself down into his armchair, with his shoulders slumped forward and his laptop pushed aside. I’d never seen him look so alone before.

      Well, that was his own choice, wasn’t it?

      “Don’t tell Sweet Pea I’m leaving,” I said. “I’m going without her this time. She stays here where it’s safe.”

      He stared at the floor like he didn’t even hear me. He’d better not tell her. Or worse, send her out after I was gone.

      “Ragman?”

      “Yes, of course,” he said, still not lifting his gaze. “Sweet Pea should stay here. Of course.”

      So he did hear me. That was the closest I’d get to a promise from him. It’d have to do for now. I left him there like that, but in the morning my plans to leave without Sweet Pea were completely ruined anyway.

      By the Black Thread.

      Which figured, since I wasn’t expecting the Black Thread to turn against me then. I hadn’t even bothered to take the spool out of my coat pocket. With everything else that had happened, I’d totally forgotten what Sweet Pea had told me about the Black Thread’s tendency to double-cross its owners. So that next morning, when I rolled over in bed and opened my eyes, all I could see was thread.

      Everywhere.

      I didn’t have much furniture in my room—only a bed and a dresser. But somehow the Black Thread had managed to wrap, tie, and weave itself so completely around me that I couldn’t even sit up.

      “Very funny,” I said. “Now let me go.”

      No good. The thread didn’t even twitch.

      “Please?”

      Still no good, so I looked for the spool. It was on the other side of the room, totally out of reach. Then there was a knock at the door.

      “Rook?” Sweet Pea called.

      “Hold on just a sec, Sweet!”

      Great. There went my plans. I heaved and struggled against the thread, but it was pointless. Eventually, Sweet Pea got tired of waiting.

      “You’d better be decent,” she said. “I’m coming in. I’ve got something important to tell you.”

      She opened the door. Her face was paler this morning, and her eyes were red as if she’d been crying. But when she saw the heaps of tangled thread pinning me down, she burst out laughing.

      “It’s not funny, Sweet Pea.” I wiggled under my blankets. “Come on, help me out.”

      That only made it worse. She doubled over until I was laughing, too. Finally, she reached for the spool and notched the thread so that it unwound itself, releasing me.

      “Looks like the Black Thread doesn’t want you to leave,” she said, handing me the spool.

      “More like it wants to make my life miserable,” I said.

      It was good to see Sweet Pea smile, though. I could forgive the Black Thread just for that. And, it hadn’t tried to strangle me to death in my sleep.

      At least, not yet.

      “I came to tell you,” she said. “There’s something in the living room you need to see.”

      She sounded so serious that I was a bit surprised when she led me downstairs and motioned at an ordinary-looking blue bottle sitting on the living room table. The bottle, as plain as it seemed, was a Collectible. I could feel the hairs on my head bristling all the way from the doorway.

      “There,” she said. “I found it this morning when I came down for breakfast. I didn’t open it, though. I figured you should be here too.”

      “Where did it come from?” I asked, drawing closer.

      “I’m not sure. It looks like the Messenger’s Bottle. The Messenger doesn’t make very many Collectibles—he’s too busy delivering messages—but when he does, they’re really useful. This one allows you to send a message to anyone you want anywhere in the world. Even here.”

      “Someone’s sent us a message?”

      “I guess so. If the Messenger’s missing, I suppose it’d be the only way.”

      With a quick tug, I removed the bottle’s cork. The bottle made a whooshing sound, like ocean waves crashing on a beach. When the sound ceased, I flipped the bottle upside down, and a rolled-up page fell out onto the table.

      “Think we should tell the Ragman?” Sweet Pea asked.

      I snorted. “What for?”

      She shrugged, then unrolled the page so we both could read the message.

      Dear Sweet Pea and Rook, I heard you’re in trouble and I’d like to help. If you still can’t find Deeter, why don’t you try the Finder’s Globe?

      The Finder’s Globe. I’d forgotten about that particular Collectible. I had no idea how its magic worked, but I’d heard it could be used to find people as well as Collectibles. Could we use it now to help us find Deeter?

      Hard to say.

      Sweet Pea lowered the paper. “The Finder’s Globe would be powerful enough. I mean, the Actor always knew where we were when he used it against us, right?”

      “Well, yeah, but he’s the Actor. An Artisan. We’re not. Do you really think we could make it work?”

      “The Finder’s Globe was made for Finders. If the Actor figured it out, we probably can too. But we don’t know where it is. Ow!”

      Her hands dropped the page, and it fluttered to the floor.

      “Sorry.” She rubbed her palm. “The page felt hot.”

      I picked up the paper. “Feels cool now.”

      Maybe it’s in the Oratorium.

      We both stared at the page. Those words weren’t there before.

      “The Oratorium?” Sweet Pea frowned. “I guess it could be there since the Actor was the last person to use the globe. Going there would be dangerous, though. Even now that the Actor’s gone. What if he left traps?”

      “And we don’t know how to get there,” I said to the page. “The Actor sealed off the entrances. Only the Messenger was able to find a way in.”

      New words appeared.

      The Hall Pass could find a way in.

      “Yeah, but we don’t have the Hall Pass,” I said, exchanging looks with Sweet Pea. “The Ghosts do.”

      Well, then you’d best find a way to get it from them, the words said. Before it’s too late for Deeter.
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      How come everyone was always getting brilliant ideas that were dangerous for us, but not for them? Why not a safe idea once in a while? A nice, easy, home-before-dinner sort of plan. Was that too much to ask?

      I stared at the blue Messenger’s Bottle sitting on the living room table. Since the bottle had appeared out of thin air, how could we possibly know where it came from? Or the identity of its sender? We’d hardly find a return address on a bottle.

      “Before we do anything,” I said, “I want to know who sent us this message.”

      New words appeared on the paper.

      A friend.

      Oh, really?

      “A name would be nice.”

      Can’t tell you now.

      Didn’t seem like a very good friend, if the person wouldn’t even tell us a name. I glanced at Sweet Pea, and she shrugged. But she was frowning, too.

      “Yeah, well,” I said. “Thanks for the advice.”

      Then before the words could reply, I rolled up the paper, shoved it back inside the bottle, and plugged the bottle’s opening with the cork. The bottle vanished with a flash.

      After that, Sweet Pea and I both sat at the table for breakfast. Sweet Pea asked the Seven-Course Tablecloth for French toast, and I asked for cold mac and cheese. Once the tablecloth had finished making our requests, it served up a plate of pancakes and peanut butter salsa in the spot where Deeter normally sat. Seemed like even the tablecloth was starting to miss him.

      “Think we could get the Hall Pass?” I asked Sweet Pea. “Like the message suggested?”

      She rolled her eyes. “The bottle’s suggestion isn’t even a practical one. We don’t know where to find the Ghosts. No one knows where their hideout is.”

      “Well….” I drummed my fingers on the table. “I might.”

      “How in the world could you possibly know that?”

      “Remember my encounter with the Ghosts? The Ghost girl said the name of a place when she used the Hall Pass to escape. She said Edgeston Castle. Sound familiar?”

      “No.” Sweet Pea glanced at the peanut butter pancakes. “The Finder’s Globe would probably lead us to Deeter.”

      “And if it’s anywhere to be found, the Oratorium is a good place to look first.”

      “But we would need a way in.”

      “Like the Hall Pass.”

      Sweet Pea shook her head. “We can’t. It’s way too dangerous.”

      “You’re right. I mean, we’d have to be crazy to try a stunt like this.”

      “Insane.”

      “Even though we have no other plan.”

      “And Deeter could be in terrible danger.”

      “Dead, even.”

      For a while, we poked at our food, not really saying much. Finally, Sweet Pea set down her fork and pushed her plate of soggy French toast aside.

      “Edgeston Castle, then?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I refuse to believe Deeter’s dead. He’s alive, and I’m going to find him. But I don’t think you should come with me. I don’t want anything bad to…what?”

      Sweet Pea was staring down her glass of orange juice at me.

      “Look, it’s sweet of you and all,” she said, “but I mean, really. Do you honestly think I’m going to let you look for Deeter alone?”

      I could have ditched her. Asked her to do some errand, and then slipped away while she was distracted. But in the end, she would have followed me anyway. Or she would have seen right through my ruse in the first place. That was more likely.

      “You’re impossible, Sweet. You know that, right?” I asked.

      “Takes one to know one.” She grinned. “Let’s get ready. Meet back here in ten minutes.”

      It didn’t even take us that long. I was ready in five, which left me enough time to tell the Ragman we were leaving. While Sweet Pea was finishing up, I went to his study and found him sitting in his armchair, like usual. He was slumped over, though, like maybe he was dozing. When I said his name, he startled and jolted in his seat.

      “What! Oh, Rook. Sorry. Did you say something?”

      He rubbed his face with his palms and then pressed his knuckles to his eyes. The dark circles under them made me think he hadn’t slept much.

      “We’re leaving now,” I said.

      “You and Sweet Pea?”

      “She wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

      “That girl never does.” He wagged his head. “Where will you look now?”

      I almost told him our plan, but not quite. Even if we did manage to get the Hall Pass, even if we did survive our meeting with the Ghosts, we had no business being in the place we were going afterwards. And if we did recover the Finder’s Globe in the Oratorium, who knew where it would lead us next?

      He sighed. “I see. No questions.”

      “It’s risky. The less you or anyone knows, the better.”

      “I understand.”

      He stood and tucked in his shirt. Not that it helped. He still seemed as disheveled as before. Maybe more so, in a weird sort of way.

      “Anything you need before you go?” he asked. “Money? New clothes? You could use the Traveler’s Suitcase if you like. Or maybe an extra house key? Just in case?”

      “No, thanks.”

      He buttoned the three top buttons of his shirt. In the wrong buttonholes. “Well, good luck, I guess…you will be careful, won’t you?”

      That was pretty funny, coming from him. Honestly, did he think I wanted to get hurt?

      “And Sweet Pea too,” he added. “Tell her to take care for me, will you?”

      Outside in the hallway, the echo of Sweet Pea’s footsteps mingled with the ticking of the hallway clocks. Sounded like she was pacing by the front door.

      “I need to go,” I said.

      “Yes, of course. Mustn’t keep Sweet Pea waiting.”

      He sank down into his armchair once more, and I left his study to meet Sweet Pea in the hallway. Normally, she liked to wear bright colors on a hunt—reds, pinks, and yellows. For luck, she once told me. But now she was dressed in a gray sweater, with her hair pulled back in a ponytail. Maybe she was too sad about Deeter to wear anything brighter.

      Or maybe she figured not even luck could help us now.

      When she saw me approach, she slung her slim backpack over her shoulder.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “The Ragman says take care.” I gritted my teeth.

      “You’re really angry at him, aren’t you?”

      “You aren’t?”

      “I guess I am. In a roundabout way. With you, it goes deeper somehow. Mostly I feel sorry for him.”

      “Sorry? For the Ragman?”

      Yeah, right. I tried to imagine a time when I might feel sorry for him. Maybe if a swarm of diseased lobsters invaded his bathtub right before bath time. Or maybe if someone replaced his bed pillow with a sack of rabid skunks.

      But even that was a stretch.

      No question about it—Sweet Pea was a nicer person than I was. And I would’ve told her that, but she’d already grabbed the doorknob and closed her eyes so she could focus.

      “Packrat House?” she said. “Please, we need to go to Edgeston Castle. Can you take us there?”

      A minute passed. It seemed to be taking the house a long time to find our destination. A slow frown came over Sweet Pea’s lips while she concentrated, and I’d never seen her clutch the doorknob so tightly. At last, she opened the door.

      “There,” she said. “I think the house has…oh, no.”

      Somehow, the house had brought us to the graveyard again. I could tell because the hallway clocks had stopped like before, but worse than that was the look on Sweet Pea’s face. And the way she was trying to close the door, so I wouldn’t notice.

      “Let me see, Sweet.”

      “Really, it’s nothing. I’ll give it another try.”

      I caught the door before she could finish closing it. For a few seconds, she tried to wrestle the door away from my grip, but then she gave up.

      “You won’t like it,” she said.

      I peered outside. That same dense fog was drifting over the grass, wetting every gravestone and statue. Rows and rows of them. All with names and dates. Stone after stone after stone. Until they met with the horizon of the hill and the line of the mist to disappear completely. Beautiful, really. Serene.

      And I hated it. I hated this place. Deep down in my heart. But I didn’t know why.

      Sweet Pea put her hand on my shoulder. It made me realize I was shivering.

      “Why does the house keep bringing us here?” I asked. “Where is this place?”

      But Sweet Pea didn’t know the answer any more than I did.

      “I’ve never seen the house do this before,” she said. “I don’t know what’s wrong with it. Want me to try again?”

      I nodded and stepped back while Sweet Pea shut the door.

      “Please, Packrat House,” she said. “It’s Edgeston Castle that we need. Not that graveyard. Please.”

      She tried focusing again, her eyebrows furrowing as she squeezed the doorknob. The house seemed to be fighting her like it didn’t want us to leave, but finally, it surrendered. The hallway clocks began working again all at once with a clanging crash, and then each resumed its own ticking rhythm. The door swung open, revealing what was on the other side.

      “You know,” Sweet Pea said, “I hate to say it, but I almost prefer that graveyard.”

      Edgeston Castle looked like the movie set of a spooky, black and white horror film—complete with creepy stone turrets and a drawbridge over a marshy moat. The castle was surrounded by an ancient forest full of gnarled trees and thorn briers. Only a single-lane dirt road cut through the forest to touch the castle’s moat and then snake on its way again back into the shadowy woods.

      I exhaled a breath and thought of Deeter. He’d tell us we were crazy, sure, but in the end, he’d do the same for us.

      “For Deeter,” I said.

      Sweet Pea stood taller. “For Deeter.”

      She shifted the pack on her shoulder and stepped through the doorway. I followed her, then turned just in time to see the Ragman standing in the hallway near his study, watching us leave.

      I shut the door.

      “So,” Sweet Pea said, gazing up at the castle turrets, “how should we do this? Sneak in somehow? Stand watch and wait for a sign of movement? We can hardly knock at the front door. Unless you want to swim the moat and scale the drawbridge.”

      But we didn’t have to do any of that. Just then, there was a clanking sound, like chains moving somewhere, and the drawbridge started to lower. We both dashed into the bushes, out of sight. Once the drawbridge was down, a Ghost wearing blue jeans and a white hoodie crossed over. The hood was pulled up, like always, obscuring the Ghost’s face. Seemed like he was carrying something.

      Books, maybe.

      We waited until the Ghost was gone. The drawbridge probably wouldn’t stay down much longer.

      “Should we cross it, sneak inside the castle? Or follow the Ghost?” I asked.

      “What if the Hall Pass is inside the castle?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “Yeah, but what if the Hall Pass is in the pocket of that Ghost’s hoodie?”

      We had to choose quick.

      “Look. We follow the Ghost and watch,” I said. “If it turns out he doesn’t have the Hall Pass, then we come back and sneak in another way.”

      “But what if he uses the Hall Pass now while we can’t see him?”

      That settled it pretty quick.

      “Run!” I said.

      We both barreled along the side of the road, then around the bend where we’d last seen the Ghost. If we lost sight of him in the trees, we’d never catch him. Sweet Pea pointed to a flash of white crossing into the woods.

      “There!” she cried.

      We raced into the forest after the Ghost, who seemed to be following a trail or path. There were sounds up ahead. Almost like children laughing and shouting.

      “The Ghost must be heading for those sounds,” I said.

      Which didn’t make much sense. Where was this Ghost going? And if the Ghost had the Hall Pass, then why not use it? Why walk?

      Maybe we should have tried our luck searching the castle, after all.

      The Ghost exited the woods, so Sweet Pea and I ran harder to keep up. Finally, we broke through the trees.

      “A school?” I asked, panting. “Seriously?”

      We’d ended up standing right in the middle of a playground with slides and ramps that would have made a Wheeler jealous. Off to the left were some buildings, like offices and classrooms. And all around us were a bunch of kids with backpacks. At least we fit in. Almost.

      “Do Ghosts go to school?” I asked. “Like Ordinary kids do?”

      Sweet Pea shrugged. “Looks like maybe so.”

      “But, where are the other Ghosts? Only one of them goes to school? The rest of them just…what, sit around the castle all day?”

      Weird.

      “Look over there,” Sweet Pea said, pointing.

      The Ghost was sitting at a lunch table, all alone. There were other kids at the table, but none of them spoke with the Ghost or sat nearby. Like the Ghost didn’t even exist. And the Ghost only read his book and didn’t really speak with the other kids either. Talk about a loner.

      “Let’s try to get closer.” Sweet Pea gave me a small nudge.

      “What do you suppose your favorite subject was in school?” I asked as we crept nearer to the table.

      “I don’t know. Music maybe. How about you?”

      “P.E. probably. Or maybe history.”

      “History?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “I don’t know. I wouldn’t have guessed history. That’s all.”

      She smiled at me. But it didn’t last long.

      “Uh-oh,” she said. “Bad news.”

      “What?”

      I followed her gaze. The Ghost was staring right at us. At that same time, the class bell rang, and all the children started lining up to go inside the school. The Ghost stood, and I could tell we’d lose sight of him in that crowd of kids. He must’ve been counting on it.

      “Run, now!” I shouted.

      Sweet Pea and I both raced to follow, but the Ghost had already made it to the school doors and had ducked inside. Not that we were going to give up so easily, though. We pushed past the crowd of kids at the entrance and ducked inside, too. Then we looked around.

      There. By the drinking fountain. A glimpse of white that darted around the corner.

      “Chloe Parker!” a woman’s shrill voice yelled.

      We rounded the corner in time to see a big woman in a green polka-dot dress come storming out of one of the classrooms. The Ghost halted. Froze. Then slowly turned around.

      And finally, I saw the Ghost’s face.

      “Oh, great,” I said.

      It was her. The girl I’d met in the park.

      The leader of the Ghosts.
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      Most of the kids in the hallway retreated when that woman in the green dress arrived. Some disappeared down hallways or dodged into classrooms, cowering as they hid from the polka-dot terror that stomped past the lockers towards them.

      Clearly, the Ghost girl was on her own.

      “What have I told you about running in the hallway, young lady?” the woman asked.

      When the Ghost girl didn’t answer, the woman scowled. She was so focused that she didn’t see Sweet Pea or me standing behind her near the drinking fountain. She huffed out a breath.

      “All right! You go straight to Mr. Christie’s office, right now!”

      But Sweet Pea, with the Swan Feather drawn and ready, was inching towards the woman. Which could only mean one thing.

      “I am really sorry about this, Ma’am,” Sweet Pea said. Then she brushed her feather against the woman’s arm.

      Right from the start, I could tell that this was not going to be pretty.

      First, the woman shuddered as if she’d eaten a mouthful of bad crab. After that, her nostrils flared and her fists clenched. A low growl came from deep in her throat, so we all started backing away. Even Sweet Pea.

      “Is this normal?” I asked.

      I’d only seen the Swan Feather used once before, and it didn’t go like this.

      “Not exactly,” Sweet Pea said. “Of course, there’s always variation.”

      The woman’s legs started pumping up and down, stomping and kicking. And then she barked. Loud.

      “Won’t be long now,” Sweet Pea said.

      The woman sank to her knees, real shaky. Then she hunched into a ball and flopped over while her barking noises turned shrill. Even though I knew what was happening, it still took me a minute to realize that barking sound was her laughter.

      “Wow,” I said.

      “I know.” Sweet Pea shook her head. “Some people have a hard time lightening up, you know?”

      She walked over to the woman, whose barking was beginning to make heads peek out of classrooms.

      “It’ll wear off in about an hour,” Sweet Pea said. “I promise.”

      The woman started rolling on the ground. For a moment, the Ghost girl stared at the woman, and then she gritted her teeth.

      “Lovely. I’ll have to find a new school after this,” she said. “You do realize that, right? My mother only lets me attend school under the condition that I act like an Ordinary. No magic allowed.”

      The woman kicked wildly at the air and howled. Not even kidding. A full-on howl. More heads started appearing in classroom doorways.

      “So much for that,” the Ghost girl said. “And I was actually beginning to like it here.”

      “Maybe we should leave the hallway at least,” I said. “Go somewhere more private. We need to talk.”

      The Ghost girl sighed. “Fine. Come on.”

      She led us down some stairs, then along a different hallway until she paused at a room marked ‘Maintenance.’ She listened for a few seconds, then nodded and opened the door.

      “They always forget to lock this,” she said. “It’s where I eat lunch.”

      We shuffled into the half-light of the tiny gray space full of pipes and wires and cobwebs clinging to the ceiling. Some boxes of rusty tools had been stacked next to cleaning supplies on metal shelves in the corner, but there really wasn’t much else in the room. Except dust.

      “Scenic,” I said.

      “You helped me in the park, so I’m willing to listen.” She lowered her hood, letting her blond hair fall over her shoulders. “But make it quick.”

      “Wait a minute,” Sweet Pea said. “You’re the one from the park? The girl with the Soccer Cleats?”

      Sweet Pea aimed her feather a few inches from the Ghost girl’s nose.

      “I am this close to using my feather on you for what you did to Rook,” Sweet Pea said. “Got that?”

      The Ghost girl folded her arms across her chest. Her gaze moved to the bruise on my cheek, then darted away.

      “I said I was sorry for that. How many times do I have to say it?”

      Sweet Pea glared at her, the Swan Feather still raised. And the Ghost girl glared right back. The only sound was the air hissing through the ceiling vent.

      Awkward.

      “How about some introductions?” I said, turning to the Ghost girl. “The woman in the hallway called you Chloe. That’s your name, right?”

      She nodded.

      “Great. Chloe, this is Sweet Pea. Sweet Pea, Chloe.”

      I nudged Sweet Pea, and she lowered her feather. But she didn’t put it away. Not yet.

      “So what do you want?” Chloe asked.

      “We need to use the Hall Pass,” I said.

      She snorted. “The Soccer Cleats must have damaged your brain more than I thought.”

      “I knew it!” Sweet Pea cried. “I knew this was a hopeless idea. She’s a Ghost. There’s a reason why no one likes them. And we were crazy for thinking she’d help us.”

      “You want my help?” Chloe put her hands on her hips. “You have a funny way of asking for it.”

      Looked like Sweet Pea was going to touch Chloe with the Swan Feather right then and there. I stepped between them.

      “You’re right,” I said. “We haven’t even asked. Would you please help us?”

      “Why?” She stepped back—smart, after the look Sweet Pea had just shot her. “I mean, why do you need my help?”

      “We need the Hall Pass to enter the Oratorium, so we can search for the Finder’s Globe. We think it may help us find our friend.”

      Chloe frowned.

      “Oh, that’s right,” Sweet Pea said. “You don’t know what it’s like when your friend is in danger since you don’t have any. Can’t imagine why. Come on, Rook. She won’t help us. Let’s go.”

      As much as I hoped Sweet Pea was mistaken, it seemed like she was right. Chloe lifted her hood and turned away. And when Sweet Pea moved towards the door with her house key, Chloe still didn’t say anything. I shook my head. Without the Hall Pass, how would we enter the Oratorium? How would we find Deeter?

      Sweet Pea jammed her key into the lock. Turned it. A small click.

      “Wait,” Chloe said, her voice quiet. “I can’t let you use the Hall Pass. But I’ll use it for you, all right? I’ll go with you, take you where you need to go.”

      “And ditch us, too, I’m sure,” Sweet Pea said.

      Chloe spun around. “That’s the best I can offer. Take it or leave it.”

      “We’ll take it,” I said. “Thank you.”

      She reached into the pocket of her hoodie for the Hall Pass.

      “We may as well travel by magic since we’re alone.” She narrowed her eyes at Sweet Pea. “Not like it matters since you blew my cover anyway. Link arms.”

      Sweet Pea and I stood arm in arm as Chloe grabbed my hand.

      “The entrance to Edgeston Castle, please,” she said.

      The walls of the maintenance room faded around us as if they were only mist. For a moment, I could hear the distant voices of teachers and students in far away classrooms. Then the voices and the fading walls and a strange rising light blended together until we were standing in front of the Edgeston castle moat.

      “Why did you bring us here?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “No way I’m going to the Oratorium unarmed.” Chloe released my hand. “I’ve heard bad things about that place. Wait here. I’ll be back.”

      She held up the Hall Pass again. “My bedroom, please.”

      Then Sweet Pea and I were alone.

      “She’s probably snitching on us to the Gray Lady right now,” Sweet Pea said, shuffling her foot in the dirt.

      “Why do you hate her so much?” I asked. “I mean, she’s agreed to help us, right?”

      “Hello? The Soccer Cleats? You saw what they did to Staccato.”

      “Chloe didn’t do that. She lost them. To the creepy mask lady. Remember?”

      “That’s not my point. I know she didn’t use them on him. She used them on you. That could have been you. She could’ve killed you with them.”

      I glanced at the castle. Sure, she could have. But would she have?

      A sharp whistle sounded from the bushes, and it definitely didn’t come from a bird. Then the branches shifted and shook. Sweet Pea lifted the Swan Feather while I reached into my pocket for the Black Thread.

      “Relax, Ragdolls,” Allegro said, stepping out of the hedge. “It’s only me.”

      “Allegro? How did you get here?” I asked.

      “Hardly your business.”

      He brushed the dirt and leaves off his black jacket, then straightened his black tie.

      “Any luck finding Deeter, or the Silver Cross?” I asked. Maybe we wouldn’t even need to go to the Oratorium.

      “Not yet. But we did hear something you Ragdolls should know. Word on the street says the Copper Bullet’s been found and claimed.”

      That was some pretty bad news for the Ragman.

      “By who?” I asked.

      “That’s all we could discover. The bullet is off the street and off the market now. Thought you might want to let your Collector know.”

      I regarded Allegro as he adjusted his jacket cuffs. This news wasn’t about Deeter. Or the Silver Cross. It wasn’t part of our deal, and he hadn’t needed to come tell us. Maybe Allegro really was trying to help us after all.

      “Thanks,” I said, and he arched his eyebrow at me. “How’s Staccato?”

      Allegro didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. I could tell from the look on his face.

      “We’ll save him,” I said.

      Chloe appeared beside us, the Hall Pass still in her hand. “Save who?”

      Allegro landed back in the hedge, he jumped so high.

      “What is she doing here?” he asked, emerging from the bushes once more, with leaves and twigs sticking out of his hair.

      “Please tell me this friend you’re looking for isn’t a Choir Boy,” Chloe said. “Because if it is, the deal is off.”

      Allegro’s fingers inched closer to the pocket where he kept the Tuning Fork. Chloe glared at him, then reached her hand nearer to her own pocket. Whatever Collectible she had hidden inside, it made my neck prickle.

      “I take it you two have met,” I said.

      Neither of them replied. And Sweet Pea held the Swan Feather ready. Like always. The way things were going, there’d be an all-out fight any minute now. Unbelievable. Too bad there wasn’t a Collectible that could make people get along. For just five minutes, even.

      “Deeter isn’t a Choir Boy, so don’t worry,” I said to Chloe. Then I turned to Allegro. “And the Ghosts have agreed to help us look for him.”

      “I see,” Allegro said, smoothing his palm over his hair. “A word, if you don’t mind, Ragdoll.”

      With that, he seized my arm and dragged me into the bushes until we were far enough away that no one would hear us talk.

      “You’ve asked the Ghosts for help?” He released me. “You are far too trusting, Rook.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “You shouldn’t trust the Ghosts. They’ll betray you.”

      “You know, people keep telling me the same thing about you.”

      A frown creased his lips, and he tucked the Tuning Fork back inside his pocket. “You didn’t tell her about the Silver Cross, did you?”

      “I’m not that trusting.”

      He walked a few steps away, then back again, pacing. “The Ghosts are going to help you how, exactly?”

      “Hmm. I don’t know. Should I trust you?” I grinned. “I mean, you say I’m too trusting….”

      “This isn’t a joke!”

      Much more of this, and Allegro might explode. His face was sure turning red enough.

      “All right,” I said. “The Ghosts are going to help us locate the Finder’s Globe.”

      “The Finder’s Globe?” He paused. “That might work.”

      “Happy? Now, I’m heading back before Sweet Pea and Chloe murder each other.”

      “I hardly think you need to worry about that. I’d bet my money on Sweet Pea. In a fair fight.”

      “Honestly? Me too. Every time.”

      I smiled. Allegro smirked back at me, which was probably the closest he could come to smiling. But it didn’t last long.

      “Wait a minute,” he said. “Exactly where are you going to look for the Finder’s Globe?”

      I’d been hoping he wouldn’t ask about that particular detail. Still, it was no use keeping it from him.

      “The Oratorium.” I sighed. “The Actor was the last person who had the globe. He probably kept it there.”

      I waited for Allegro to finally explode, but he didn’t. He only stood staring at me for the longest time. Then he took out the Tuning Fork again. But instead of using it against me, he flipped it around and offered it to me by the handle.

      “You’re giving me the Tuning Fork?” I asked.

      “Loaning. If you’re going to the Oratorium, you’ll need all the magical protection you can get.”

      The Tuning Fork was a very powerful Collectible—I knew that from experience. Probably it was the best one he owned. And I doubted he ever went anywhere without it.

      “What’s that look for?” he asked.

      “I never figured you’d do something like this for me.”

      “I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it to protect my interests. And the interests of the other Choir Boys. You’d better return it to me when this is over, Ragdoll.”

      “Right. I’ll let you know if we find anything.”

      I slipped the Tuning Fork into my coat pocket and turned to leave, but Allegro grabbed my arm to stop me. He glanced in the direction of the castle, and he drew a breath as if there was something important he wanted to say.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “The Ghosts, they once….” His eyebrows furrowed. “Watch your back, Rook. Don’t trust that girl. Ever.”

      Didn’t seem like he was going to say anything more, so I headed back to the castle. At the hedge, I turned to see if he was still there, but he was gone.

      “What did Allegro want?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “I’ll tell you later.” I linked arms with her and turned to Chloe. “We’re ready.”

      Chloe took my hand a second time.

      “The Oratorium, please,” she said to the Hall Pass.

      The bushes, the road, Edgeston Castle—it all faded like the maintenance room had before. That strange light wavered around us, but it lasted only a moment until it began to ebb. Then we were standing in darkness.

      “Is this…is this the Oratorium?” Chloe whispered. “I can’t see anything.”

      I stared ahead until dim shapes appeared in the shadows. Round, lumpy things.

      Theater seats.

      “Yeah, this is it,” I said. I was beginning to get my bearings. “I think we’re up in the balcony.”

      We felt our way along the aisle and then forward until we’d almost reached the balcony’s edge.

      “Someone’s here!” Sweet Pea said. “There’s a light on the stage! Get down!”

      But as she ducked for cover, she bumped Chloe, who tripped on the step. Chloe’s hand grasped at the balcony railing to catch herself, and the Hall Pass flew from her fingers. She snatched at the air. Too late.

      She gasped. “No!”

      Then the Hall Pass fluttered off the balcony, down into the darkness.
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      The pale light on stage flickered, reflecting oddly upon the Oratorium’s walls and hidden corners. Above us, shapes and shadows seemed to move, an illusion caused by the ceiling’s golden statues. There were hundreds of them. Mythic creatures, mostly. Dragons and nymphs and serpents. Beautiful once, probably, but now they were each missing pieces—arms, noses, wings. They stared down from their high places at us with their empty eyes.

      Creepy.

      Chloe peered over the balcony’s edge into the Oratorium’s silence. “No one’s there. That light on the stage is just the ghost light. Don’t you know anything?”

      “Ghost light?” I looked over the edge as well.

      “In theater, they always leave a small light on near the stage. It’s supposed to be for the ghosts that remain behind after everyone is gone.” She stood and brushed the dust off her jeans. “Now thanks to you two and your freak-out, we’ve lost the Hall Pass.”

      “I’ll go get it back for you,” I said.

      “No way am I letting you anywhere near it. I’ll find it. You Ragdolls go find your stupid globe, or whatever it is you’re here for.”

      “And let you ditch us the minute you get the Hall Pass back?” Sweet Pea stood. “You must think we’re really stupid.”

      “Now that you mention it—”

      “Okay.” I held up my hand. “First, we’ll all go find the Hall Pass. Then we’ll all go find the globe. Together. Agreed?”

      My plan would have been a lot easier without the darkness, though. Twice I banged my shin against the theater seats as we passed them, and I wasn’t the only one. We tripped and stumbled along the aisle, then along a narrow corridor. Eventually, we found some stairs that led us down to the theater lobby.

      “Now where?” Chloe asked. “I can’t see a thing.”

      “There should be a set of double doors,” I said. “They’ll lead to the main stage. I think.”

      “What do you mean, you think? Do you know your way around this place or not?”

      “Sure, I know. Sort of.”

      Hard to remember exactly. The last time I’d been to the Oratorium, I’d spent more time backstage than anywhere else.

      “Just look for the doors, all right?” Sweet Pea said. “If he doesn’t remember where they are, it’s probably because he was distracted when he was here before—saving the world.”

      Chloe huffed, but she didn’t argue anymore after that. For a few minutes, we groped around in the darkness of the theater lobby.

      “Here they are,” I said, my hand brushing against the cold metal surface of the door handles.

      “About time,” Chloe muttered.

      I leaned my weight against the heavy doors until they swung open. There, in the distance, the ghost light illuminated the stage. Too bad it wasn’t brighter, but even a pale light was better than none. I stepped forward to start searching for the Hall Pass, but Chloe pulled me back.

      “Did you hear that?” she asked. “I heard something.”

      We listened, held our breaths. Nothing.

      “Last time, you accused us of freaking out over nothing,” Sweet Pea said, “but this time you’re the one who’s—”

      A cough. Quiet. More like a throat being cleared, really, but we each heard. We pressed against the wall.

      “Look,” Chloe whispered.

      A man was sauntering along the rows of seats, squatting down every now and then, shaking his head, mumbling at times. His white pants and white button-up shirt were pressed and clean, with a plain brown belt to hold it all in place on his skinny frame. He didn’t seem like a threat, but appearances never counted for much in this place, really.

      Besides, who was he? How did he get into the Oratorium? What was he doing here?

      The man spotted the Hall Pass on the floor in the aisle. He bent over to pick it up, and then he studied it for a while, turning it over and over like he was trying to decide what it was. Chloe gaped at him as if she might have a panic attack.

      “He has my Hall Pass! Do something!” she said.

      She tugged on my arm so hard she nearly ripped my coat sleeve. But honestly, what did she expect me to do, exactly? Shake his hand? I sighed and glanced at Sweet Pea.

      “Got my back?” I asked.

      “Always,” she said.

      She drew the Swan Feather from her pocket, ready for whatever might happen next. I let out a breath, then entered the aisle where the man could see me. He spun around, kind of nimble, and I waited for him to zap me with some Collectible. But he only squinted at me and raised the Hall Pass higher in the air.

      “Excuse me,” I said. “I need that.”

      “What, dropped this, did you?” He shuffled towards me, his head bobbing. “I wondered where this came from, didn’t I? Thought maybe they’d left it, like they’re always leaving papers behind. Always make a big mess, don’t they?”

      He stood next to me, examining my face, my hair, and my clothes. With a quick swipe, he brushed a bit of dust off my coat, and then he nodded a smile at me. Behind his thick glasses, his eyes were slightly crossed, and the ghost light made the bald spot on the top of his head shine.

      “A Collectible like this,” he said, “well, it’s not for the garbage, is it? Didn’t think it was trash, did I?”

      He handed me the Hall Pass.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Um, if you don’t mind me asking, who are you?”

      “Who am I? Why, I’m the Janitor, ain’t I?”

      I took a closer look at his crossed eyes. They were hazel. Bright. I recognized that brightness.

      “You’re an Artisan,” I said.

      “Sure, I am. You sound surprised, don’t you?”

      “I guess I wasn’t expecting anyone to be here in the Oratorium. Especially an Artisan.”

      “Ah, well, I go where there’s dirt. Clean up the messes people make, don’t I?” He snapped his fingers. “Say, I’m surprised you noticed me.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “No one ever does! No one ever notices the Janitor, do they? No one ever thinks of the before or the after. The mess they leave behind. Like the lot that comes here. I always tidy up their befores and their afters. But just as soon as I clean it, they mess it up again, don’t they?”

      They?

      “You mean, someone still comes here?” I glanced around the theater.

      “All the time. Dropping their papers everywhere.”

      That couldn’t be right. Now that the Actor was imprisoned in the Penitoria, his theater was supposed to be abandoned.

      “Do you know who’s making the mess?” I asked.

      “That’s not my business, is it? I just do the cleaning, don’t I?”

      “Could I see some of their papers? Do you have any?”

      “Oh, sure. Lots. Here.”

      He shuffled back to the main aisle, where there was a round, silver trash can on wheels. As he pawed through the garbage inside, I motioned for Sweet Pea and Chloe to come out of hiding.

      “This is one,” he said, handing me a piece of crumpled paper. “Oh, hello. That’s three of you now, ain’t it? Three people who noticed the Janitor! Who are you?”

      “Hi,” Sweet Pea said. “This is Chloe. That’s Rook. And I’m Sweet Pea.”

      The Janitor beamed.

      “Three people!” he said. “Noticing the Janitor! What a day!”

      While Sweet Pea made her introductions, I smoothed the crumpled paper as best as I could. Rehearsal Schedule for the Scottish Play, it said at the top. Then it listed a bunch of scenes and dates and times.

      “What’s the Scottish play?” I asked.

      Sweet Pea and Chloe both shrugged. Whatever the play was, it seemed like trouble to me. Because no one was supposed to be here.

      “You should show this paper to the Detective,” I said.

      The Janitor rubbed the rim of his trash can with a polishing cloth. “Well, I would if I could, wouldn’t I? But he’s gone missing, ain’t he?”

      Sweet Pea gasped, and even Chloe frowned at the news.

      “Missing?” I asked. “Are you sure?”

      “Yup. Got one of those letters, same as the other missing Artisans did.”

      The Janitor stopped polishing his trash can, then looked at me with his crossed eyes. “I could show you one of them letters too, if you want.”

      I nodded, sort of stupidly. How could the Detective be among the missing?

      It just wasn’t possible.

      The Janitor handed me another piece of paper, this one folded with a single crease in the middle. There was no address, no signature. Only a tiny line of typed text.

      When I burned in desire to question them further, they made themselves air, into which they vanished.

      “What does this mean?” I asked.

      The Janitor wiped his nose with his polishing cloth. “Don’t know, do I? But if I get any strange letters, I’m sure not opening them!”

      “The other missing Artisans received letters like this one?”

      “Yup. And all the letters exactly the same. Course, I found them in different places. While I was tidying. The Critic’s letter was the first I found. In her wastepaper basket. Then the Librarian’s. Under her desk. The Detective’s was under his chair. Always leave a mess, don’t they?”

      “How many more Artisans are missing?” I asked. “Besides the Detective?”

      The Janitor blinked a few times. “Well, I haven’t finished my cleaning rounds yet, but I’d say all in all I’ve found thirty letters now. Seems like everywhere I go, there’s a new one. Last I found was the Gardener’s. In her shed, next to a bunch of broken pots and flower soil. That was a real mess to clean, wasn’t it?”

      Thirty. At least. Maybe more. What was happening to the Artisans?

      “Speakin’ of messes,” the Janitor said, placing the lid back on his trash can, “it’s time I move on to the next job.”

      “Wait,” I said. “You’ve cleaned this place completely?”

      “Real thorough. Top to bottom. Sure I have, haven’t I?”

      “Did you come across the Finder’s Globe? We’re looking for it.”

      “The Finder’s Globe? That old thing?”

      “You know what it is?”

      “Sure. One of the Map Maker’s doo-hickies, ain’t it? But it ain’t here.”

      “You’re positive? I mean, it could be hidden.”

      “I’m an Artisan, ain’t I? Even if it ain’t one of my Collectibles, I’d still know about it.”

      Didn’t seem like the Janitor had any reason to mislead us. And my mood ring wasn’t turning green, either. If he didn’t come across the globe while cleaning, then it probably wasn’t here. My Finder’s instinct said it wasn’t here. In fact, my instincts were screaming at me to get out of this place.

      Now.

      “Thanks for your help,” I said.

      The Janitor tilted his head. “No one ever thanks the Janitor, do they?”

      Then he wheeled his trash can out the main doors and was gone. I turned to Sweet Pea.

      “He could be right about the Finder’s Globe. I’m not feeling it here. Do you?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “We should leave before….”

      I looked over at Chloe. She was walking down the aisle.

      “Chloe?” I called.

      “Wait a minute, guys,” she said. “Something just appeared on the stage.”

      We drew closer and peered into the shadows made by the ghost light. Tall shadows. And lots of them. Like columns. Only not exactly.

      “It’s trees,” Sweet Pea said. She was the closest to the stage. “A forest. Like a set for a play.”

      That couldn’t be right. The last time I was here, there’d been a throne on the stage. For Richard the Third.

      “How could there be trees?” I asked.

      “There’s something else, too,” Sweet Pea said. “I can almost make it out.”

      She took a few steps more until she was right up against the stage, but I paused. Something the Janitor had said. Something important. What was it?

      “It’s a cauldron,” Sweet Pea said. “Whew! Whatever’s inside it stinks. What a mess.”

      Just as soon as he cleans it, they mess it up again.

      “Sweet Pea, get away from the stage!” I cried.

      I started to run towards her, but Chloe grabbed me.

      “Are you crazy?” She pointed at the trees. “Look!”

      At first, the trees swayed. Ever so slightly. Then the branches began to bend as if the trees were stretching after standing still for too long. One tree in the back suddenly seemed closer than it had been. And then the one next to it. And over to the right.

      The trees were stalking towards us.

      “Sweet Pea, look out!” I shouted.

      She backed away, but not fast enough. The tree nearest Sweet Pea reached down, snatched her by her gray sweater, and swooped her high into its branches. She screamed, but still, Chloe wouldn’t release my arm.

      What was wrong with her?

      I yanked myself free from Chloe’s grip and raced to the stage. It was too late to save Sweet Pea in time, though, because already a figure had emerged from the shadows.

      The woman in the mask.

      In a flash, the whole theater brightened, and the woman strolled up to center stage. Her red hair and red mini skirt blazed under the hot stage lights, and in her hands, she held a broom. Maybe she thought it’d go well with the cauldron.

      “Finally! I thought the Janitor would never leave,” she said. “After all, we don’t want any audience for this performance, do we?” She crossed her eyes like the Janitor and laughed. “I told you I would destroy your life and everything in it. Let’s start by killing Sweet Pea!”
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      “Let Sweet Pea go,” I said. “Now.”

      Didn’t look like there was much chance of that. At least ten evil trees skulked on stage. Plus the woman in the mask. And behind me, Chloe was slowly backing away. Not that she could go anywhere—I had the Hall Pass. Good thing, too. Probably she would have used it right then. She looked really freaked out.

      I couldn’t blame her for wanting to slip away, though. This wasn’t her fight, and the last time she’d had a run-in with the creepy mask lady, she’d nearly been strangled to death.

      Still, that left me pretty much outnumbered.

      “Run, Rook!” Sweet Pea yelled, fighting against the tree’s branches. “Use the Hall Pass!”

      Yeah, right.

      I took a step towards the woman in the mask. “I won’t let you hurt her.”

      “How thoughtless of me,” the woman said. “I totally forgot! First I make my threats, and then it’s your turn to make your threats, which don’t do any good, but you’d feel a letdown if you didn’t have the chance to be brave and heroic, right? Sorry. I’ll play along, of course.”

      Apparently, she wasn’t just creepy—she was straight-up crazy, too. She cleared her throat, then fluffed her hair.

      “Okay. I’m ready,” she said. “Threaten me all you want. Let her go or what?”

      I glanced around the theater. Now would’ve been a great time for an idea.

      Only I didn’t have one.

      Since the lights were up, the theater was easier to see. It must have been an impressive place once, with its red cushioned seats and massive chandeliers. On each side of the theater, giant pillars supported the upper balcony, almost like Greek columns. Very elegant. No wonder the Actor liked his Oratorium so much.

      Except the seat cushions had holes now, and the chandeliers were crooked. But they weren’t half as bad as the pillars that supported the upper balcony. Every single pillar had cracks running up and down its length, all the way from edge to edge.

      Sure wouldn’t want to be here during an earthquake.

      “You-whooo?” the woman said. “It’s your turn, remember? I’m waiting.”

      I smirked. “Let her go, or I’ll bring the house down.”

      Behind her mask, she snorted a little. “No, I’m the one who does that, silly. You honestly think you could ever get a standing ovation from an audience? Any audience?”

      “No, really.” I slid my hand into my coat pocket and fingered Allegro’s Tuning Fork. “I’ll bring the house down.”

      The woman laughed so hard that the sound echoed in the theater’s rafters, where it roared like a whole audience of people. But when the woman stopped, the laughter didn’t. A strange guffawing rumble, heavy and ragged. Behind her, all the trees were shaking and trembling, especially the one that held Sweet Pea.

      Laughing trees?

      For a few seconds, the woman in the mask and I both stared at the quaking branches. Then the tree holding Sweet Pea bent over in the middle, and when it did, it dropped Sweet Pea onto the stage. Like it was laughing so much it couldn’t hold her any longer.

      That was when I noticed Sweet Pea clutched the Swan Feather in her hand.

      “No!” the woman shouted. “I will not be defeated again! Come back here, girl!”

      From the pocket of her leather jacket, she drew a knife. Then she lunged at Sweet Pea, but not quick enough. Sweet Pea dodged out of the way, leaving the woman scrambling to regain her balance. Bet the woman was starting to wish she’d worn sneakers instead of boots.

      And if she didn’t wish it yet, she would in a minute.

      I tapped the Tuning Fork and then pressed its base against the stage like I’d seen Staccato do it once. The Tuning Fork let out a soft, high pitched note. Pretty, in a way. But then it got louder and louder. Until the woman dropped the dagger and covered her ears.

      “What are you doing?” she cried. “Stop it! Stop it!”

      But there was no stopping it now, at least not any way that I knew. Allegro probably knew the Tuning Fork’s weakness, but he hadn’t told me. Besides, I didn’t want it to stop. No one was going to get away with attacking Sweet Pea. Especially with a knife.

      No one.

      Soon, the trembling began. Only a light vibration at first, running along the floor but growing bigger. And bigger. Above us, the chandeliers swayed, rattling the glass and crystal. It wouldn’t be long now before those cracks in the support pillars widened. And after that….

      “Sweet Pea! Get off the stage!” I cried.

      Sweet Pea leaped from the stage’s rim and dashed towards me. Those evil trees made no attempts to stop her—they were too busy trying to escape the stage themselves. They shoved and stumbled their way behind the red stage curtains until they had a clear exit backstage and were gone.

      Unfortunately, the woman in the mask wasn’t about to give up so easily.

      She tried to chase Sweet Pea, but the shaking was just too much for her. With a grunt, she tripped and landed flat on the stage, sending her broom flying and knocking over that strange cauldron. Black goop spilled all over, and when the woman tried to stand again, she slipped on the slick ground.

      Definitely, she wasn’t laughing anymore.

      The whole Oratorium groaned as rubble rained from the ceiling.

      “We need to get out of here!” Sweet Pea cried. “Where’s Chloe?”

      I caught sight of Chloe’s sneakers poking out from one of the aisles where she must have taken cover.

      “There!” I shouted.

      We ran for the aisle, and I grabbed Chloe’s arm while Sweet Pea gripped my shoulder. Over to our left, one of the pillars creaked, then buckled under the strain. The pillar beside it couldn’t hold so much weight alone, and it buckled, too. Without enough support, the upper balcony started to cave in, taking the chandeliers with it. They toppled down onto the seats below with a tremendous crash.

      I lifted the Hall Pass.

      “Get us out of here! Please!” I cried.

      Not exactly the smartest thing, trusting our fate so completely to a Collectible. The Hall Pass could have taken us anywhere. But I couldn’t think of a good location. Edgeston Castle? Too spooky. And too risky. The Packrat House? I doubted the Hall Pass would be able to find it. And no way was I bringing Chloe there, anyway.

      Which is why we ended up in some random grocery store’s produce aisle, right on top of a heap of potato sacks.

      Oh, well. Could’ve been worse. Much worse.

      Sweet Pea sat up, brushing the dust off her sweater.

      “Your feather works on trees?” I asked.

      “Those trees at least,” she said. “Who’d have thought, right?”

      I smiled. “Nice one.”

      “The Tuning Fork?”

      “Allegro loaned it to me back at Edgeston Castle. Who’d have thought, right?”

      She smiled. “Nice one.”

      We gave each other a high-five.

      “You two are both insane!” Chloe said, digging a potato out of the pocket of her hoodie.

      “Sorry about that,” I said. “I couldn’t think of any other way to escape. The Janitor sure is going to have a big mess to clean up, though.”

      “If there’s any Oratorium left to clean,” Sweet Pea said.

      No kidding.

      I chuckled. “Deeter always used to say I mess things up.”

      But then I realized. Deeter was still in trouble, and now with no Finder’s Globe, how were we going to save him?

      Sweet Pea must have guessed my thoughts.

      “We’ll look some place else for the Finder’s Globe,” she said. “So it’s not in the Oratorium. Okay, well, it has to be somewhere, right?”

      An old man approached the potatoes, sort of hesitant. Like maybe he wanted some.

      “Here,” I said, handing him one of the bags.

      He placed it in his shopping cart and scurried away.

      “We should get out of the potatoes,” Sweet Pea said.

      Clambering out of the potato pile wasn’t so easy, though. Some of the bags on display had come open, sending loose potatoes tumbling down the pile and rolling across the floor. Once I finally managed to escape the potato avalanche, I offered Sweet Pea a hand. I offered a hand to Chloe, too, but she stood on her own.

      “Look,” I said. “Whatever’s going on, it’s bigger than the Ragman. Bigger than Deeter, too. And whatever it is, I bet the Actor’s involved.”

      “But how can he be?” Sweet Pea asked. “He’s still in the Penitoria.”

      “Who else would it be?”

      Before Sweet Pea could answer, an odd sound rang out nearby, like glass clinking against a hard surface. It came from somewhere close to the potato pile, so the three of us turned around.

      The Messenger’s Bottle was sitting on a display of onions.

      I wasn’t too keen to see what the message said. Not if it had any more genius suggestions like the last one. Still, I walked over, unstopped the cork, and read the new page we’d been sent.

      How did it go in the Oratorium? Did you find the Finder’s Globe?

      “The whole hunt was a fiasco that nearly got us killed,” I said. “So thanks a lot. If you have any more bright ideas, you can keep them to yourself.”

      It took a while before the next words appeared.

      I’m sorry. I thought the Finder’s Globe would be there. I didn’t mean to cause trouble. What are you going to do now?

      “We don’t know.” I glanced at Sweet Pea. “Hunt for the Finder’s Globe somewhere else, I guess.”

      But that could take ages.

      “Thanks for reminding us.”

      Why don’t you go ask the Actor where it is?

      The message couldn’t be serious. Go ask the Actor? Sweet Pea and I looked at each other, frowning.

      “That’s impossible. He’s locked up,” Sweet Pea said.

      “And that’s an even dumber suggestion than your first one,” I added.

      It doesn’t matter if he’s locked up. You could visit him in the Penitoria. The Hall Pass could get you in. You still have it, don’t you?

      I shook my head. “No. No way.”

      Chloe snorted.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Sorry, I can’t help thinking this Deeter kid must not mean that much to you after all. I mean, you’re willing to go look in the Oratorium, but when you can’t find the globe there, you ignore the obvious solution and just…what, go home?”

      “You don’t understand,” I said. “The Actor is dangerous.”

      “So? If anyone would know the location of the Finder’s Globe, he would, right?”

      “And I suppose you’d love to take us to the Penitoria,” Sweet Pea said, “so you can run and hide at the first sign of trouble. I saw you in the Oratorium. Some help you were. You were quick to bolt when things went wrong.”

      “Are you calling me a coward?”

      “Don’t cowards generally run and hide? Hmm. Oh, yes, that’s right. Just like you did!”

      Chloe and Sweet Pea glared at each other. Seemed like they were going to have a brawl right there in the produce aisle, next to the cucumbers and iceberg lettuce.

      “Visiting the Actor is out of the question,” I said. “He’s too dangerous.”

      I shoved the rolled page back inside the bottle, replaced the cork, and the bottle disappeared from my hands.

      Chloe shrugged at me. “Fine. Whatever. Deeter’s your friend, not mine. But I want my Hall Pass. Give it back, Peter.”

      She held out her hand.

      “Peter?” Sweet Pea tilted her head. “His name’s Rook.”

      Chloe smirked at her. “Some friend you are. Don’t even know his real name.”

      “His real name?”

      Uh-oh.

      Sweet Pea and Chloe both looked at me.

      “You didn’t tell her your name?” Chloe asked.

      A pause. A really long, awkward one. There was no denying my name. So I wasn’t even going to try. But there was no easy way to get out of this one, either.

      “I was going to,” I said.

      Sounded pretty pathetic, even to me.

      “Wait a minute. Your name really is Peter?” Sweet Pea stared at me for the longest time. “How could…how long have you known? How did you find out?”

      “Since the night in the Oratorium with the Bronze Crown. The Higher Authorities told me.”

      “And in all this time, you never told me!”

      “I swear, I was going to some time!”

      The customers shopping around us were starting to notice the fight going on in aisle two. A mother took her toddler by the hand and hurried for the aisle’s exit while a little old lady peered over the avocados at us. A store clerk with a broom poked his head around the apple stand. And Chloe stood back a few steps, her arms crossed in front of her, watching.

      “Sweet Pea, I’m sorry,” I said. “Really, I am.”

      “Oh, really? You’re sorry? If Chloe hadn’t let it slip, how much longer would you have waited?”

      I didn’t know. But Sweet Pea flipped out when I didn’t answer right away.

      “You told a Ghost your real name! A Ghost! But you didn’t tell me!”

      “I…I didn’t tell her! Not exactly. I mean, she found out, but I didn’t…look at the Heart Ring. It’s the truth, I swear!”

      The mood ring on my finger blazed red and orange. No green, but that didn’t seem to matter now. When I lifted the ring up so Sweet Pea could see, she was already walking away.

      “Sweet Pea, wait!” I jogged after her. “Please!”

      She halted, her hands on her hips. “Be honest. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I…I thought…I just….”

      Why hadn’t I told her? When I tried to find the words, my mind went blank. I stared into her eyes, and suddenly, I couldn’t explain it. Even to myself.

      “I trusted you,” she said. “I have always trusted you! And you didn’t trust me.”

      She spun around.

      “But I do! I do trust you!”

      “I don’t know you, Peter. Or should I still call you Rook?”

      She stomped away, leaving me there in the aisle with Chloe. And a bunch of potatoes.

      “Harsh,” Chloe said. Then she held out her hand. “Hall Pass.”

      I gave it to her.

      “Sorry about Sweet Pea,” she said. She glanced around. “Anyone looking? Any security cameras on us?”

      I shrugged. “Don’t think so.”

      She lifted the Hall Pass, then paused. “I really am sorry, Peter.” She sighed. “Edgeston Castle, please.”

      I didn’t have to look up to know she was gone. And Sweet Pea?

      When I returned to the Packrat House, she was gone too.
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      Two down, one to go. Really, Ragman. What will you do without your Finders?

      I sat in the Ragman’s leather armchair in his study and read the latest threat that’d been emailed to his laptop earlier that morning. The Ragman stood beside the fireplace mantel, his gaze fixed on the heap of cold ashes in the grill. It seemed as if he was waiting for me to speak, but when I didn’t, he started pacing back and forth.

      “How could this possibly be true?” he asked. “You’re sure Sweet Pea didn’t come home last night?”

      I could only stare at the message.

      “But, I don’t understand what happened,” he continued. “You two were separated somehow? Is that what happened?”

      He opened and closed his mouth a few times, then scratched his head. What scant hair he had was frizzy in the back, and his dress shirt was still wrinkled. Like he hadn’t bothered to comb his hair or change his clothes from the day before.

      “What happened, Rook?”

      I wished I could be angry at him. I wished I could throw his laptop at his head. I wished I could go back to yesterday, or maybe even further, and fix what I’d messed up. Fix everything I’d broken.

      Only I couldn’t. Whatever danger Sweet Pea was in, whatever harm had come to her, it wasn’t the Ragman’s fault.

      It was mine.

      “I would have told her,” I said. “My name was the one thing that truly belonged to me, and I wanted to keep it for a while. Not forever. Just for a while.”

      I shut my eyes, tried to swallow. If I’d told her my name, this wouldn’t have happened.

      “I can see you’re upset,” the Ragman said. “The important thing now is to focus on a new strategy. I’m sure if we put our heads together, we can…we’ll think of….”

      He sighed.

      Neither of us said anything after that. His laptop chimed softly to notify him that he had online bids waiting, but he didn’t check it. Instead, he turned it off and set it on the side table next to his armchair, as if clearing away his laptop would somehow clear away our problems.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot, you know,” he said, “about your recent remarks. If there’s one thing I have, it’s plenty of time to think. And, well, you’re absolutely right. I have not always been upfront in my dealings with people.”

      He paused since normally I’d say something snarky or sarcastic right about now. But I didn’t have it in me. Then he cleared his throat and continued.

      “I’ve made me quite a few enemies, but I never worried about it because I’ve always been quick on my feet. Never in a million years did I think they’d come after you children. This is all on my head, everything bad that’s happened to you, Deeter, and Sweet Pea. And I am sorry.”

      “You’re not to blame,” I said.

      The whole house was so quiet now. So empty. At least the Ragman was still here. Never thought I’d be glad about that before. He leaned against the chair’s armrest.

      “You know, I’m beginning to wish they’d just shoot me and get it over with.”

      So why hadn’t they? If Allegro was right about the Copper Bullet, then why wait to use it? The new message hadn’t even mentioned it.

      “Seems strange that my enemies should go after you kids,” the Ragman added. “If you were my family or friends, then perhaps that would make more sense. Strike down those who are nearest and dearest, so to speak. In the name of revenge. But, who cares about the Finders?” He glanced at me sideways. “No offense. I meant that hypothetically.”

      “I care about the Finders,” I said.

      He patted me on the back. “They’re your friends. Of course, you care.”

      “No, you don’t understand. You said it yourself. They’re my friends.”

      Sweet Pea. Deeter. Staccato too, in a way. Even the missing Artisans. Maybe they weren’t close to the Ragman, but they were close to me. And in some way or another, in the past they’d helped me.

      “It’s a ruse,” I said, looking at the laptop’s dark screen.

      “What’s that?”

      “The death threats,” I said. “Those messages. The Copper Bullet. All of it. It’s not meant for you. It’s meant for me, to manipulate me. They’re my friends—maybe it’s my enemy.”

      “You, er, have an enemy?”

      There was only one way to know the truth for sure.

      First, I’d need the Glass Bell. The Ragman had tucked it away in the center of the fireplace mantle, half-hidden by a brass alarm clock and a vase full of faded plastic flowers. The bell was already starting to look dusty like it belonged in all that mess. I walked over to the bell and picked it up.

      “I’m going to need this to get Sweet Pea and Deeter back.”

      The Ragman nodded. “A pity. I was growing fond of it. But all right.”

      Then he followed me into the hallway. To see me off, probably. While he stood fidgeting next to the umbrella stand, I took hold of the doorknob. It wasn’t easy to concentrate with the Ragman beside me, but I shut my eyes and did my best.

      “Edgeston Castle,” I said. “Please, Packrat House.”

      My hand grew warm at the doorknob’s touch, so I opened the door.

      The graveyard. Again.

      “Why does the house keep bringing me here?” I asked.

      I stared out at the gravestones silhouetted in the fog and tried to ignore how hard my heart was pumping. Was the house playing some sick joke on me? Was this payback for that time I forgot to make my bed? Or was the house simply confused?

      It didn’t matter now. Whatever was wrong with the house, I could figure it out after Sweet Pea and Deeter were safe. I moved to close the door, but then I noticed the Ragman’s face. He’d turned completely pale.

      “That’s impossible,” he said. “How could the front door lead to this place?”

      “Wait,” I said, “you know where this place is?”

      He shook his head. “You couldn’t remember this. It’s not possible. How could you remember?”

      “The house keeps bringing me here. Why? Where are we?”

      “You really don’t remember?”

      Seemed like a dumb question to me. Of course I didn’t remember—he had my memories. But still, he looked me in the eyes, as if he was trying to tell for sure if I was speaking the truth.

      “This is the Pleasant Memories Cemetery,” he said at last. “It’s where you and I first met.”

      “We met in a graveyard?”

      “Well, not in the graveyard. Near the road, over there.” He pointed at the shifting mist. “Where the main entrance gate is. Across the street, there’s a bus stop. I thought a bus stop might be a good spot to set out the Finder’s Penny. Lots of people coming and going. For the bus, you know. But you didn’t come from the bus. You came from the graveyard.”

      “What was I doing in a graveyard?”

      “Well, how should I know! I didn’t ask. Wasn’t my business, really.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?”

      “I hardly saw that it mattered how we met, or even where. Besides, doing so would have been against our contract.”

      I stared at him for a moment. Was this another one of his tricks?

      “Contract?” I asked. “What contract?”

      “I’m not supposed to talk about it. That’s one of the terms.”

      “You’ve already botched that one. So you’d better talk.”

      The Ragman pressed his lips together and shifted his weight. Then he gazed out at the graveyard for a minute, muttering something about loopholes.

      “Tell me!” I shouted.

      “All right, look. Given the circumstances, I think I can tell you this much at least. You agreed to work for me there at that bus stop. We made a fair and amicable trade so that you could have a new life of wonder and high adventure! A bit of risk, too, but what’s life without risk?”

      “A new life? In exchange for what?”

      He didn’t answer—he just looked at me. Like I should already know. Like it should be obvious. But as far as I could figure, I only had one thing worth trading.

      “You’re lying,” I said. “I wouldn’t have traded my memories.”

      But my mood ring wasn’t green. Only brown. I shut the door.

      “Why don’t I remember signing any contract?”

      The Ragman shrugged. “That would have been one of your memories. It was part of the deal. No memories. Not even of the contract. A clean slate. Well, except for your memory of the Finder’s Penny itself. And the memory I showed you that day in my study, of course, to prove I was telling the truth. I’ve learned my Finders always seem to need at least those two.”

      “You’re making this up. You stole my memories!”

      “You didn’t want them! You could hardly wait to be rid of them! Frankly, it’s why I was so surprised when you wanted to bargain for them back again later on.”

      That couldn’t be right. The Ragman had to be lying. After all, he’d said so himself that he wasn’t very upfront with people. So what if the Heart Ring wasn’t turning green? Collectibles weren’t perfect.

      I pocketed the Glass Bell and grabbed the doorknob once more.

      “Edgeston Castle,” I said to the door. “Get it right this time, okay?”

      The doorknob grew warm again.

      Why would I trade away my memories?

      I looked at the Ragman. He had to be making it up. Because I wouldn’t have. Probably this was his latest attempt to keep me from getting my memories back. Keep me from going home. But it wasn’t going to work. All I needed was the Silver Cross, and then I could make him know what it was like—to want something precious to him. I’d make him sorry he stole my memories.

      I’d make him pay.

      I opened the door and stepped out to Edgeston Castle. The Ragman called after me, but I shut the door before he could speak again. No more lies from him. Well, for today at least.

      Edgeston Castle was quiet now that I was alone. No birds singing, no travelers on the nearby road. No sign of any Ghosts, either. The morning sun had risen behind the castle, and the place where I stood was in its shadow. The drawbridge was closed, and something was bubbling in the moat. Something big.

      Good thing I wasn’t planning on breaking in.

      I raised the Glass Bell and studied it for a moment. Too bad it didn’t come with directions on how to use it. So I shut my eyes and thought about Chloe. I really needed to talk with her. I needed her to come outside and meet me. But would she hear me calling?

      I rang the bell, and it was silent as always.

      Nothing happened.

      I waited until a few seconds turned into a few minutes. Then I tried the bell again.

      Still nothing.

      Maybe this was how the Ragman felt all those times he used the bell on Sweet Pea and me. Should I wait longer? Or use the bell again? Was it even working?

      The bell again. One more time.

      “That bell,” Chloe said, “is the most annoying thing in the universe.”

      I spun around. She was standing behind me near the bushes. Her hood was down so I could see her face, and in her hands she held the Hall Pass.

      “I know,” I said. “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have used it if this weren’t important.”

      “It better be more important than breakfast. I was right in the middle of pancakes.”

      I snorted.

      “What’s that look for?” she asked.

      “You reminded me of Deeter, that’s all. He had pancakes at every meal, though. Not just breakfast.”

      “Weird kid.” Chloe glanced around. “Where’s Sweet Pea? She still mad at you?”

      “She’s the reason I’m here. She’s gone missing. Someone’s taken her.”

      “Too bad. I didn’t like her that much, but I’m sorry for your sake.”

      “Thanks. I’m going to get her back, though. Deeter, too. I have a plan. I need to talk with the Actor. He has to be the one behind all this. That’s why I need your help.”

      I offered the Glass Bell to her.

      “What’s that for?” she asked.

      “You wanted it, remember? So I figured a trade. You get to have the bell. And in exchange, you take me to the Penitoria. Deal?”

      She accepted the Glass Bell from me and held it up to the sunlight until the bell gleamed.

      “You trust me to help you?” she asked. “Sweet Pea sure didn’t.”

      “Honestly, I don’t have much choice.” I shrugged. “But yeah, I do.”

      She handed me back the bell.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I don’t want it.”

      “Chloe, I really need your help. And I don’t have much else to trade—”

      “No, I mean, I’ll take you to the Penitoria. But I don’t want the Glass Bell for it.”

      Was I missing something here? Why didn’t she want it? Was it chipped or cracked?

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “Back in the park, you were practically ready to murder me for it.”

      “I just don’t want it, all right?”

      She crossed her arms in front of her, a frown on her lips, so I returned the Glass Bell to my coat pocket. Maybe Chloe wasn’t so bad after all. Or at least not as bad as everyone thought.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      I pulled my coat collar closer to my face and shivered. The morning sun wasn’t warm yet, and I could see my breath in the air. Chloe raised her hood, then glanced at the castle, its shadow darkening her face.

      “I’ll need some things first,” she said. “And I’ll need to make up some excuse, so I’m not missed.”

      She was gone for only a few minutes. When she came back, she was breathless.

      “That wasn’t too hard. I won’t be missed for a while. Are you ready?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      She took my arm, and then she lifted the Hall Pass, her hand trembling.

      “The Penitoria, please,” she said.
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      Chloe and I only got as far as the wall.

      In our defense, it was the king of walls. In a competition, this thing would have made the Great Wall of China feel short and sad and embarrassed to call itself great. Every other wall in the world was really just a picket fence.

      And the Hall Pass set us down right in front of it.

      We glanced around, trying to see the wall’s end. Or at least a break in the wall. A gap, or a gateway. Anything. But the white wall only stretched on for miles out of sight in both directions, and the wall’s top was hidden by clouds. Strangest of all, every marble brick had the same words carved into it.

      TURN AROUND AND GO BACK.

      Friendly place, really.

      Chloe touched one of the bricks with her fingertips. No question that the wall was real.

      “So we found the Penitoria,” Chloe said. “But how do we get in? Do we have to climb the wall? Or dig under it? Is there a way around it?”

      Even if there wasn’t any door, there had to be a way to enter the Penitoria somehow. Behind us, a few miles down a gently sloping hill, was an old ghost town. Its brown, wooden buildings stood out against the stark, gray plain below. But there was no sign of any people moving around. No animals, either. The town looked completely abandoned. Completely empty.

      No help there.

      “Do you have any Collectibles that might work?” I asked.

      Chloe tilted her head, considering. “I don’t think so.”

      “We could use the Sidewalk Chalk, I guess.” I took the tin box from my pocket and showed her the chalk pieces. “What should I draw?”

      “Try a tunnel.”

      So I drew the opening of a tunnel on the wall. We both stared at the drawing, waiting for it to become real. When nothing happened, I drew a door. Then a set of steps. A ladder. None of them changed. I checked for gaps, but all the lines connected.

      The Sidewalk Chalk wasn’t working.

      “The chalk must not be powerful enough,” I said. “Maybe the wall’s magic is too strong for it to overcome.”

      “Your ladder’s crooked.”

      “My drawings are always crooked.” I massaged my temple. “It’s never mattered before. We’ll have to try the Black Thread.”

      Chloe backed away. “It’s not going to strangle me again, is it?”

      Good question. Particularly considering the Black Thread’s unusual—and disturbing—offer to murder all the Wheelers on my behalf the last time I used it.

      “I think you’ll be okay,” I said, studying the Black Thread for a moment. “It may have nearly killed you once, but it also saved a Wheeler’s life. Collectibles might have minds of their own, but maybe their hearts depend on their owners.”

      “Collectibles don’t have hearts.”

      For both our sakes, I hoped Chloe was wrong. Because this small spool of thread was going to need a whole lot of heart to scale this giant wall. I turned the spool over a few times with my fingers.

      “Black Thread? We need you to travel to the top,” I said, “and then tie onto something, so you can lift us over. Please?”

      The thread unraveled slowly, sliding its way through the dry grass. When it reached the wall, it brushed its tip along the wall’s surface. Almost as if the thread was testing the wall to see what it was made of.

      “Is it going to climb or not?” Chloe asked.

      “Give it a minute,” I said. “It’s thinking.”

      The thread tested several spots before it finally picked a place to try. Then it slithered up the bricks for several seconds, but lost its grip and dropped to the ground. It tried again in another place, clinging to the bricks like a vine. This time seemed more promising. Chloe and I waited.

      And waited.

      After a few minutes, I sat on the ground and held the unwinding spool in my hands. Chloe wandered along the wall for a while, but then she came back and sat beside me. Sometimes, a dry wind would moan against the plain, but the air still felt heavy around us. Besides the wind, the only other thing that moved was the line of thread.

      “We should have set a timer,” Chloe said. “How much longer is the Black Thread going to take?”

      Like I should know?

      “Do you have any idea what’s on the other side?” I asked.

      “Not really. I’ve heard a few things. No telling if they’re true, though.”

      “Like what?”

      She uprooted three blades of dry grass and started braiding them. “Well, I’ve heard the Penitoria can look different to different people at different times. To one person it might look like an office building, and to another it might look like an amusement park. No one knows why, though. Except they say the Penitoria knows how to get inside your head.”

      Great. A prison with mind-reading capabilities.

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      “There are the Penitorian Sentinels.”

      “Guards?”

      “Yeah. And if you manage to get past them, you have to face the Impossible Hallway. They say it’s impossible to use. But it’s also the only way to reach the Center.”

      “Let me guess. The Center is where they keep the prisoners.”

      She nodded. “And then there’s the Impossible Door.”

      “Impossible to open?”

      “Only if you’re on the inside. They keep the worst prisoners in there. Hopefully, the Actor won’t be there.”

      One of the blades of grass she was braiding split, and she frowned.

      “I never can get the hang of these.” She tossed the ruined braid into the dirt. “It was supposed to be a friendship bracelet. I’m terrible at making them. Sweet Pea was right—I don’t have any friends.”

      “Aren’t the other Ghosts your friends?”

      She shook her head. “Friendship makes people weak, vulnerable. It makes them lose perspective. Maybe Ordinaries can have friends, but they don’t have as much to lose as we do. Finders shouldn’t have friends.”

      “You really believe that?”

      “It’s what the Gray Lady says.”

      “Forget what your Collector says. The Collectors are idiots. My friends—Sweet Pea and Deeter—they make me stronger, not weaker. They help me see what’s truly important in my life. And when I know my friends are standing beside me, I know there’s nothing in the world we can’t do.”

      “You sound like a fortune cookie.”

      Chloe glared at me as if she was trying to start a fight. But I just laughed.

      “Look, it’s simple. Do you want to have friends?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never…the Gray Lady says….” She swallowed. “I think I do.”

      Chloe’s voice was so soft. Almost like she didn’t want to admit it, even to herself. I picked up the friendship bracelet and handed it to her.

      “Practice makes perfect, right? You should keep trying. You’ll make one eventually. A friend, I mean. Well, the bracelet too. If that’s what you want.”

      I could’ve sworn Chloe’s cheeks blushed and her lips smiled. Her hood was still up, and her blond hair dangled in her face, so it was hard to know for sure. Deeter would’ve said I was imagining things, and maybe I was. When I checked again, Chloe was frowning like usual.

      Right then, the spool in my hands jerked, and the Black Thread stopped moving.

      “Did it make it?” Chloe asked. “Did it reach the top?”

      No such luck. We both jumped to our feet while the line of thread fell through the air and landed in a heap. Almost like the Black Thread was tired. And maybe a little dejected.

      “That’s okay,” I said. “You tried your best.”

      The thread re-wrapped itself around the spool, and I stuffed it back into my pocket.

      “Do you always talk to your Collectibles?” Chloe asked.

      “So what? It felt bad.”

      She rolled her eyes at me.

      But now that the Black Thread had failed, we were really out of options.

      “Sweet Pea would know what to do,” I said.

      What if she was tied up somewhere? Scared and alone? What if someone was hurting her right now, and all I could do was stand here and stare at this stupid wall?

      “We could try walking,” Chloe said, shielding her eyes as she squinted along the wall’s length. “Maybe we’ll notice something we missed. I mean, sometimes the answer is in plain sight, but you still don’t see it.”

      I traced my fingers along the words carved in the wall’s bricks. Turn around and go back.

      The answer, in plain sight.

      “We should do what the bricks say.”

      “You’re giving up?”

      “No, you don’t understand. Turn around and go back. Get it?”

      I grabbed Chloe’s shoulders and turned her around, so instead of the wall, she faced the ghost town.

      “What if the words on the bricks aren’t meant for us?” I asked. “What if they’re for escaped prisoners, telling them to go back to their cells? And if that’s true, then the wall wouldn’t be telling visitors to leave the Penitoria. It’d be telling them the way to get in.”

      “But the wall….”

      “You yourself said the Penitoria can look like different things to different people. If it can look like an office building or an amusement park, then why not a ghost town?”

      Chloe chewed on her nails even though they already were chewed to the quick. Her fingers would start bleeding soon if she wasn’t careful.

      “All right,” she said at last. “But only because we’ve reached a dead end with the wall. I don’t like the look of that ghost town.”

      Honestly, neither did I. What choice did we have, though? We turned away from the wall and started walking through the tall grass. Before long, we found a dirt road that led in the direction of the ghost town, which seemed like pretty good luck. But as Chloe stepped onto the road, I paused.

      “What?” Chloe paused too.

      “Nothing. It’s nothing.”

      After all, there was no reason to scare her further. What was done was done.

      I walked a few steps more, but she grabbed my arm. “Nothing is never nothing with you. So talk.”

      “If we’re on the inside already, then that means the hard part isn’t getting into the Penitoria.”

      Chloe’s face paled. “It’s getting out.”

      “Something like that.”

      “So we’re trapped now?”

      “Let’s just hope the Hall Pass is powerful enough to get us back home.”

      We followed the road for the rest of the way in silence until we reached the ghost town. I could see why the place spooked Chloe so much. On our right was a schoolhouse, its roof slanted and its windows shattered. A rickety see-saw rocked back and forth in the schoolyard. Over to our left was a row of sagging houses, each one with a picket fence that stuck out like crooked claws.

      “Where should we start?” Chloe asked.

      “The town jail. Jails are for prisoners, right?”

      We crept along the main street, our feet shuffling through the dust and weeds. Past a saloon. A hotel. A store. A bank. Another hotel. All of them shriveled dry and brown from the sun. All of them full of holes and decay.

      Finally, we found the town jail.

      If this was the entrance to the Penitoria, then it wasn’t that impressive. The building’s walls were made of crumbling red bricks, and every single window was busted. On the ground, glass and rubble cluttered the path in piles. Chloe nudged a chunk of brick with her sneaker.

      “Are you sure about this?” she asked. “It’s just an old, abandoned jail.”

      “It could be an illusion,” I said.

      “The roof’s caved in.”

      “The roof looks caved in.”

      “Yeah, because it is.”

      Maybe Chloe was right. The entrance to the jail was a black metal door with rusty latches, but when I placed my hand on the door’s surface, I didn’t sense any suspicious magic. All in all, this hardly seemed like a place where the Artisans would keep their most dangerous criminals.

      “We should return to the wall,” Chloe said. “There’s nothing here.”

      “Hold on a sec, okay?”

      I wrenched the door’s handle, and the door heaved open with a long, low groan. On the other side of the door was a room full of cleanly polished mirrors—on the walls, on the floor, even on the ceiling. The only thing that wasn’t a mirror was a plain white door at the very back of the room.

      Definitely not just an abandoned jail.

      Chloe growled. “Stupid Artisan tricks.”

      “Why are there so many mirrors?” I asked. “What are they for?”

      The mirrors’ blank, silver light stretched out in every direction until it was impossible to tell how high the ceiling was, or how deep the walls were. Until up started to feel too much like down. Down too much like up. And nothing to hold on to, or fix my eyes on to stop the growing sensation of falling.

      I shut my eyes until the dizziness lessened. Then I took a step forward, but Chloe stopped me.

      “You can’t be serious,” she said. “You’re not actually going in there, are you?”

      “This is what I came for. You don’t have to enter the Penitoria with me. I’ll be fine.”

      “No, you won’t. I’ve never met anyone who gets into as much trouble as you do.”

      She was right about that, at least. I frowned.

      “I told you, you don’t have to come. Really.”

      “You’re such a jerk!”

      Which pretty much settled it. Of all the universe’s great mysteries, girls were completely beyond me. I sighed then stepped through the door, and Chloe followed behind me. We had to squint because the mirrors reflected so much light as we entered.

      “I hate mirrors,” Chloe said.

      “I thought girls like mirrors,” I said. “You know, to do their hair or makeup or whatever.”

      “Are you saying I need makeup?”

      “No…er….”

      Probably she was getting ready to smack me, but then her hand clutched my coat sleeve instead.

      “Look,” she whispered.

      I glanced around. And I finally saw what she saw. Or rather, what she didn’t see. Everywhere, mirrors—but no reflections. Like we were vampires.

      “That’s weird,” I said.

      I approached the nearest mirror to touch it, but Chloe slapped my hand down.

      “Are you crazy? What if it’s dangerous?” she asked. “Don’t touch anything in this place!”

      Good advice.

      “Um, Chloe? I think I found our reflections.”

      I pointed at the white door on the other side of the room. Beside the door, our reflections stood motionless, as if they were waiting for us.

      Chloe gasped. “Sentinels! Using our own reflections against us! Don’t look them in the eye, whatever you do.”

      She tugged her hood even lower over her face like she had in the park when I first met her.

      “Why?” I asked. “What happens when you look them in the eye?”

      Chloe had no time to answer. A wavering of light flickered in the mirror closest to me. Then my reflection was standing there, frowning. I shoved my hand into my pocket, just in case I might need one of my Collectibles for a fight.

      “You are the boy who always wears black,” my reflection said with my own voice.

      Talk about creepy.

      Chloe’s reflection moved to join my own, so they stood side by side.

      “And you are the girl who always wears white,” Chloe’s reflection said.

      They both stared at us for a moment.

      “Um, yeah.” I shrugged. “That’s us.”

      “We were told to expect you,” my reflection said. “You may go no further.”
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      My spiked hair. My black coat. Even my black pants and black sneakers. It was me in the mirror, and yet not me. I’d always known the Artisans could come up with some pretty weird stuff, but this was a new level of strange even for them.

      I waved my arms, but my reflection didn’t wave back. It only stood there, watching. The Sentinel wearing my reflection must have thought I looked like an idiot. Hard to know for sure what he was thinking, though, since I didn’t examine his face closely. Too risky.

      What if I looked him in the eyes by mistake?

      The Sentinel held up his hand. On his finger, he wore the Heart Ring, exactly the same as I did, only now the ring had no color at all. Both rings were clear like glass. Too bad Sweet Pea wasn’t here to explain what that might mean. Some deathly omen, most likely.

      “Finders are not supposed to be in the Penitoria,” he said. “Only Artisans are meant to enter this place. Why have you come here?”

      The voice was mine, but still it didn’t quite sound like me.

      “Just passing through,” I said. “Sightseeing, you know? I don’t suppose you get too many tourists here. I heard there was a special tour. Something about a discount?”

      My reflection didn’t laugh or smile. Not even a twitch. So much for disarming them with my wit and charm. Sentinels probably didn’t have a sense of humor, though. I glanced at Chloe. Her head was bowed, and she was staring at her sneakers. I couldn’t even tell if she was breathing because she stood so perfectly still.

      No help from her.

      Our reflections waited for us to speak again. It didn’t seem like they were angry or impatient. They simply stared at us, unblinking. As if they had all the time in the world.

      So it was up to me to get us out of this.

      My gaze shifted to the two strange doors—the black one we’d entered through in the front of the room and the white one in the back of the room. The white door had to be the way to the Center, but it was pretty far away. I studied it for a minute. If Chloe and I made a run for it, could we reach it before the Sentinels stopped us? Probably not. And even if we did, the Sentinels would know we were here.

      Which meant beyond the white door we wouldn’t get far.

      “You wish to go to the Center,” the Sentinel said. He must’ve followed my gaze with his own. “Why do you wish to go there?”

      “It’s complicated,” I said.

      “That is not a good answer.”

      At least my reflection wasn’t stupid.

      Maybe Chloe and I could go back the way we came. Return to the wall. Use the Hall Pass to leave. That seemed more likely than making it through the white door. But then what about the answers I needed? What about Sweet Pea and Deeter?

      There wasn’t much choice. I’d have to take my chances with the Sentinel. After all, maybe I could convince him to help us.

      “I need to talk with the Actor,” I said. “I think he may be behind the disappearances of my friends.”

      “The Actor has committed no new crimes while in the Penitoria.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I am.”

      But would a Penitorian Sentinel know that with absolute certainty? The Actor was pretty clever. If anyone could trick a Sentinel, it’d be him. And he definitely had the motive to plot against me. Besides, if he wasn’t the one behind all the stuff that was happening, then who was?

      “I still need to talk to him,” I said.

      “Why? I have told you what you need to know.”

      “I need to ask him about the location of the Finder’s Globe.”

      The lips of my reflection turned down. Made me want to touch my own lips, just to see if I was frowning without knowing it.

      “If you wish to go to the Center,” the Sentinel said, “then you must look me in the eyes.”

      Yeah, right. After all that fuss Chloe made telling me not to? What if the Sentinel zapped me with a bolt of electricity the moment I made eye contact? Or maybe the Sentinel might take over my brain. Turn it to goo, or something.

      “No thanks,” I said.

      “I cannot let you pass if you refuse.”

      “Why? Why do you want me to look you in the eyes?”

      My reflection smirked. “It is complicated.”

      “That’s not a good answer,” I said.

      This was getting stranger by the minute.

      For a few seconds, the Sentinel considered Chloe and me.

      “You both fear us,” he said. “Why is that?”

      Wasn’t it obvious? But the Sentinel only studied me through the mirror’s glass. Like he honestly didn’t know, but wanted to.

      “Well….” I shifted my weight. “You both are the guards, right?”

      “Yes. Guards. We are here to ensure your safety.” My reflection gave its head a slight shake. “So why are you afraid? Do you believe we will not perform our jobs well enough to guard you from harm?”

      Wait. Here to guard us? Did I hear that right?

      “The Penitoria is a dangerous place,” the Sentinel continued. “The prisoners inside are more so. They are restrained, yes, but their desire to cause suffering is not. Their great powers are twisted and tremendously dark. Yet you seem to think we are the ones who will hurt you.”

      I nearly looked him in the eyes to see if he was lying, but I caught myself in time. I fixed my gaze on a tiny piece of fuzz stuck to my reflection’s coat collar instead.

      “If I look you in the eyes, you won’t hurt me?” I asked.

      “What! Don’t look it in the eyes!” Chloe said. “Are you crazy!”

      “Who said I would hurt you?” My reflection glanced at Chloe.

      “If I do,” I said, “if I look you in the eyes, what will happen to me?”

      “You must look me in the eyes to find out.”

      So it was Chloe’s word against the Sentinel’s. Great. I exhaled a breath and glanced at the white door again. Nothing was going to stop me from rescuing my friends. Nothing. And if this was the only way, then so be it.

      Slowly, I lifted my eyes to meet my reflection’s.

      The good news? No bolts of lightning and no brain goo. At least now I could get a good look at my reflection’s face. We were almost exactly alike—almost, but not quite. My own eyes were brown, but my reflection’s eyes were gold. They looked straight into mine, and then I understood why the Sentinels had appeared to us in the form of our own reflections. Because you can’t hide the truth from yourself. If you lie to yourself, some part of you will always know.

      Clever Sentinels.

      “There,” I said. “I’ve looked. Now can I go?”

      My reflection shook its head. “You will never find your way to the Center. I see only innocence in your eyes. You are not guilty of any crime.”

      Not guilty? After what I did to Sweet Pea?

      “That was not a crime,” the Sentinel said. Like he could read my thoughts. “The Penitoria has rooms for regret if you wish, but you will not find the Actor in any of them.”

      Chloe’s reflection pointed at Chloe’s face. Spoke with Chloe’s voice.

      “Why won’t the girl in white look me in the eyes?”

      “I’d rather not, thanks.” Chloe yanked at my coat sleeve. “Come on. They won’t let you go to the Center, so this whole trip was pointless. Let’s get out of here.”

      She turned to exit the room, but Chloe’s reflection suddenly appeared beside the black door, waiting for her.

      “The boy may leave if he wishes,” Chloe’s Sentinel said. “But I cannot let you leave until you show me your eyes.”

      Chloe shoved her hands into her pockets.

      “Nor will the Hall Pass be able to help you escape,” her Sentinel added. “It will only work at the wall.”

      “Chloe, looking them in the eyes doesn’t hurt,” I said. “Really. Nothing happens.”

      Before this, I’d thought no one could be more stubborn than Sweet Pea. But now, it seemed like maybe Sweet Pea had finally met her match. Chloe’s whole body stiffened, and she crossed her arms in front of her while she squeezed her eyelids shut.

      There was no way she was going to look at her reflection.

      “I’m sorry, Chloe,” I said. “I didn’t mean to get you into this.”

      She frowned. “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      She muttered something I couldn’t quite hear, though I could guess her meaning well enough, and I sighed. I should never have brought her to this place. Sweet Pea and Deeter—they weren’t her friends. I’d pushed her too far, asking her to help me like this.

      “Coming to the Penitoria was my idea,” I said, turning to the Sentinels. “Chloe shouldn’t be punished for my mistakes. If I’m allowed to leave and she’s not, then I’ll stay in her place. You can keep me here for as long as you want. Just please, let her leave.”

      Chloe’s jaw tightened and her fists clenched. For a moment, I thought that she might hit me. I waited for it, even flinched a little, though I deserved it. But in the end, she spun around to face the Sentinels. Then she pulled back her hood and glared into her reflection’s eyes.

      “This girl has committed a crime,” her Sentinel said. “She may proceed to the Center.”

      Okay. Didn’t see that coming.

      “What! That’s not fair!” I cried. “I’m the one who needs to go!”

      “Fair?” my Sentinel asked. “How can that be unfair? The Penitoria is meant for the guilty, not the innocent. Of course, she can go to the Center. And of course, you cannot.”

      “Commit a crime?” I stepped closer to my reflection. “Is that what I have to do to get to the Center? Because believe me, if that’s what it takes, then I will!”

      The two Sentinels moved away and spoke in low voices.

      “Is he lying?”

      “He is not.”

      “That is very foolish.”

      Foolish or not, I was going to speak to the Actor. One way or another. Chloe’s reflection kept gesturing at Chloe, while my own reflection kept shaking its head. At last, they turned back to us.

      “We have decided the girl may escort you to the Center,” my Sentinel said. “But know this—it is never wise for the innocent to take the guilty as a guide.”

      The white door at the end of the room opened for us.

      “Thank you,” I said. But my reflection only frowned.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Chloe said. “I never want to see this place again.”

      She tugged her hood back up and walked towards the door. Just before she stepped over the threshold, her reflection raised its hand to stop her.

      “Naught’s had, all’s spent,” her Sentinel said, “where our desire is got without content: ‘Tis safer to be that which we destroy, than, by destruction, dwell in doubtful joy.”

      Chloe bit her lip and passed through the door.

      Whatever that was all about.

      I moved to follow Chloe out the door, but now it was my Sentinel’s turn to stop me.

      “Oftentimes to win us to our harm,” he said, “the instruments of darkness tell us truths; win us with honest trifles, to betray us in deepest consequence.”

      “Um, right.”

      “Once you have gone beyond that door, we Sentinels cannot guarantee your safety. Seek only the Actor’s room. Open no other door but his. Beware the Inquisitor. Above all, avoid the Impossible Door. Behind it are the Time Cages. From such a place as that, I think even you would not escape.”

      “Only open the Actor’s door. Watch out for the Inquisitor. Stay away from the Time Cages. Got it.” I took another step, then stopped. “Wait. Earlier, you said someone told you to expect us. Who was it?”

      The Sentinel tipped his head. “The Higher Authorities.”

      The Higher Authorities? Everyone seemed to think they were pretty important, especially the Artisans. I didn’t know much about them, except that they’d told me my real name.

      “They know what’s going on?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes. They are very concerned.”

      That I found hard to believe.

      “Then why don’t they help?” I asked.

      “They have sent help already.”

      Yeah. Sure, they sent help. With Sweet Pea captured? And Deeter? And all the missing Artisans? The Higher Authorities must have sent loads of help. And a lot of good it did.

      Chloe was waiting for me on the other side of the door, chewing her thumbnail, so I stepped over the threshold.

      “Be careful, Peter,” the Sentinel said. “You are risking everything.”

      After that, the strange white door closed behind us.
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      Hallways.

      In front of us, a single hallway branched off to another hallway, and another, and another. Every few feet was a corner that led to more hallways. And those hallways had their own corners that led to hundreds more. Thousands, even. Like a maze.

      “It’s dark in here,” Chloe said.

      Which was weird. Because to me, the hallways were really bright. The floors were white linoleum, the walls white plaster. Above us, the ceiling’s light fixtures illuminated the space in continuous rows. Oddly enough, something about these clean, well-lit corridors reminded me of a hospital.

      “Which way should we take?” I asked.

      “What do you mean? There’s only that way.” Chloe gestured at one of the corners.

      “Sorry, Chloe, but I think this place is messing with your head. There’s a zillion hallways. And they all look the same.”

      “Um, no. You’re the one going crazy, not me.”

      “Here, look.” I walked to the nearest corner and turned right. “If there’s only one hallway, what do you call this?”

      “You walked a couple feet down the hallway. This hallway. And then you turned and faced the wall like an idiot. But you’re still standing right near me. Just a few feet over.”

      “Seriously, Chloe. I can’t even see you. You’re in a whole different hallway.”

      “No. I’m not. Look.”

      She walked over to me in the second hallway.

      “See?” she said. “I took a few steps, and now I’m standing next to you. I never left this hallway because there’s no way to leave it.”

      “No, you walked over to the second hallway and turned the corner….”

      There had to be a way to figure this out. At the end of the hallway, far down at the end, was a door marked exit. I pointed at it.

      “Tell me you don’t see that door,” I said.

      “What door? It’s a wall.”

      “A wall with a door.”

      “No, just a wall.”

      Definitely, we had a problem. Who was right?

      “The Penitoria’s magic must be working against me,” I said, motioning at the door with the exit sign. “It’s showing me a way out. Like it wants me to leave.”

      So, this was what Chloe had meant earlier when she said the Impossible Hallway was impossible to use. Left to myself, there’d be no way I could find the Penitoria’s Center. I’d be wandering forever.

      “You’ll have to lead me,” I said.

      Chloe smirked. “Obviously.”

      She grabbed the hem of my coat sleeve, and we both started walking. Sometimes it seemed like she turned the corner down one hallway or another, but she kept insisting she wasn’t. Finally, I changed the subject.

      “So, what was it?” I asked.

      “What was what?”

      “The crime you committed. What’d you do?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Did you murder someone?”

      Looked like she was going to murder me, judging from the look she gave me.

      “How about theft?” I asked. “You steal something important?”

      Which seemed more likely. Well, slightly more likely.

      “I said it’s none of your business.”

      Of course, since the Penitoria was meant for Artisans, it didn’t seem logical that the Sentinels would let her go to the Center for stealing a candy bar. If they let her in, then whatever she did must have been an Artisan crime.

      But what crimes could Artisans be guilty of?

      “How about trying to take over the world?” I asked since that was what the Actor had tried to do. It was the only thing I could think of.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “That’s not exactly a denial.”

      “Do you honestly think I would try to….” She slowed to a stop and squinted at the far end of the hallway. “Is that…who is that?”

      I stared at the figure walking towards us, but there was no mistaking who it was.

      “Ragman?” My mouth dropped open.

      “Mom?” Chloe said. She took a step back.

      We both glanced at each other.

      “The Ragman is your mom?” I asked.

      “No, stupid. That’s not the Ragman. It’s my mother.”

      Sure looked like the Ragman to me. He sauntered towards us with his gray business suit all buttoned up and wrinkle-free. His shiny leather shoes. His thinning brown hair. His ears sticking out, like always.

      Great. The Penitoria was playing mind games with us. Again. What would it be this time?

      “Yes, Chloe,” the Ragman said, “why don’t you tell Peter what crime you’ve committed?”

      She took another step back, right up against the wall.

      “I haven’t done anything,” she said.

      “No? Are you sure?”

      I didn’t like the grin on his face, so I stepped in front of Chloe to block her from his view. Whoever this person was, if he wanted to start trouble with her, he’d have to deal with me first.

      “Leave her alone,” I said.

      “Ah, isn’t that sweet, Chloe?” the Ragman continued. “Wouldn’t Peter make a lovely friend?”

      “No. I don’t need him. I don’t need anyone,” she said.

      “Then why do you want a friend so badly?”

      Chloe grimaced.

      “Of course, you’d make a horrible friend, wouldn’t you?” The Ragman sidled past me. “Why don’t you tell Peter how much you enjoyed hurting him with the Soccer Cleats?”

      “Everything I’ve done, Mother, I’ve done because you told me to.”

      “Is that what you tell yourself so you can sleep at night?”

      Chloe turned paler.

      “Silly me, you don’t sleep well, do you? How come no one likes you, Chloe? Is it because you’re so good at hurting people?”

      “Stop it!” Chloe shouted.

      She covered her ears and shut her eyes.

      “Do you really think that will keep you from hearing me?” One corner of the Ragman’s mouth lifted in a crooked half smile. “And isn’t that rather childish?”

      She turned away from him, with her face to the wall, but he only moved to her side and spoke in her ear instead.

      “Does it come easily, hating people as much as you do? Why do you enjoy hurting people so much? Come on, Chloe, why don’t you admit the truth you know in your heart?”

      Chloe answered in a whisper. “Because no one can hurt me if I hurt them first.”

      “Yes, you know how to break people, don’t you? But do you know how to love them? Do you even know how to be a good friend?”

      She shook her head.

      “Then why would you possibly ever hope to have one?”

      Very slowly she slid down the wall until she was perched on the floor, with her knees under her chin. Her eyes were still shut, only now tears were sliding down her cheeks.

      “Stop it,” I said. “She’s not like that. Don’t listen, Chloe. You’re not like that.”

      The Ragman spun around. “How would you know, Peter? I mean, how long have you known her? A couple of days?”

      “How long have you known her?” I shot back. “A couple of seconds?”

      The Ragman opened and closed his mouth several times. Then he shook his head and turned back to Chloe.

      “Do you think he’d be so quick to defend you if he knew the truth? And do you honestly think he’ll ever forgive you when he does?”

      “What truth?” I asked.

      “Why don’t you ask her?” He bent down beside Chloe. “Why don’t you tell Peter? Is it because you’ve finally found someone you so desperately wish would like you? Or is it because you’ve never felt this ashamed before?”

      She started crying harder. I tried to push him away from her, but my hands only pushed air. I didn’t have any effect on him at all.

      “Chloe, listen to me.” I took her hand. “This isn’t your mother. And it isn’t the Ragman. It only looks like them. It’s just a trick. A magical illusion.”

      She sniffed and nodded. The Ragman turned to me.

      “Why are you so eager to protect people, Peter? Is it because you’re trying to atone for something?” His eyes narrowed. “Why do you always wear black?”

      “You know what they say—black never goes out of style,” I said.

      I couldn’t let him get to me. Chloe needed my help. She was still really pale, and she trembled all over, so I patted her arm and tried not to look at my black coat. Why did I always wear black?

      Until the Ragman whispered right in my ear.

      “Why do you help people and then abandon them? Why do you push them away, right when they need you the most?”

      So he was trying his mind games on me now. I stood to face him.

      “I don’t.”

      “Oh, really? What about your family?”

      “What about them?”

      “Why don’t you go home? Why bother waiting to get your memories back first? Isn’t that selfish? What if your family needs you? What if they’re worried about you? Do you want to go home, Peter? What are you running away from?”

      My hands shook, so I clenched them into fists. There had to be a way to make him stop.

      But how?

      “Or what about Sweet Pea?” The Ragman’s grin widened. “Didn’t you push her away? Isn’t what happened to her your fault?”

      It was. It was my fault. If I’d only told her. What if she was hurt now because of me? What if she was dead?

      “Leave him alone,” Chloe said, her voice soft. She stood next to me.

      “You aren’t trying to be a heroine now, are you? Isn’t it a bit late for that?” The Ragman leaned forward. “When the only thing you’re good at is hurting others, what is the point of your life, Chloe? Really, what is the point?”

      She seemed to grow smaller as her shoulders sagged and her head bowed. No way was I going to let him get away with that. It was time for these questions to end.

      “I know who you are,” I said. “You’re the Inquisitor, like the Sentinel warned me about.”

      The Ragman glared at me.

      “You ask a lot of questions,” I said, “but you can’t provide any answers, can you? So really, if all you can do is ask questions, then what is the point of you?”

      The Ragman tugged at his tie and coughed once. But without an answer, he was pretty much at a loss for words. At least he’d shut up for the moment.

      I grabbed Chloe’s hand. “You have to get us out of here.”

      “I don’t want to go any further,” she whispered.

      “You’re strong enough, Chloe. You can do this. You’re the only one who can.”

      She swallowed, then nodded and shoved past the Inquisitor.

      “Do you think you’ve seen the last of me?” he called after us.

      We ran until we’d left him far behind. The hallways stretched on and on, but when it seemed like we were alone, we stopped to catch our breaths. Chloe wiped at her eyes with her sleeves, then crouched down and clutched her arms around her chest.

      “You okay?” I asked. “Want to talk about it?”

      “The next person who asks me another question dies,” she said.

      Fair enough. She dipped her head down, hiding her face from me. Best to let her have some space.

      “I’m going to explore the hallway,” I said, “to see if there are any more surprises. I’ll be right back.”

      At the corner of the hallway stood a plain door that blended with the wall so well I almost didn’t notice it. The only reason why it stood out was because of a paper sign taped to the door with a single word: Guard.

      A guard’s room. Great. As if we needed any more trouble from the Penitoria and its crazy security.

      I doubled back to Chloe and told her what I’d seen.

      “We’ll have to sneak past,” I said. “Maybe the guard won’t notice us if we’re quiet.”

      With Chloe griping my arm, we both tip-toed past the guard’s door. After that, around the corner, the hallway finally broadened into a big circular white room full of doors. And on each door was a name like The Candlestick Maker, The Rat Catcher, and The Illusionist.

      Looked like we’d reached the Center at last.

      “Do you see the Actor’s name anywhere?” I asked, walking from door to door.

      “We should leave,” Chloe said.

      I paused. “Why?”

      “I just don’t think it’s a good idea anymore.”

      The Inquisitor must have really upset her.

      “It’s risky, you’re right. But I can’t think of any other way. Thanks for leading me this far.”

      Chloe chewed on her nails again until they finally started bleeding. After a few more steps, I stopped in front of one of the doors. Its sign said, The Actor.

      “Here, I found it,” I said.

      Then I turned around. Chloe was staring back at the entrance.

      “When did these other hallways appear?” she asked.

      Other hallways?

      When I looked, there was only a single hallway now—long, bright, and perfectly straight. So, the Impossible Hallway’s magic was trying a new trick on us. It wanted to make the way easy for me to follow, so I could leave the Center whenever I wanted.

      But impossible for Chloe.

      “Don’t worry. You found us a way to the Center,” I said. “I’ll find the way out.”

      First, it was time to get what we’d come for. I put my hand on the doorknob of the Actor’s door, and Chloe joined me.

      “You don’t have to come in,” I said. “In fact, maybe you shouldn’t. It might be safer out here.”

      She shook her head. “There is no safe place here.”

      I took a deep breath and turned the doorknob. I figured the door would be locked since this was a prison, but the door swung wide open. Then Chloe and I both froze.

      Because the Actor’s room was empty.
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      “This is bad,” I said. “We have to tell the guard the Actor’s escaped.”

      “Maybe the Actor is hiding,” Chloe said.

      We both peered into the room more closely. The furniture here was sparse—a bed, a nightstand with a lamp, and a mirror. Still, the place seemed cluttered because the walls were completely covered with pictures of the Actor. Pictures in black and white. Pictures in color. Pictures from newspaper clippings and magazine articles. Some of the pictures even had his signature at the bottom, like maybe he’d signed autographs for himself. But the Actor was nowhere to be seen.

      Well, except for the pictures.

      “We should leave,” Chloe said. “I mean, he’s not our responsibility.”

      “We can’t. This Artisan is seriously dangerous. If he’s loose, he could hurt a lot of people. And if we stay silent, then we’ll be partly to blame for whatever happens.”

      She frowned at a picture of the Actor lifting a glass of champagne like he was proposing a toast.

      “Fine,” she said. “But let’s make it quick.”

      So we left the Actor’s room and wandered back down the hallway. When we reached the door marked Guard, I raised my hand to knock, but Chloe grabbed my arm.

      “You don’t think it’ll be the Inquisitor, do you?” she asked.

      “Probably not. Another Sentinel most likely. I hope.”

      “Oh yes, because they’re so much better.” She rolled her eyes.

      I knocked on the door a few times. Inside, a chair scuffled against the floor. Then a man’s voice.

      “Enter!”

      I eased open the door wide enough for Chloe and me, but I only made it about three steps inside. Chloe bumped into me from behind, mumbled something, but I hardly heard what. In front of me, reclining in an office chair with his feet up on a desk, was the Actor.

      “Adoring fans!” the Actor cried. He tossed the newspaper he’d been reading aside and straightened in his chair. “I knew you wouldn’t forget me! And wait a moment….”

      He leaned closer and squinted at me.

      “If my eyes don’t deceive me,” he continued, “it’s my favorite Finder. Rookie! How have you been?”

      I honestly didn’t know what to say, so I just stared at him. Definitely, it was the Actor—there could be no mistake about that. He was dressed in a black and white striped prison uniform, but his brown hair was slicked back like he was going somewhere fancy for dinner. Or like he was a host expecting guests.

      How could the Actor possibly be in the guard’s room?

      I glanced around the room at the desk, the potted palm in the corner. No sign of a guard’s body anywhere. And the room was pretty cramped. Not much space to stash a corpse. Still, something had to be terribly wrong here.

      “Ah! You’re speechless!” the Actor said. “Of course, that often happens when adoring fans meet their idol in the flesh. Or they start weeping uncontrollably. Either is perfectly acceptable. And who is this with you? It looks like a wee Ghostie! How nice! Would you like an autograph? Oh, but of course you would. How stupid of me to even ask! There must be a pen around here somewhere.”

      He started opening the desk drawers, shuffling through the stacks of newspapers on the desk, but in the end he only scratched his head.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      He smiled. “I have been studying how I may compare this prison where I live unto the world!”

      Well, that answered one question.

      All this time, I’d been wondering if he’d still be trying to play Richard the Third like he was when he tried to take over the world, or Richard the Second, like he was when his plans failed. Looked like Richard the Second was still his role of choice. Which made things safer.

      Not much. But a little.

      “No, I mean, what are you doing in the guard’s room?” I asked. “Why aren’t you in your own?”

      “It was the Detective’s idea. He feared someone would try to bust me out of the slammer, so to speak. So he brought me here and attached that sign on the door. He said no one trying to help me escape would go willingly to the guard’s room. They’d be too afraid they’d be caught. Quite clever, though I hate to admit it. Really, the sign is an instruction to the Penitoria and its Sentinels. Guard—meaning guard me, I suppose.”

      Chloe and I exchanged glances.

      “Of course, there’s no way I could escape,” he added, “so I’m not sure what all the fuss is about. How could I possibly make my way through the Impossible Hallway? Or get past the Penitorian Sentinels, even if I did? Not to mention that horrendously dull Inquisitor…or, how could I possibly get out of this?”

      He showed us his leg. Around his ankle was a gold chain so thin it looked like jewelry, like a long necklace, and the end of it was bolted to the wall. He gave the chain a few tugs.

      “Unbreakable, you see. It makes the whole idea of escape purely academic.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “But do tell. What have you been up to lately? Busy finding Collectibles, no doubt. How are your friends? Adorable little Sweet Pea, and that quirky Deeter. How are they doing?”

      “They’re fine,” I said.

      No way was I going to give him a chance to gloat about what happened to them.

      “Ah, how nice. A pity you didn’t bring them along. You know, you and your friends made quite the splash in the newspapers with your performance the night you ruined me. Did you read the article in The Artisan Times?”

      He shuffled through the newspapers stacked in front of him.

      “I have it somewhere,” he said. “There’s not much to do in this place, except read the news of the outside world. I find the newspapers to be so relaxing. So inspiring, even. Ah, here we are!”

      He seized an older newspaper and held it up for Chloe and me to see. The headline said, Finder Foils Actor’s Attempts At World Domination.

      “You made the front page! Such a star! The Critic’s review of your performance was simply glowing.” He thumbed through the pages. “Ah, here she says, ‘this new addition to the stage shows much promise, and while parts of his delivery were slightly untrained, the determination and passion he showed were remarkable.’ Isn’t that nice?”

      His dark eyes narrowed at me.

      “Of course, none of them did me any justice.” He grimaced. “The Reporter hardly mentioned me in any acceptable detail—oh, she got the general facts, I suppose. But she completely missed the true depth of my genius. Of course, the Critic never did say anything nice about me. So I didn’t expect much from her.”

      He offered me the newspaper.

      “Want a copy for yourself? I’ve got several. I can spare one, of course. I could even sign it for you!”

      “No, thanks.”

      He shrugged. “Pity.”

      Locked in an inescapable prison. Bound with an unbreakable chain. And only old newspapers to read. While Penitorian Sentinels and the Inquisitor and the Impossible Hallway and who knew what else guarded him. Not to mention any other extra security measures the Detective may have taken.

      If the Actor was behind the disappearances, I sure couldn’t see how.

      Chloe nudged my side. Clearly, she wanted to leave.

      “Look,” I said. “I need to know what’s happened to the Finder’s Globe. If you can help me, I’ll put in a good word for you with the Detective.”

      “Ah, that is awfully nice of you to offer! He hath honored me of late, and I have bought golden opinions from all sorts of people, which would be worn now in their newest gloss, not cast aside so soon.”

      “Um, right.” Was that still Richard the Second?

      “But, unfortunately, I can’t help you. I have no idea what’s happened to the Finder’s Globe. I last left it in the Oratorium. Perhaps the Detective has it now. You should ask him.”

      Seriously? We’d come all this way, and these were the only answers we got?

      Chloe gave me a second nudge. Along with a frown.

      “We should go,” I said.

      “What! Leaving so soon! But you haven’t even had time to hear me recite anything for you. How about act five, scene five from Richard the Second? You’ll like that one.”

      “No, thanks. Maybe another time.”

      “Well, if you must. Away, and mock the time with fairest show: false face must hide what the false heart doth know.”

      He smiled at us again, and his eyes lingered on Chloe. It was weird, the way he looked at her. Really, I shouldn’t have brought her here. What if the Actor decided to take some sort of revenge on her in the future? The Actor wasn’t exactly predictable, or even reasonable, or logical.

      “Come on,” I said, exiting the Actor’s room. But when I walked a few steps and turned around, she wasn’t right behind me.

      “Chloe?” I called.

      She dashed from the room.

      “It’s okay.” She sounded breathless as she shut the Actor’s door. “I thought I’d dropped something. But it’s fine. Let’s go.”

      “You sure?”

      She dipped her head in a half nod, and we started down the hallway, which led us on a straight path for several minutes until it finally steered to the right. There, Chloe hesitated.

      “This way,” I said. “The hallway’s about to turn a corner.”

      “Looks like it turns five of them to me,” she said. “This place is mental.”

      I could understand the feeling. We rounded the corner, but then Chloe paused again. Her face was flushed, and she kept looking back behind us.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “I promise it’s this way.”

      “I thought I heard something. Like footsteps.”

      We both looked around. I didn’t hear anything, but now even I was feeling jittery. The Inquisitor could be right behind us. Or maybe he was around the next turning. Or a little farther down. We could have another run-in with him any minute now. The hallway turned another corner, and then I was the one who stopped this time.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      To my right, there was a white metal door with a huge sign that said, Warning! Do Not Enter. Authorized Personnel Only. And on the wall was another sign, smaller, with a gold arrow pointing to the door, that said This way to the Time Cages.

      “It must be the Impossible Door,” Chloe said.

      “Is it really impossible to get out once you’ve entered?” I asked.

      Chloe shrugged. “That’s what they say. Something to do with the Time Cages.”

      “What exactly is a Time Cage?”

      “How should I know? It’s not like I’ve ever been inside to take a look.”

      I reached out my hand to touch the door. Not the smartest thing I’ve ever done in the name of curiosity. The moment my fingertips brushed the metal surface, everything around me darkened. The next thing I knew, I was sprawled on the ground, shivering, with Chloe leaning over me.

      “Are you crazy!” she said. “What were you thinking!”

      I’d never felt any magic as powerful as this before, not even when I’d handled the Bronze Crown. Whatever the Time Cages were, if simply touching the door that led to them could knock me out so completely, then what was it like on the inside?

      My teeth chattered, so I clenched my jaw. Didn’t help much.

      “That was the dumbest…” Chloe started to say, but then she must have realized that scolding me was pointless now. She glanced around the hallway instead. We had no one to help us. And without me to lead her, she had no way to find any help either.

      Why was I always making a mess of everything? If Deeter were here, he’d be rolling his eyes at me. And if Sweet Pea were here….

      Too cold. I was too cold.

      Chloe removed her hoodie and wrapped it around me. Then there was a sound. Coming down the hallway. Footsteps. Unmistakable. Chloe and I looked at each other. The Inquisitor?

      Or someone worse?

      “Come on!” she said, hoisting me up. “Which way?”

      “R-right,” I said.

      She wrapped my arm around her shoulders for support, and we lurched around the corner.

      “Now l-left.”

      Another corner. I couldn’t keep this up, though. My knees weakened, and I started to sink. Chloe caught me before I hit the floor, panting as she struggled to lift me again.

      “Don’t you dare!” she cried.

      The footsteps pounded closer, and now, they were running. Chloe forced me to walk a few steps more. In the wrong direction, though. I tried to wave my hand.

      “Other way,” I whispered.

      With a grunt, she dragged me down the next turn, but after that, I just couldn’t go any farther. I collapsed at last, and Chloe didn’t have the strength to make me rise again. I pressed my cheek against the linoleum floor and stared at her sneakers. For a minute, I thought she’d run off.

      “Go,” I said, wheezing. “You c-can go.”

      She gazed in the direction of the footsteps, then at me.

      “I’m so sick of you trying to be a hero,” she said.

      And she sat down beside me.

      “S-sorry,” I finally managed. “I’m sorry.”

      The moment I said I was sorry, sudden warmth and strength rushed into my body. The shivering stopped, while the feeling came back into my feet and my arms. There was no time to wonder what had happened, though. I wobbled as I stood, and then I helped Chloe stand beside me. The footsteps were about to turn the corner.

      “Come on!” I cried.

      But it was too late.
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      Right then, I expected just about anyone to come around that hallway corner. The Inquisitor. A Sentinel. President Lincoln, even. Anyone.

      Except Deeter.

      He turned the corner and froze when he saw Chloe and me standing there.

      “Deeter?” I asked.

      Part of me wanted to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. Or go up and pinch him, to make sure he wasn’t an illusion. He sure looked like the real Deeter. Same black curls. Same orange T-shirt. Same blue jeans.

      “Are you for real?” he asked.

      “Are you?”

      We stared at him. He stared at us.

      “Of course, I’m real!” he finally said. “Man, what are you doing here?”

      “Trying to find you. What are you doing here?”

      “What do you think I’m doing! I’m trying to get out of this stupid place!” He gave the wall beside him a hard kick, leaving a gray scuff mark on the white paint.

      I shook my head. “But, how did you get here?”

      “Some woman in a mask kidnapped me and brought me here. I’ve been wandering around this crazy place ever since.”

      “A woman in a mask?”

      “Yup. She’s nuttier than peanut butter. She started chasing me when I went to scope out the Wheelers. Thought I lost her, but she caught me near the Music Academy.”

      “Why? Did she say what she wanted?”

      “Not a word. I tried to escape, so she put me here because she said no one ever escapes this place. Then she said no one would ever think to look for me here. And the worst part is, all this time, not a single pancake in sight.”

      Sure sounded like Deeter.

      “What about Sweet Pea?” I asked. “Is she here?”

      “Did the crazy lady get her too?”

      “I don’t know. She’s gone missing, though.”

      I told Deeter everything that had happened, and he frowned.

      “Haven’t seen her here,” he said. “We gotta find her.”

      “We’ve got to get out of here first.”

      Deeter glanced at Chloe, then looked her up and down a few times. Like maybe he hadn’t realized who she was until now. He folded his arms across his chest and stuck out his chin.

      “What are you doing with a Ghost?” he asked.

      “Her name’s Chloe. And she’s been helping me try to find you.”

      He wagged his head. “You must’ve been pretty desperate to go to a Ghost for help.”

      Chloe seemed like she was ready to smack him. Not that I could blame her.

      “She’s risked a lot to help you, Deet.”

      I handed her back her white hoodie. She tugged it on and pulled the hood up, even though the temperature in the hallway wasn’t cold. Or at least not as cold as the look she gave him.

      “Yeah, well,” Deeter said, “we’re not out of this place yet.”

      Which was a good point. Only now as we walked, the Penitoria started playing a new trick on us. The hallway kept going and going like it was getting longer and longer, corner after corner. Soon, none of us were sure if we were making progress, or just walking in circles.

      “Stop,” Chloe said. “We should’ve reached that mirror room hours ago. This isn’t working.”

      She leaned back against the wall with her palms on her knees. Deeter plopped down onto the floor and shook his head. Clearly, we needed a better plan.

      “Maybe if I go ahead alone,” I said, “the Penitoria will let me find the exit for us.”

      “Oh, that’s a brilliant idea,” Chloe said, rolling her eyes. “You leave us here, so the Penitoria can separate us permanently.”

      But I’d already thought of that.

      “Not if we use the Black Thread,” I said.

      Chloe frowned at me.

      “It’ll be fine,” I added. “Look. You’ll take the end of the thread. As I walk, I’ll unwind it from the spool. Then if I need to return to you, I can backtrack. And when I reach the exit, I’ll give the thread a tug, and you can follow me by following it.”

      Neither Chloe nor Deeter were too happy with my idea, but neither of them could see any other way out. So I fished the Black Thread out of my pocket and handed the thread’s end to Chloe.

      “This better work,” she said. Looked like she might start chewing on her nails again.

      But there was no need to worry. Once I was exploring the hallway alone, the Penitoria didn’t give me any more trouble. In fact, the hallway hardly had any turnings at all, and soon I was at the small white door that led to the mirror room. I gave the thread a tug, and a few minutes later Chloe and Deeter arrived.

      “See?” I said. “Easy.”

      Deeter gave me a high-five while Chloe grinned, but then her grin vanished, and she took a step back. I could tell by her expression that something was wrong, so I turned around.

      “Not again,” I muttered.

      The Inquisitor was standing right behind me.

      He still looked like the Ragman to me, and probably Chloe still thought the Inquisitor looked like her mother, judging by the way her shoulders tensed. Deeter backed up against the wall.

      “What’s the Detective doing here?” he asked.

      “It’s not the Detective,” I said. “It only looks like him to you. He looks different to everyone, I guess.”

      “Who is this?” the Inquisitor asked, gesturing at Deeter.

      “Don’t answer him,” I said.

      The Inquisitor stepped closer. He kept licking his lips.

      “Who is the boy who’s not a boy?” he asked. “Who is the friend who’s not a friend?”

      Sounded like the Inquisitor was really losing it. And Deeter looked completely freaked out.

      “All he can do is ask questions,” I said. “Some kind of psychological warfare, I guess. Try to ignore him.”

      Deeter covered his ears, and I opened the white door that led to the mirror room. The mirrors inside showed no reflections, just like the last time. I gazed across the room at the black door. The exit.

      “I think it’s okay,” I said. “Come on.”

      For some reason, it seemed to take much longer to travel the room’s distance than when we were here before. I felt Chloe take hold of my coat sleeve, and Deeter walked so near that he kept bumping into me. Then the Sentinels arrived. Now, there were three of them, each manifesting as our reflections again. They all were frowning.

      “Who is the boy who’s not a boy?” my reflection asked.

      Chloe’s reflection spoke next. “Who is the friend who’s not a friend?”

      “And why won’t he look me in the eyes?” Deeter’s reflection added.

      Great. Now the Sentinels were acting crazy, too.

      “Man, don’t want to look you in the eyes,” Deeter said. “You’re some sort of trick.”

      He crossed his arms and set his jaw. I knew that look pretty well. Most of the time, a bribe of pancakes with peanut butter would work on him. But when he looked like that, all the pancakes and all the peanut butter in the world wouldn’t get him to move.

      Chloe nudged me and nodded at the black door. We were close enough to make a run for it, and fortunately, Deeter had figured out Chloe’s idea. He gave me a nudge, too, so I glanced over at the Sentinels. They had withdrawn to a corner of the room to speak amongst themselves. This was probably our only chance to escape.

      “Go!” I yelled.

      We ran for the door. Chloe made it out first, then Deeter. I was the last, and as my foot hit the gravel outside, there was a huge crash behind me.

      Every mirror in the room had shattered.

      “Whoa,” Deeter said. “Someone’s going to have a lot of bad luck.”

      “Yeah, and I think it’s going to be us,” I said.

      All the broken pieces of glass lifted off the floor into the air, spinning and dividing into columns until the room was filled with them, like tornadoes. Then, out of each tornado stepped a glass soldier, with shards of mirror for armor, shields, and swords. The army of glass soldiers turned and faced us.

      “Um, guys,” I said. “Now would be a good time to run.”

      We raced down the dirt main street of the ghost town. For a while, it seemed like maybe the glass soldiers wouldn’t catch us. We got as far as the town’s entrance, even. Then I made the mistake of looking back.

      Bad idea.

      The glass soldiers were marching along the street in a formation. With each unified step, their armor shook and their shields shone. They weren’t moving fast, but that didn’t really matter because they never slowed, either. With a steady, never-slacking pace, they pursued us.

      Deeter must’ve noticed, too.

      “Oh, man!” he cried, and Chloe gasped.

      “Keep going!” I yelled.

      I dashed forward, and the others followed me. Our only hope was to beat the soldiers to the wall. Then Chloe could use the Hall Pass to get us out of here. Assuming the Hall Pass would still work at the wall when we got there.

      If it didn’t….

      But we couldn’t keep running forever. It was a long way to the wall, and that was the soldiers’ advantage over us. Soon we were all panting for breath while Deeter mumbled something about cramps. Chloe glanced over her shoulder at the soldiers, which caused her to stumble. With a cry, she tripped and fell in the dirt.

      “I can’t do this,” she said, completely out of breath. “I can’t keep up.”

      I took another look behind us. The soldiers were gaining on us. There was no time to rest—not even for a few seconds.

      “Yes, you can,” I said. “You can do this. I’ll run with you. Come on.”

      She seized my arm and struggled to stand again. Once more, we pushed on for a few minutes, but then Deeter tripped. He grimaced and clutched at his ankle as I grabbed him by his shoulder.

      “I promise I’ll ask the tablecloth for the biggest stack of pancakes you’ve ever seen,” I said, lifting him to his feet. “But you’ve got to keep going!”

      He limped forward, but I could tell he was in pain.

      “We can make it!” I yelled.

      At last, the endless white wall came into view. The sight of it made running easier. So did the sound of the soldiers’ jangling armor, which was growing steadily louder as the soldiers approached. Soon they were so close I could see the wall’s reflection in their shields and taste the dust cloud they raised with their marching glass boots.

      We were almost there. Almost.

      Chloe and I reached the wall first, and she already had the Hall Pass ready to use. She extended her hand to me, but then I realized Deeter had tripped again. He was only a few feet away, but the soldiers were closing in around him. He tried to get up, stumbled.

      The nearest glass soldier raised his sword.

      “No!” I cried.

      I threw myself in front of Deeter, my eyes shut tight. Chloe screamed, and I waited to feel the sword crash down on my head. Or, maybe I’d be lucky and wouldn’t feel any pain at all. Maybe it’d be a quick death. Over before I knew it.

      Only nothing happened. And it was so quiet. I eased my eyes open to see the glass sword had stopped just a few inches from my face. The soldier remained where he stood, unmoving. In the soldier’s mirror shield, I could see my reflection with his golden eyes.

      The Penitorian Sentinel.

      “We cannot spill innocent blood,” he said.

      I felt Chloe’s arm wrap around my chest, and the soldier lowered his sword.

      “What have you done, Peter?” the Sentinel asked.

      There was no time to answer it, or even ask what it meant, because then Chloe cried out, “Hall Pass! Take us to Edgeston Castle! Now!”

      The wall, the distant ghost town, the Sentinel, the army of glass soldiers—they suddenly faded like a passing rain in summer. Light shimmered around us for a moment, and then we were all piled in front of the Edgeston Castle’s lowered drawbridge.

      “Is everyone okay?” I asked.

      Chloe gestured at me and nodded while Deeter stood, staggering a little. But everyone was alive, and we’d escaped the Penitoria. So maybe I was no closer to getting the Finder’s Globe or discovering who was plotting against me. But hey, I’d found Deeter. Seemed like finally I’d caught a break. Now to find Sweet Pea.

      “That was close,” Deeter said.

      “Too close,” Chloe added.

      I stood up, stretched my neck, my legs. “Yeah, but we made it.”

      “So you did,” a woman’s voice said.

      At the edge of the drawbridge stood a woman in a gray wool dress with a diamond brooch on the front. Her blond hair was braided and coiled around her head like a crown, and her hands were folded in front of her. Real prim and proper.

      “Let me guess,” I said. “The Gray Lady.”

      “Correct, young man. And you must be the Ragman’s Rook. How nice.”

      The way she said it made it seem like maybe it wouldn’t be so nice for me. I glanced over at Deeter, only he wasn’t there. He’d gone to stand next to the Gray Lady, and he was transforming. His brown skin was lightening to white, while his whole body grew taller, his shoulders broader. His hair turned shorter and straightened. His clothes changed, too. The orange T-shirt and blue jeans turned into a black and white striped prison uniform.

      “Finally!” he said. “I hated that character. So annoying to play. But everyone has to take on regrettable roles from time to time to further their career.”

      The Actor.

      I took a step back. This couldn’t be happening. How could he have possibly escaped the Penitoria?

      “Run, Chloe,” I said. “Run, now.”

      “Why should she?” the Gray Lady asked. “Finally, she’s done something right. For the first time in her life.” The Gray Lady held out her hand. “The Sewing Scissors.”

      Chloe reached into her pocket and pulled out a small pair of scissors, which she gave to the Gray Lady.

      “Chloe,” I said. “I trusted you.”

      “Sorry, Peter.” She shrugged. “But you really should’ve listened to your friends.”
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      So I’d been played, and it was my own fault. Then things got worse.

      The woman in the mask came out of the castle.

      “Bravo, Chloe!” She clapped her hands. “To beguile the time, look like the time; bear welcome in your eye, your hand, your tongue: look like the innocent flower, but be the serpent under it!”

      Chloe’s face was hidden beneath her hood, so I had no idea what she was thinking. Probably that I was the world’s biggest sucker for believing in her. Then she suddenly turned away, just to make sure I got the message.

      Ouch.

      Behind her, Edgeston Castle loomed like a shadow, its turrets half-hidden by mist.  The whole castle was decorated with black banners and flags that flapped heavily in the fog. The Gray Lady’s idea of a victory party, no doubt. She offered the Sewing Scissors to the woman in the mask.

      “Are you kidding?” The woman in the mask batted her hand in the air. “Keep them! They’ve served my purpose. You’ve earned them, dear! And there’ll be plenty more rewards when we’re finished.”

      The Gray Lady nodded her head once and gave a cool smile.

      “Ah, I love this part,” the woman in the mask said, facing me. “The part where I get to rub it in! Think of it, Peter. Bask in it! The defeat! The misery! No hope. No friends. No way to escape. And now, the Actor is free! After all the trouble you went through to catch him. And we couldn’t have done it without you. We needed someone innocent we could fool. Isn’t it delicious that it turned out to be you?”

      The Actor giggled. “Absolutely delicious.”

      “Of course, you made us work very hard, you know,” she continued. “Much harder than we should have. And destroying the Oratorium? Naughty, naughty. You really shouldn’t have done that, Peter.”

      The Actor stopped giggling. “What? My Oratorium is destroyed? What!”

      “With the Tuning Fork.” The woman in the mask patted the Actor on the back. “But don’t worry. He’ll pay for what he’s done. To both of us.”

      “Who are you?” I balled my fists. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Aw, Peter, so distraught!” the woman in the mask said. “Too bad you’ll die never knowing. Tragic, really.” Then she turned to Chloe. “Get him.”

      When Chloe didn’t move right away, the Gray Lady frowned.

      “You’ll do as you’re told, girl,” she said.

      Chloe took a hesitant step forward, and the moment she did, a man’s voice rang out.

      “Halt, villains and fiends!”

      We all looked over. The Gray Lady’s eyes widened as her fingers fluttered to her brooch. Beside her, the Actor drew in a breath while the woman in the mask shook her head.

      “That’s impossible! What’s he doing here!” she asked.

      It was the Knight.

      And this time, I knew I wasn’t dreaming or going crazy because I wasn’t the only one who could see him. He drew his sword—broken in the middle, but still everyone stepped back. He glanced at me through his visor, and even though he didn’t speak, I heard a voice in my head. Or not so much a voice as maybe a sense, or a thought.

      Flee quickly, boy!

      Seemed like good advice to me, so I did. And I was already deep into the woods before I heard the woman in the mask screaming, “Catch him! Catch the Rook!”

      There was no chance of escape. I had to find some place to hide in the trees—it was my only option. Then, over to my left. A glimpse of something white. And to my right, behind that bush. More white.

      Ghosts.

      Not again.

      Chloe must have ordered the other Ghosts to help catch me. Which meant I was pretty much doomed. A third Ghost appeared ahead of me, so I dashed to my right, then jumped over a fallen tree trunk and crouched down. If I crawled along this side of the trunk, I might be able to hide in those bushes at the end. And from there?

      I had no clue. But staying here wasn’t a good idea. Too visible. So, on my hands and knees I crawled in the direction of the bush.

      Where a Ghost was waiting for me.

      The Ghost grabbed me with both hands and pinned me to the ground. I struggled, but no good. A second Ghost arrived to help, and then the third joined them as well. The two held me by my arms while the third grasped my coat collar. Didn’t seem to matter how much I kicked or fought. They started dragging me through the woods.

      Away from Edgeston Castle.

      It took me a minute to realize that we were traveling in the wrong direction. Probably they wanted to find a place farther from the castle before they killed me, some hidden spot where the forest was so dense that no one would ever find my body.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I said.

      No answer.

      Finally, we stopped at a shallow gully surrounded by thick ferns and moss. The two Ghosts released my arms, and the third Ghost shoved me inside it. I moved my hand towards my coat pocket, ready to draw the Black Thread or the Tuning Fork. But the Ghosts were just standing there, watching me.

      If they were trying to kill me, they were doing a really bad job.

      “What are you…” I started to say.

      Then one of the Ghosts knelt beside me, and I saw the Ghost’s face.

      “Chloe?” I said.

      The second and third Ghosts turned, revealing their faces too.

      “Wait, what?”

      My gaze shifted from face to face. They each looked exactly like Chloe. Were they sisters? Identical triplets?

      There was a rustling in the bushes nearby. Definitely, someone was coming. The first Ghost pressed her finger to her lips, gesturing for me to be silent. Then they lined up in front of me, almost as if they were protecting me. Shielding me.

      What was going on?

      From out of the bushes, another Ghost appeared. Another Chloe. This was getting too strange. Had I hit my head? Was I hallucinating?

      “Well, you’ve caught him, so why didn’t you bring him to the castle?” the fourth Chloe asked.

      The other three stood with their arms crossed in front of them.

      “They’re waiting for us,” the fourth Chloe said. “The Gray Lady ordered us to catch him. Bring him back to the castle. Now.”

      But still, the other three didn’t move.

      “I demand you to bring him!” The fourth Chloe put her hands on her hips. “Why won’t you do as you’re told? Why won’t you listen to me!”

      “Do you truly need to ask that, my dear?” the Professor said, stepping out from behind a nearby tree. “I think you know perfectly well why they aren’t obeying you.”

      The Professor’s sudden appearance was strange enough, but then the strangest thing of all happened. The three Ghosts in front of me vanished, and the remaining Chloe sank down to the ground, where she started crying.

      “Chloe, what’s going on? Are you okay?” I asked.

      But for some reason, that only made her cry even harder.

      “You may want to give her a moment,” the Professor said.

      After that, he fished around in the pocket of his brown tweed jacket for his handkerchief, which he offered to her. She accepted it though she still didn’t say anything.

      “Professor, where have you been!” I asked. “I thought you had gone missing with all the other Artisans!”

      “No, not missing. Well, perhaps missing, but only on a research trip with my friend, the Historian. To ancient Greece. The battle of Salamis. Wonderful place to visit. Quite exciting. If you can stay out of Xerxes’s way, of course. Not to mention those Greek triremes!”

      “So, what are you doing here?” I asked. “I mean, I’m glad to see you. Really glad.”

      “I’m here because of the Actor. It was one of the Detective’s security measures. If the Actor ever escaped, then certain Artisans would be immediately alerted by the Penitorian Sentinels. I came as soon as I received word from them. It looks like I am the only one here, however. And what is this about the other Artisans?”

      “They’ve gone missing. Maybe all of them.”

      “Missing? How is that possible?”

      The Professor scratched his head, making his feathery white hair even more feathery, while I glanced in the direction of the castle. What would happen when Chloe didn’t return? How long would they wait before they came to look for me themselves?

      “I see,” the Professor said. “Perhaps now is not the time for such a conversation.”

      There was shouting in the distance. Sounded like a woman’s voice.

      “We need to go,” I said.

      “I’m afraid I’ve left the Gold Doorknob with the Historian in case she wanted to do some research with my books. We’ll have to take the Artisans’ Stairwell instead. If we hurry, they won’t even realize we’ve escaped. Unless….”

      The Professor and I both looked at Chloe. What if she told?

      “I’m afraid you have a rather difficult choice to make, my dear,” he continued, “and only a very little time to make it. Do you wish to accompany us, or do you wish to return to your mother?”

      “Wait,” I said. “Her mother?”

      “The Gray Lady. I assume she is somehow involved in what’s happening?”

      Chloe nodded.

      “The Gray Lady is your mother?” I still couldn’t believe it.

      More shouting. Closer.

      “Come with us, Chloe,” I said.

      She raised her head. “You still want me? But I betrayed you. Why would you want me?”

      “Because there’s one thing I know that no one else does. It’s why I trusted you in the first place. Even when everyone else told me I shouldn’t. And it’s why I still do.”

      “What’s that?” She wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

      I showed her the Heart Ring. “Every time you’ve said you were sorry, this never once turned green. Which meant you were telling the truth. Some part of you is truly sorry, isn’t it?”

      “But I’m a terrible person. I’ve done terrible things. I’ve used terrible magic. You don’t know what I’ve done. I’ve hurt people. Bad.”

      “You’re not like that anymore.”

      “How can you say that!”

      She covered her face with her hands.

      “Look, I know you helped the Actor escape,” I said, “but you weren’t doing it because you wanted to, were you? You could have taken the Glass Bell when I offered it, but you didn’t. It was because you felt guilty, right? You betrayed me because your mother ordered you to.”

      “I only want her to love me,” Chloe whispered. “Why doesn’t she love me?”

      I opened and closed my mouth a few times, but I didn’t know how to answer her. I’d been told in the past that the Ragman wasn’t as bad as some of the other Collectors out there. I hadn’t believed it at the time. But this…for a Collector to use her own daughter this way?

      “My dear,” the Professor said. He placed his hand on her shoulder. “It is time to be honest with yourself. Those terrible things you’ve done, the person you’ve been, is that who you want to be?”

      Chloe’s lip trembled, and she shook her head.

      “Well, that settles it.” The Professor walked towards the tree where he’d first appeared. “Where is it? I know it’s here somewhere….”

      He moved his hands in the air as if he was feeling for something. The shouts were so close. The sounds of distant feet running. They were almost here.

      “Ah, found it!” the Professor said. “At last!”

      His hand clasped at the air, and the air swung open like a door. Beyond the Professor, I caught a glimpse of the white light of the Artisans’ Stairwell and the winding staircase that led to the endless doors of the world.

      “There they are!” the woman in the mask screamed. “Seize them!”

      The Actor ran beside the woman in the mask, and he smiled when he saw the Professor. The Professor must have noticed it, too.

      “Time to go,” he said. “While I’ve beaten the Actor once before, I’d rather not have to fight him again. At least not with you children so at risk.”

      “Please, come with us, Chloe.” I offered her my hand. “I don’t leave without my friends.”

      “Your friend,” she said.

      At first, I thought she was going to start crying all over again. But then she set her jaw, and with a nod, she grasped my hand. I helped her to her feet, and we joined the Professor at the door of air. He stepped over the threshold, then turned to help us enter. I was next. Chloe came last.

      Only she didn’t quite make it. Just when she put her foot out, the woman in the mask snatched her from behind. As I tried to pull her through the doorway, I felt her hand slipped out of mine.

      “Chloe!” I cried.

      But the woman in the mask had her now.
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      I’d pretty much had it with that woman in the mask. No way was I going to let her hurt Chloe now, so I jumped back through the door. Behind me, I could hear the Professor calling my name while the woman in the mask dragged Chloe away by her hair.

      “Let her go!” I yelled.

      With a lunge, the Actor grabbed me and caught me by my arm. I tried to pull free, and he actually laughed. Like he was having a great time and we were only playing a game of tug-of-war, but then he suddenly stopped laughing.

      Because the Professor left the Artisans’ Stairwell.

      Before this, nothing about the Professor had ever seemed threatening to me. His fluffy white hair, his thick glasses, his brown tweed coat. Always a book in his pocket, probably. Yeah, sure, he was an Artisan with magical powers. But the Professor? He’d always seemed like just a kind, silly old man.

      Until now.

      The air around him rumbled while the light in the Professor’s eyes burned brighter than I’d ever seen before. He stepped in front of the Actor, blocking the Actor’s path. Just the sight of his power and rage caused the Actor to release me. Smart move. If the Professor had fixed those stern, flashing eyes on me, I’d have done the same.

      “Do you know much about rooks, Actor?” the Professor asked, his voice deep and strange. “Fascinating birds. Extremely intelligent. Lately, I’ve been researching their behavioral calls. Particularly those related to predators.”

      Then the Professor cupped his hands to his mouth and made these strange cawing cries. Probably would have made me laugh if our lives hadn’t been in danger.

      But the Actor took a step back.

      “You have to understand one thing about rooks,” the Professor continued. “They rarely are to be found alone. Such social creatures!”

      He snapped his fingers, but the sound of it didn’t end when he lowered his hand. It reverberated on, soft but growing louder, distant but growing closer. Sort of like thunder. Or maybe wind.

      Or wings.

      The sky darkened, filled with the shuddering flocks of countless black birds. They cawed and screamed, diving at the Actor to peck at his face and tear at his clothes. He tried batting them away with his arms, but that only made the birds more furious.

      “Call them off, Professor!” he shouted.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I haven’t quite completed my research. Namely, I have yet to research the call that might instruct them to stop. So much research, so little time!”

      The Actor started dodging from tree to tree. Maybe he thought a moving target would be harder to hit, but those birds weren’t fooled. Finally, with one last shrill shriek, the Actor ran away in the direction of the castle.

      The rooks pursued him.

      Now with the Actor gone, the woman in the mask seemed even more determined to escape. Every time Chloe stumbled, the woman yanked Chloe to her feet again, and they were running pretty fast.

      But I was faster.

      With one great shove, I pushed the woman from behind. I only wanted to trip her, but the woman must have totally lost her footing. Her arms flailing, she crashed down onto the ground so hard that her mask flew off, hit a nearby rock, and shattered. Chloe landed a few feet away at the base of a pine tree. Bruised. Winded. She nodded at me, though, which probably meant she was okay. Then I glanced at the woman.

      At last, I saw her face without its mask.

      Dark eyes. A cut on her cheek. Plain, sharp features, though with makeup she could’ve been stunning. I felt like I’d seen her before, but that wasn’t the only reason why I couldn’t stop staring at her.

      She wanted to kill me.

      I could see it. In the darkness of her eyes.

      Chloe seized my arm. “Why are you just standing here? Come on!”

      And then we were running back to the Artisans’ Stairwell, where the Professor stood waving us on. He ushered us through the door and shut it behind him.

      “We should be safe now,” he said. “I doubt anyone will follow us into the stairwell. And if they do, we won’t have any problem losing them.”

      Chloe’s eyes widened as she looked around, but I’d used the Artisans’ Stairwell once before, so I already knew what to expect. An endless staircase running up and down in a spiral of light. Every now and then, a landing with a door. Countless doors. Sweet Pea had said once that there was a door for every place in the world here.

      Was there a door that’d lead me to Sweet Pea? If there was, I’d open every single one until I found her. Every one.

      At the tenth door down, the Professor turned the doorknob. He poked his head through the doorway, and then he winked at us.

      “Right where I left it! Come in, children, come in.”

      Chloe and I followed the Professor inside to his study, and he locked the door behind us. It was the first time I’d ever seen him do so. After that, he descended the stairs that led to his desk. I could see from the window behind his desk that evening was coming on. How long had we been in the Penitoria? Hard to say. Still, there was plenty of light in the Professor’s study. A warm, friendly light.

      “Is this place real?” Chloe whispered to me.

      She gawked at the columns of books rising up to the ceiling like a dense forest. Then her mouth dropped open, and she pointed above the Professor’s head. As he settled into his desk chair, a bunch of books—maybe seven or eight at least—started flying around him. Just like birds.

      I shrugged. “What can I say? He likes his research.”

      “Yes, yes,” the Professor said, addressing his books. “Settle down, settle down. I’m afraid you’ll have to wait a while. Something important has come up.”

      The books flew away. Well, except one.

      “Yes, even more important than Hannibal’s elephants.” He shook his head. “I’m very sorry. Perhaps later.”

      The last book flapped away. A little dejectedly, even.

      “I’m afraid I still haven’t found the extra chairs,” he said to us. “But please, have a seat on those books if you wish. They’re quite comfortable. I sometimes sleep on them!”

      Chloe eased herself down and grimaced. She must’ve had a few bruises from when she fell against that pine tree. She didn’t complain, though. I sat on the pile of books next to her.

      The Professor leaned forward. “There is much to discuss and time is short. Begin with the Actor. How did he escape?”

      “It’s my fault, Professor,” I said. “I thought he was Deeter. I’ve made a mess of everything—”

      Chloe cut me off. “It was my fault. We set Peter up. He didn’t know anything about it.”

      “Whom exactly do you mean, my dear?” the Professor asked.

      “My mother. And the woman in the mask. They made some kind of deal. We manipulated Peter so he’d visit the Penitoria, and I was to escort him there with the Hall Pass. But really, I went to deliver the Sewing Scissors to the Actor.”

      “And I suppose he used them to cut the unbreakable chain?” the Professor asked.

      “Yes. Then he pretended to be Deeter, so Peter would help him escape without knowing it.”

      “I understand,” the Professor said. “Entering the Penitoria was no problem, of course. You knew it would let you enter because you’d committed a crime. But leaving was a whole different matter entirely. And escaping with the Actor? Nearly impossible. Only Peter could have accomplished it.”

      Maybe they both understood, but I sure didn’t.

      “What crime?” I asked. “And why me?”

      The Professor glanced at Chloe. “Conspiring to help a criminal escape the Penitoria is, under Artisan law, a crime, Peter. And it is very difficult for the guilty to leave the Penitoria once they have entered. Only the innocent may pass freely.” He sighed. “It was cleverly done. But I don’t understand why you went to the Penitoria at all.”

      “I thought the Actor was responsible for the disappearances,” I said. “I needed to know the truth. And I needed to ask about the Finder’s Globe. To help me find Deeter and Sweet Pea.”

      “They’ve gone missing as well?”

      I nodded.

      “Oh, dear. This has gone very badly.” The Professor rocked back in his chair. “It would seem that certain parties, the Actor included I’m sure, have conspired against us while we were looking the other way.  Tell me everything you know. Where did it begin?”

      Seemed like so much had happened, it was hard for me to say.

      I shrugged. “I guess it started with the Silver Cross.”

      “The Silver Cross? What on earth does that have to do with anything?”

      So I told him about the death threats the Ragman had been getting and everything that had happened after. When I reached the part about the mess at the Oratorium, Chloe interrupted me.

      “I hate to say it, Peter, but that was an ambush meant for Sweet Pea.”

      “You were in on it?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I’m glad it failed. I’m sorry she still went missing.”

      “You don’t know where she is? Where any of them are?”

      “I don’t. I only know the woman in the mask had something to do with it. If I knew, I promise I’d tell you.”

      “That woman in the mask,” the Professor said once I’d finished explaining everything. “She is a mystery. I doubt the Ragman was ever her true target. The death threats were likely a ruse to entice you children away from the safety of the Packrat House. I have my suspicions as to her identity, but we’ll need research to confirm them.”

      Figured.

      “Even so,” the Professor continued, “there is one thing we can know for certain. The clue you found in the Oratorium about the Scottish play. That’s a code name for Macbeth.”

      Then he stood and clapped his hands.

      “Hello? I need everyone’s attention, please. Would every book, paper, and file related to Shakespeare’s play Macbeth please arrange yourself near my desk? I have some emergency research to conduct!”

      There was a flurry of books and pages in the air. The stacks and columns that filled the room began to rumble and move, while every now and then a book would flap its way to the desk.

      “You children may want to stand back,” the Professor said.

      We both ducked behind the Professor while around his desk more piles began to collect until there were five or six of them. On his desk, loose pages of notes, newspapers, and magazines began to form a mound.

      “Professor, what’s Macbeth about?” I asked.

      “Ah, it’s a fascinating play. At its heart, it examines many deeper philosophical and moral issues—fate and free will, diabolical influence and temptation, along with all the questions of good and evil that thereby ensue, plus some interesting insight into marriage and family relationships, not to mention the question of self determination, the paths to self destruction, the unmerited death of the innocent, the deadening of the conscience and the darkening of the soul….” He cleared his throat. “But I suppose you were asking for the brief rendition.”

      Chloe and I both tried not to grin. The Professor didn’t seem to mind, though. He grinned a little himself.

      “Very well,” he said. “After receiving some questionable prophetic words from three witches, Macbeth and his wife plot to kill the reigning king, Duncan. Macbeth believes he will take Duncan’s kingdom, you see. And once he has killed Duncan, Macbeth is crowned the new king, as the witches foretold. But….”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Things don’t turn out so well.”

      “Just so. Macbeth learns the hard way that wickedness compounds itself. He commits murder after murder in his desperate attempt to retain his power, but all for nothing. In the end, his followers desert him. His enemies rise up against him. His wife, the Lady Macbeth, driven insane with guilt, commits suicide.”

      “Insane with guilt?” Chloe asked. “Yikes.”

      “And Macbeth? What happens to him?” I asked.

      “He gets his head chopped off and displayed to the masses.”

      “Happy play,” Chloe said.

      “So, why pick Macbeth?” I asked. “Why not go back to Richard the Third? Try again with that? Why’d the Actor choose Macbeth instead?”

      “A good question, young scholar,” the Professor said, clapping his hands at his books a second time. “Attention, please! I’ll need my research files on the Actor. Especially his performances.”

      Another storm of pages and files filled the air. Then Chloe pointed above me. One of the books was hovering around my head. The Professor noticed it, too.

      “You know, Peter, I think my books are growing rather fond of you.”

      The book flapped closer to my shoulder.

      “Now,” the Professor said, sitting down in his chair, “time to begin.”

      Chloe and I looked at each other. Then at the stacks and piles. This could take months.

      “Um, Professor?” I said. “We really are kind of in a hurry.”

      “Don’t worry, young scholar. I am very quick at research when I need to be.” He paused suddenly and stared at me through those thick glasses of his. “Did I hear you say you saw the Knight? The Broken Knight?”

      Like maybe he’d only now realized what I’d told him earlier.

      “Twice,” I said. “At Edgeston Castle, you saw him too, didn’t you Chloe?”

      She nodded.

      “Fascinating,” the Professor said. “Oh, but I shouldn’t be entirely surprised. He’s bound to the Silver Cross, you see. He’s its guardian.”

      “The Silver Cross has a guardian?” I asked.

      “Of course it does!” The Professor pushed his glasses farther up on the bridge of his nose. “My word! The Silver Cross could blow your head off for all you know, yet you go chasing it about like it’s a wild kitten. After your dealings with the Bronze Crown, I’d have thought you’d know better!”

      He pounded his fist on his desk, his face reddening. Some of the books fluttered into the air and then landed again. I’d never seen the Professor so distraught before. Then he shook his head and sighed deeply.

      “Forgive the outburst,” he said. “Forgive me. I do so worry about you, sometimes. And your friends. There are things even the Artisans don’t fully understand about magic, and to see children being sent after such dangerous objects….”

      “The Silver Cross is dangerous?”

      “In the wrong hands, certainly. Even in the right hands, there is potential hazard. Missing for centuries, and frankly we Artisans have been glad of it. As for the Knight, he’s been in exile. And his return isn’t good news for the Artisans. Though it’s not his fault, I suppose.”

      “I don’t understand, Professor,” I said. “What’s so important about the Knight?”

      “Nothing that matters at this moment. We have strayed from our current course of research. Our friends are in danger, and we have wasted too much time already.”

      He picked up a book and flipped through it, frowned, then selected another. Chloe started sorting through a newspaper pile while I glanced at the nearest heap of magazines. On top was a theater program for Richard the Third. And on its cover, I saw a face.

      A very familiar face.

      “Professor! Here she is!” I cried. “The woman in the mask!”

      I held the program so he could see it. Only he wasn’t at his desk. His chair was empty. Chloe gasped, and I dropped the theater program as we both jumped to our feet. On his desk was a thin slip of paper that had a single line of text.

      When I burned in desire to question them further, they made themselves air, into which they vanished.

      The Professor was gone.
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      When the Professor disappeared, the books in his study that were flying in the air toppled to the ground, lifeless. The crash of all those books hitting the floor made Chloe and me jump. Even the book that was flying around my head fell to my feet.

      “He was sitting right in front of us! How could that have happened?” I asked, staring at the Professor’s empty chair. “He knew about the letters. We told him about them. How could that have still happened!”

      Chloe bit her lip. “He was a good friend of yours, wasn’t he?”

      I sat down on a pile of books and held my head in my hands. Was there even any way to bring him back? Any of them? What if the Professor and all the other Artisans were gone forever?  How could we possibly bring them back when we didn’t even know what power or trick or trap was taking them, or exactly where they’d gone?

      What if Deeter and Sweet Pea were gone forever?

      I didn’t want to think about it, so I reached over and snatched up the letter instead. The Professor was smart. It would take a lot to fool him, and he’d been warned. Yet still, he read the letter.

      Why?

      Chloe walked over to his desk. “We could try picking up where he left off, I guess.”

      “But look at all this stuff!” I nudged several of the books on the floor with my sneaker. “It would take forever to read through this. And we don’t even know what we’re looking for. What he was looking for. What’s Macbeth got to do with anything? What’s so important about the Scottish play?”

      Chloe shrugged.

      I crumpled the letter into a ball and threw it onto the Professor’s desk. It landed with a bounce and then blended in among the other papers there. Maybe the Professor hadn’t recognized the letter for what it was. Maybe he mistook it for another page of research sitting on his desk. I stared at the thousands of pages and books piled around his chair.

      How could I have been so blind?

      “You okay?” Chloe asked.

      “What if it’s from the play?” I asked.

      “What is?”

      “The line in the letter. What if the Professor read it because he thought he was only reading a part of the play? With so much paperwork on his desk, it’d be easy to mistake the letter for just another piece of paper.”

      I retrieved the letter once more, smoothed the page’s wrinkles, and read it again. Chloe stood beside me, looking over my shoulder.

      “Quick!” I said. “We need a copy of the play.”

      Chloe sorted through the books on the Professor’s desk until she found the right one. Then, she tossed it to me.

      “Catch.”

      It didn’t take me long to find what I was looking for.

      “Here’s the line from the letter,” I said, pointing at the page. “Act one, scene five. The woman in the mask is using Macbeth to trap them all. She’s using the words. The power of the play itself.”

      Chloe swiped a strand of her hair off her face and tucked it behind her ear. “The line in the letter is from Macbeth? But why? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Sure it does.” I ran my fingers along the book’s spine. “Books can be really powerful. So can plays. Sometimes, dangerous even. Because words are powerful.”

      “Yeah, but Macbeth? It’s just a play.”

      “Maybe in the hands of an Ordinary, it would be. But I don’t think we’re dealing with an Ordinary. I think an Artisan is behind all this. With their magic, anything is possible. Besides, I know who the woman is. You saw her without her mask. Tell me if you recognize her.”

      I showed Chloe the old theater program of Richard the Third. There on the first page was a line of text that said, “all the female roles in tonight’s performance will be played by the Actress.” And beneath that was a photo.

      Chloe’s eyes widened. “It’s her. The woman in the mask.”

      “The Actress.” I glanced around at the Professor’s books. “I once saw the Critic hide behind her words. Literally. Maybe the Actress has found a way to harness her powers to the words of the play.”

      “You do realize we’re just a couple of Finders, right? We only find magic—we don’t make it. So, how do we stop her?”

      I stood and started pacing. “If she’s using the play, then that might be the key. She’s using a specific line to make everyone disappear, so maybe there’s some other line from the play that will bring them back again.”

      “Like, a spell and a counter-spell?”

      “Exactly. Maybe that’s what the Professor was looking for. Some word or line or phrase. A way to undo the power of the play. Defeat its magic somehow. If we can find that, maybe we can still beat her.”

      “Undo the power of the play. Right. Just how does a person defeat a play?”

      “With research.”

      Chloe shook her head. But honestly, what else was there to do? Neither of us had any idea about Macbeth or the Actress. We read all the scenes that had witches in them, but none of their spells seemed promising. So Chloe grabbed a few random books and started looking through them.

      “This is hopeless,” she said.

      “Maybe not. Let me concentrate for a minute.” I extended my hands and closed my eyes.

      “You’re planning on using your Finder’s instinct now?” Chloe said. “In this mess? You can’t be serious.”

      “Not helping,” I muttered.

      If ever I needed my abilities, it was this moment. Not to mention every shred of luck I possibly possessed. I took a deep breath. All these Collectible books, buzzing with so much magic that it was like listening to a thousand radios playing static. Maybe if I cleared my mind. Focused. I heard Chloe shift her weight and clear her throat. Probably she thought I was crazy. Maybe I was.

      No. The Professor wouldn’t have thought I was crazy. He would have told me to keep trying. In my mind, I could still see him standing there near his desk, waving his arms at all his books. The more I thought about him, the more I wanted to go to the right side of his desk. So I moved very slowly in that direction.

      Nothing.

      I waited for that feeling to return. Sometimes it was like a nudge at my side. And sometimes it was like a humming in my ear. And sometimes, like a breeze on the back of my neck. Sweet Pea would have told me to keep trying. I wasn’t going to surrender. Not when she needed me. When everyone needed me.

      There it was again. Stronger. I took a few steps closer to it. Definitely something important there. I moved my hand closer to the books that were in the nearest pile. Then down a little.

      This one. This book. I didn’t even know what book it was. I only knew it was the one we needed.

      I opened my eyes to read the book’s title.

      The Scottish Play.

      Didn’t sound too impressive. Or even too encouraging. I pulled the book out of the pile, and Chloe stood beside me.

      “Is that it?” she asked. But she frowned when I opened the book. “It’s blank.”

      All right. One last trick to try. I’d dealt with Collectible books before. Maybe this one worked the same way. I shut the book and placed my palm on its cover.

      “Um, book? I need to know how to defeat Macbeth. Could you tell me? Please?” I asked.

      The book’s cover warmed, so I opened it up. The page showed a chapter called “The Death of Macbeth,” and all it talked about was the last part of the play, where Macbeth gets his head chopped off.

      “Not defeat the character,” I said. “I mean, the play. How can I defeat the play?”

      But the cover didn’t grow warm again under my palm. A bad sign. And when I peeked inside the book, it was still blank.

      “Was that suppose to make it do something?” Chloe put her hands on her hips and scowled at the book. Like maybe it was being stubborn just to spite us.

      “We must not be asking the right question.”

      “So what’s the right question?”

      The Professor would know. Sweet Pea probably would, too. But me, I didn’t have a clue.

      “We’ll have to take it with us. Maybe we can figure it out later,” I said.

      “Wait, take what with us? The book? Take it where?”

      “To Edgeston Castle.”

      Chloe looked at me like she was about to dress me up in a straight jacket.

      “We have to discover what the Actress is plotting next,” I continued. “Especially now that the Oratorium is destroyed. If she’s trying to perform Macbeth, she’ll need a new theater. So where? And why? I can think of only one other person besides the Actor who might know the Actress’s next move—your mom.”

      “So, what are you saying?” Chloe asked. “You want to just go up and ask her? Oh, hello Gray Lady. I  have a quick question. Do you mind? It’ll only take a minute. Yeah, that’ll work.”

      “Maybe you could ask, then. Subtly, though. You know?”

      Chloe snorted. “She’d be less likely to tell me than she would to tell you.”

      “We’ll have to spy on her, then. Maybe we’ll see or hear something to help us.”

      Chloe crossed her arms in front of her, and her lips turned down like she’d tasted something sour. That look on her face. Not sure why I didn’t realize it sooner—what I was asking her to do.

      “I’m sorry. You don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” I said. “I mean, she’s your mom. If you don’t feel comfortable spying on her…in fact, you probably should stay here. You could get caught if you go back to the castle. You might get in trouble.”

      “You might too. I don’t see what difference it makes. I know my way around the castle—you don’t. Without me, you might as well walk up to my mom and surrender right off.”

      She took out the Hall Pass from the pocket of her hoodie and grabbed my hand.

      “Thanks,” I said, as I tucked the book under my arm.

      She inhaled a deep breath. “The main coat closet at Edgeston Castle, please, Hall Pass.”

      Seemed like a strange place to choose, but before I could say anything about it, the Professor’s study faded around us, and then everything was dusty and dark. A sliver of light came from beneath a door a few feet away, but it wasn’t enough to show me what exactly was digging into my ribs. Or pushing against my back.

      I tried to turn, only to bump into Chloe.

      “Ow! Watch it!” she said.

      “The coat closet, Chloe? Really?”I asked. “That was the only place you could—”

      But then she suddenly pressed her hand against my mouth, keeping me quiet. And in the silence, I realized why.

      Someone was right outside the closet door.

      A shuffling of fabric and a clicking of high heels. Then the Gray Lady’s voice. She seemed to be talking to someone else while walking past the coat closet.

      “The banquet hall would be the best place,” she said. “There’s enough space there, and the light should be adequate.”

      Chloe was breathing in my ear. I felt her move beside me, leaning forward. Trying to hear what her mother was saying.

      “No, no, I don’t think we’ll have to worry,” the Gray Lady continued. “My daughter is rarely competent. Her betrayal is only further evidence of that. She won’t pose any threat, believe me.”

      Ouch. I couldn’t see Chloe’s face, but I felt her stiffen beside me.

      “Perfect. Everything should take place as planned, then.”

      The Gray Lady’s voice grew soft and distant, as the tapping of her heels faded away. A moment or two passed until we were both certain the Gray Lady was really gone and we were alone again.

      “Chloe?” I whispered. “You okay?”

      “It’s nothing,” she said.

      Maybe it was best to change the subject.

      “The banquet hall,” I said. “We need to see what’s going on there. It could be important.”

      Chloe didn’t answer me or even move for a long time.

      “Chloe?”

      “She wasn’t always like this, you know,” Chloe said. “We used to be happy.”

      “What happened?”

      “What do you think happened? I turned ten and found my first Collectible. The Ivory Hair Comb. I gave it to her, and it pleased her so much, she wanted me to find her more things like it. Treasures—that’s what she called them. Her secret magical treasures. I only wanted her to be happy. But every time I found another one, it wasn’t enough. She always wanted more. And she changed.” Chloe sighed. “I wish I’d never found that stupid comb.”

      “I’m sure she still loves you, Chloe. She’s just lost sight of what matters.”

      “She doesn’t love me,” Chloe said. “She doesn’t even….”

      For a minute, I couldn’t understand why Chloe’s voice softened like that. And when she spoke again, her voice was completely different. Tense. Breathless.

      “Peter, don’t move.”

      After that, somewhere above us in the darkness of the coat closet, a sense of movement, smooth and fluid.

      And a growl.
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      Don’t move?

      Stuck in a pitch-dark coat closet with some ferocious beast growling at me? Probably preparing to tear my throat out? And Chloe tells me to hold still?

      She couldn’t be serious.

      “My name is Chloe Parker,” she said, “and I am a resident of this castle. This boy with me is my guest. You will not harm us.”

      The growling got louder. Sounded like it was coming from above us.

      So she tried again. And this time, her voice shook.

      “I said my name is Chloe Parker. My mother is the Gray Lady. This castle is my home. You will not harm us!”

      This wasn’t working.

      “What’s growling at us?” I whispered.

      Chloe was quiet a moment while the growls deepened.

      “Sounds like the lion,” she said. “Maybe the panther.”

      “A lion!”

      Most normal people keep guard dogs.

      “Shh! Do you want it to kill us?” She paused. “If we run now, it will pounce on us before we even make it out the door. But if we use the Hall Pass, it will hunt us down.”

      Seemed like a fun time, either way.

      “What should we do?”

      Another growl. Like maybe the lion knew we were plotting against it. Creepy.

      “All right, listen,” Chloe said. “The banquet hall is downstairs, towards the right. You’ll have to find your way there without me.”

      “Chloe, what are you—”

      “Don’t walk down any hallway or enter any room until you know it’s empty. And whatever you do, stay away from the windows.”

      “The windows? Chloe, I don’t—”

      “Hall Pass? The castle dungeon, please.”

      The growling stopped suddenly. And there was a lot more room in the coat closet.

      “Chloe?” I whispered.

      She didn’t. She couldn’t have.

      “Not funny, Chloe.”

      No answer. And no more growls, either.

      I stood there in the dark for a long time, surrounded by the scent of old wool coats and mothballs. Now what should I do? Chloe’s directions to the banquet hall had been pretty rough. Still, I might be able to find it. But leave Chloe alone in a dungeon with a lion?

      Absolutely no way.

      I eased open the closet door and looked around the hallway. No plush carpets or fancy portraits here. The floors and walls were made of carved gray stone, like a medieval castle’s passageways, and on the darkened walls were iron sconces with candles burning low and cold. The long shadows they created were perfect hiding places for lions or panthers. I didn’t see any animals, though. No people, either.

      So why did I feel like someone was watching me?

      I crept down the corridor, the candles’ flames flickering as a draft filled the empty spaces with a moan. The draft seemed to be coming from a window made of stained glass down at the corridor’s end. I paused.

      Stay away from the windows. Wasn’t that what Chloe had warned?

      But probably Chloe had said that so I wouldn’t be seen by anybody outside looking in, and no one was going to see me through this window anyway, so I took a closer look.

      The stained glass showed a picture of a grassy plain with bushes on each side. At the base of the window was a stone carved with the words, The Lion. Only there wasn’t any lion in the picture. I studied the window for a long time, but all I could see were the plains and bushes. Pretty, with the stained glass and all, but still a little boring.

      Weird.

      Finally, the hallway led to a narrow, spiral staircase leading down. Seemed like the best direction to take if I wanted to reach the dungeon, so I followed the staircase’s worn stone steps. At the last step, I turned right.

      More empty corridors. Still no signs of movement. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. Or the feeling that I wasn’t welcome. I kept glancing behind me and pausing to listen for footsteps. And whenever I stood too near to the castle walls, my skin tingled all over.

      Was the castle itself a Collectible?

      Maybe it was the castle, or maybe I wasn’t cautious enough, but when the passageway forked and I turned right, I stepped smack into another hallway with another big stained glass window.

      Probably I should’ve run right then, but this window was so huge and so colorful that I had to get closer to see it better. The picture showed a tropical jungle full of trees and bright red flowers. Over in the corner, I could make out something green and long and curving. A vine, maybe. The whole image seemed amazingly real. Like if I stared hard enough at it, I might see the leaves sway in the wind.

      No, wait a minute. They did sway. I blinked a few times.

      Maybe not.

      On a stone at the base of the window were carved words that said, The Serpent.

      My eyes followed that long, curving dark vine until they reached its end, where they met a second pair of eyes. Black, shining eyes. Lidless. Staring. And a thin, lashing black tongue darting out from the mouth beneath. Then a hiss. I’d been seen.

      Keep away from the windows?

      Too late.

      The emerald serpent uncoiled itself from the tree branch and lifted itself off the window’s surface. With a slow gliding motion, it traveled along the stones that framed the window until it finally touched down onto the castle floor.

      Which could only mean one thing. Edgeston Castle was a Collectible, after all. Like the Packrat House. Except for the highly dangerous, extremely lethal stained glass guard windows. I could just see my death certificate now.

      Cause of death…killed by a window.

      I took a step backward, then another. If I had to fight, which of my Collectibles would be able to beat the snake? Or should I try to run? What if I couldn’t outrun it? Would hiding be a better option?

      I shoved my hands into my coat pockets, causing the snake to hiss, but I didn’t find much to help me. The Black Thread. The Tuning Fork. The Red Kazoo. The Sidewalk Chalk. The Glass Bell. And the Professor’s book on Macbeth tucked under my arm. My options seemed limited since none of them had fangs to match the snake’s.

      Better make a run for it.

      I dashed down the corridor, and the snake shot after me. I needed something that would help me outrun it. Something to slow it down. Distract it. The Black Thread might be able to do that, at least. I pulled it out of my coat pocket.

      Bad timing, but just at that moment, I remembered how Sweet Pea told me the Black Thread always turns on its owners. With my luck, that moment would be now.

      “Stop that snake, please!” I said between pants.

      Then I let the spool slip from my hands.

      The moment it hit the ground, the Black Thread lashed out at the snake, which uttered a tremendous hiss as if they were old enemies. Then the two of them collided, coiling and uncoiling around each other, groping for a hold. The snake struck at the spool, and the thread threw a loop like a lasso at the snake’s head. The snake dodged; the loop fluttered to the ground.

      I could’ve sworn the snake’s hiss sounded like a laugh.

      The Black Thread wasn’t going to surrender easily, though. From its spool, it let loose a flurry of thread in so many directions that the snake didn’t know where to dodge. Not that dodging would have helped. Everywhere the snake turned, it was enveloped in that net of black silk. I halted to watch the snake writhe and flop and curl on the ground.

      Nice.

      If the snake had been an ordinary reptile, that would have been the fight’s end. But this was one Collectible battling another. Magic outwitting magic. And there was one thing I’d overlooked.

      This snake was made of glass.

      With one quick flick, like a whip, the snake smashed its tail against the stone wall, shattering the tip and leaving a sharp cutting edge in its place. After that, the Black Thread didn’t stand a chance. Everywhere the Black Thread had tangled the snake, with a simple slice the snake freed itself while pieces of severed thread flitted to the ground like confetti.

      For a moment, I could only stare. So, the Black Thread could be cut if a more powerful Collectible had enough magic to defeat it.

      No reason to lose the Black Thread like this.

      “I’ll be fine! Save yourself!” I yelled as I ran again.

      When I glanced back, the Black Thread had definitely backed down. But it hadn’t stopped altogether. Whenever the snake would start to gain on me, the Black Thread would shoot out, catch its tail, and trip it up. The snake would turn, but the Black Thread would dart out of reach. For a minute I couldn’t understand what was happening. Then I realized.

      The Black Thread was still trying to help me escape.

      “Thanks,” I whispered.

      Ahead of me was a huge set of double doors. I paused at them long enough to listen—no sounds on the other side, so I opened them and ducked into the room, shutting the doors behind me. Safe for the moment, but not for long. Would the snake be able to get past them?

      Probably, with my luck.

      Wherever I was, definitely it was not a coat closet. Unless someone thought it’d be a good idea to keep coats in a room the size of a bowling alley. In the four corners of the room were these giant candelabras with hundreds of tall, winking candles, each one sending up a wispy shadow of black smoke that hovered in the air. The center of the room had a bunch of heavy, rectangular tables framed by massive chairs like something kings and queens would sit in.

      At least the tables might provide some cover if the serpent followed me in here. What I needed was some kind of exit, though. Maybe a back door, or even a window with a ledge. As long as it wasn’t one of those creepy stained glass windows. How many of them were there in the castle? And what was I going to run into next?

      An elephant? A polar bear?

      I crouched down behind the nearest table and made my way forward to the front of the room. But there was no second door. No windows. No escape. Only tables. Up near the front of the room was a kind of dais or a stage, where a large cauldron had been placed. Inside it bubbled this nasty black gooey stuff that smelled like old tires and wet dog fur.

      Yuck. I took a step back and held my breath. This place must have been the banquet hall. And if they were planning to serve whatever was in this cauldron for dinner, then those dinner guests deserved some pity.

      But now that I was standing near the stage, the skin on the back of my neck tingled. It’d been tingling ever since I’d entered the castle, but this feeling was different. I held out my hand, and my palms itched, so I took a step forward. No, not that way. I took another step, this time to the side.

      Definitely stronger here. Another step.

      There. Something about that one chair. It was seated at the corner of one of those heavy tables, and draped over the chair’s back was a long, black cloth. Like a cloak or something. Was that the Collectible I was sensing?

      No. So what was it?

      I took hold of the chair and edged it away from the table. On the chair’s seat rested a clear glass ball with strange etchings on its surface. The ball wasn’t very big, just slightly smaller than a basketball. And even though I’d never encountered it before or recognized the etchings, the moment I saw it and felt its full power, I knew exactly what the glass ball was.

      The Finder’s Globe.

      I could have kissed it. Finally. Now I could find my friends. And all the missing Artisans. Wherever the Actress was keeping them hostage, I could save them now. I grabbed the Finder’s Globe, held it with both hands. And then I realized.

      I had no idea how it worked.

      “Please show me where my friend Sweet Pea is,” I said.

      Nothing happened.

      “Please show me Deeter.”

      Still nothing.

      “Where is the Professor?”

      The globe stayed clear and cold.

      I could figure it out later. After I’d found my way to the dungeon and helped Chloe. Maybe she even knew how to use it.

      The Finder’s Globe was too big for my pockets, so I stuffed it inside my coat and kept it close to me. Seemed like my luck was improving. Maybe things would get even better. Maybe the serpent had lost my trail and the hallway might be safe again. I started for the double doors at the back of the room.

      But then suddenly those heavy doors swung open, and I ducked out of sight just in time. So much for good luck. Because right then, the Actress entered the banquet hall.

      And what was worse—she wasn’t alone.
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      Some of the people who followed the Actress into the banquet hall, I recognized. There was the Actor, of course, wearing a white blouse and a blue kilt with different colored stripes. The Gray Lady entered next, click-clicking in her high heels and tucking a stray wisp of hair into her stiffly coiled braid.

      But after them, there were a bunch of people I didn’t recognize. Most of them were dressed in black. One guy held a notebook. Another held an armful of random things—a couple of crowns, a dagger, a broom.

      “All right, everyone,” a man wearing a black beret said in a nasally voice. “A few quick notes.  Actor, it’s tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. Actress, darling, watch your gestures. This isn’t melodrama! Props Master, this time make sure the dagger appears when the Actor asks if he sees a dagger before him, all right? Oh, and Extra?”

      A guy dressed in a kilt costume similar to the Actor’s stepped forward. “Yes, Director?”

      “Wait, never mind. I thought I had a note for you, but I don’t.”

      The guy’s shoulders sagged, and the eagerness in his eyes faded. He turned back around.

      “Places please, let’s get this rehearsal going. Starting at act four.”

      After the guy in the beret said this, everyone vanished except for the Gray Lady, who had settled herself into one of the chairs near the stage. The lights dimmed, then thunder rumbled softly in the hall. The Actress appeared by the cauldron, but she’d somehow transformed herself into three different witches, each dressed in gray rags. I missed her first few lines—something about brinded cats—and then they all started chanting.

      “Double, double toil and trouble, fire burn and cauldron bubble!”

      So this was the plan.

      Since the Actress couldn’t use the Oratorium anymore, she’d moved the play’s performance to Edgeston Castle’s banquet hall instead. Made sense. And maybe I could use that to my advantage. I just had to think about it more.

      In the meantime, the dimmer lights were exactly what I needed. I crept along the outer side of the room, staying low and silent. The hardest part was sneaking past the Gray Lady, but mostly she was too busy watching the rehearsal to notice me. When I reached the double doors, I eased them open wide enough for me to pass through. Then I stepped out into the hallway and shut the doors behind me.

      About five steps away from the door, I heard a hiss.

      I froze, then looked over my shoulder. That stupid snake again. It really needed to get a hobby. Something that didn’t involve hunting people down and killing them.

      With the snake right behind me, I bolted along the hallway. I kept looking for some door, some room, some place to hide. Up ahead, the hallway turned a corner. Hopefully, beyond that corner I’d find something to help. If I could only make it a bit farther.

      I darted around the corner. Then I stopped.

      Dead end.

      I blinked at the wall a few times, like maybe if I blinked enough the wall would turn into a door. But it didn’t. I spun around.

      Better to meet the serpent face to face.

      The snake slithered around the corner, and when it saw the wall behind me, it slowed. Like it realized as well as I did that I was out of options. No need to rush now. The snake lifted up, its jaws opening as it swayed from side to side. Ready to strike. What chance did I have, if even the Black Thread couldn’t beat it in a fight?

      The first thing my fingers found in my pocket was the Tuning Fork. Seemed a bit extreme, really, to unleash an earthquake on the whole castle just for a chance at escape. But what other choices did I have?

      “You asked for this one,” I said to the snake.

      Then I struck the Tuning Fork against the stone wall and waited. Nothing seemed to happen. No sound. No shaking. No crumbling castle walls.

      “Really?” I said to the Tuning Fork. “When I need you most, you don’t work?”

      So, one of Allegro’s Collectibles would bring about my doom in the end. I should’ve seen that coming a mile away. Because it figured. It just figured.

      But then, bracing myself for my painful demise, I glanced back at the serpent. And something was definitely wrong with it. The snake was jerking and hissing and writhing like it was in pain.

      What was going on?

      After that, my ears heard a pitch so soft and so high coming from the Tuning Fork that I hadn’t even noticed the sound at first. It was growing in intensity, and as it increased, so did the snake’s distress. The snake curled and thrashed until I thought it would slither away. But instead, it fixed its tiny black eyes on me and struck wildly at my hand. The moment it lunged, the Tuning Fork’s shrill tone grew unbearable.

      The snake shattered.

      “Wow. No wonder Allegro like you so much,” I said to the Tuning Fork. “Thanks.”

      Once I’d pocketed the Tuning Fork, I returned to the main hallway, my sneakers crunching on shards of green glass as I went, where I discovered another problem. The Tuning Fork hadn’t just shattered the snake. It’d shattered every window in the castle.

      Oops.

      Which meant no more stained glass creatures coming after me. So far, so good. But it also meant my cover was completely blown. Kind of hard to miss a hundred shattered windows and not wonder what broke them.

      “Psst!” I heard a whisper from one of the doorways. “Over here!”

      “Chloe?” I asked.

      Chloe’s hand reached out and snatched my arm. Just in time too. A bunch of voices started echoing along the corridor, and they sounded angry. Then I was shoved into a side room until the voices moved past.

      “What on earth did you do!” Chloe asked.

      “It wasn’t me exactly. It was the Tuning Fork.”

      “Well, whatever did it, we’re in a lot of trouble now. They know we’re here! What were you thinking!”

      “That living is better than dying.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “How’d you get away from the lion?” I asked. “I thought you’d be a goner.”

      “I managed to lure it into one of the cages in the dungeon. Then it shattered.”

      She shot me a look.

      “Right. So, where are we?” I asked.

      The small space seemed like a bedroom. Well, almost. A girl’s bed had been positioned against the farthest corner of the room, and a heap of costumes had been piled on top of the mattress. There were lights and mirrors everywhere, especially above the huge dressing table full of makeup. Beside the makeup was a framed, autographed photo of the Actress. Complete with a red lipstick kiss mark at the bottom.

      “It was my room,” Chloe said softly. She picked up a worn, white teddy bear off the floor. “My mother must’ve given my bedroom to the Actress for a dressing room. She’s kicked me out. I didn’t think she’d…not really, but she has.”

      I frowned at the Actress’s ugly costumes. “I’m sorry, Chloe. I don’t know what to say.”

      Chloe stared at the teddy bear for a while and pressed her fingertips against the scar on her forehead. I thought for a minute she might cry, but then her face went blank, and her voice turned hard.

      “It doesn’t matter.” She set the teddy bear on her bed. “We should go somewhere safer.”

      “Wait, look.” I pulled the Finder’s Globe out, and Chloe’s eyes widened.

      “You found it! I don’t believe it! Where?”

      “The banquet hall. They’re planning on performing Macbeth there instead. So I figure all we have to do is find out where the Actress is keeping everyone, save them, and then defeat the Actress.”

      “Oh, is that all?”

      “You didn’t see anyone stashed away in the dungeon while you were down there, did you?”

      She shook her head. Too bad. The dungeon seemed like an obvious place to keep hostages.

      “Do you know how to use the Finder’s Globe?” I asked.

      “You don’t?”

      “I tried in the banquet hall. I couldn’t get it to show me anything.”

      “Can I see it?”

      I handed the Finder’s Globe to Chloe, and while she studied it, I tried again with the Professor’s book. But no luck—for either of us. Finally, Chloe shook her head, and she set the Finder’s Globe down on the dressing table.

      “I hate magic,” she said. “When it’s not killing you or cursing you, it still goes out of its way to make you feel stupid.”

      She had a point. I traced my finger along the title of the Professor’s book, embossed in gold on the cover. “Why do you suppose it’s called the Scottish play?” I asked. “I mean, the title’s Macbeth, right? So why don’t people call it that?”

      The book’s cover suddenly grew warm. I flipped it open, and there on the first page was the answer.

      Chapter One: The Curse of Macbeth. Much superstition surrounds this popular work of Shakespeare, particularly any theatrical performances of the play. It is said that simply uttering the name Macbeth in the theater where it is being rehearsed or performed is enough to curse the performance to extreme and perpetual bad luck. Because of this, actors have universally forbidden the speaking of the play’s name within the theater, unless it is being used during the performance itself. Instead, the play has come to be called “The Scottish Play.”

      Well, wasn’t that an interesting thing to know?

      “What’s wrong?” Chloe asked.

      I glanced up from the book. “Nothing’s wrong. Why?”

      “You had a weird look on your face.”

      “Just a thought. Maybe it’s no big deal. I have to think about it.”

      There was more written in the book. I read on.

      Often it’s believed any harm that comes from the play can be undone by following certain rituals. Owing to the nature of superstition, these rituals vary depending on the performers and the general tradition of each theater company, but usually these rituals involve the recitation of a different Shakespearean play, often a passage from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

      “Chloe, you’ve got to see this,” I said, motioning to her. But she motioned for silence, and we both listened. Someone was at the door. Chloe jabbed her hand into the pocket of her hoodie, probably for the Hall Pass. She frisked her other pockets. Glanced at the floor.

      No Hall Pass.

      We both dove under the dressing table. And then I realized. The Finder’s Globe was still sitting there on the table in plain sight. If anyone noticed the globe, then it’d be obvious an intruder had been in the banquet hall and in this dressing room. It’d be obvious we were probably still here.

      I extended my hand, trying to feel for the Finder’s Globe so I could grab it. There was the sound of the doorknob. My fingertips brushed against the glass surface. Almost. I stretched a little more.

      A crash.

      My hand had bumped the Finder’s Globe off the table, sending it plummeting to the ground where it shattered. We both stared at the fragments of glass on the floor, and Chloe gathered a couple of the shards, but it was hopeless. There was no way we’d be able to fix it. What had I done?

      Then the door opened.

      No time to think. No place to hide.

      I stood, ready to face whoever entered the room. Chloe stood beside me, and we both looked at the figure standing in the doorway. That familiar red hair. Those dark eyes. That smile.

      “Where have you both been?” the Actress cried, entering the room. “You two are late for your cue on stage! We’ve been waiting for you!”

      With a flourish, she showed us the Hall Pass.

      “And look what I found down in the dungeon! Chloe, Chloe, Chloe. So careless!”

      Then the Actress must have seen the Finder’s Globe. Or what was left of it. For a moment, she gaped at the broken glass.

      “No matter,” she said. “I have most of the Artisans already. I don’t need to find the rest. There are too few of them to resist me anyway.”

      “Let us go, or I’ll say it.” I stepped forward. “I’ll say the one word you fear more than any other right now.”

      “No, I don’t think you will,” the Actress said.

      Two thugs wearing kilts entered the room. Chloe and I moved away from them, but there was really nowhere to go. The room was just too small.

      “Mac—” I started to say, but no good. A rough hand clamped down over my mouth, another grabbed my hands. When I struggled, I was pushed roughly to my knees. I could hear Chloe struggling beside me as well.

      “Cunning little bird, aren’t you?” the Actress said. “Trying to curse the performance before it even begins. That’s not very nice! Especially since you’re going to be in it. And everyone in the audience is so looking forward to seeing you!”

      The two men pushed Chloe and me out of the room and along the corridor towards the banquet hall while the Actress pocketed the Hall Pass and followed behind us. When we finally reached those heavy double doors, they forced us into the dark hall.

      “Take the girl to her mother,” the Actress said. “The boy comes with me.”

      One of the men forced Chloe off in a different direction. Then I was hustled along the center aisle until I was standing on the stage with the Actress beside me.

      “Tie him up,” she said. “And whatever you do, don’t let him speak.”

      I waited for the man to get some rope, but he only stood there. Then, along my wrists I felt a slight tickle, something small and thin wrapping around my hands, around my ankles, even around my face. So, Sweet Pea had been right. The Black Thread had betrayed me at last. I didn’t bother struggling.

      Against the Black Thread, what was the point?

      It’d been so dark that I hadn’t noticed at first, but now gazing out at the hall, I could see people sitting in the chairs around the tables. I squinted at all the faces, trying to discern their features in the dim lights.

      “I invited some guests to watch our little show,” the Actress said. “And they jumped at the invitation. Would you like to see your adoring fans? Lights, please!”

      The lights in the banquet hall brightened.

      “Anyone you recognize?” the Actress asked.

      The Gray Lady—I recognized her at once. With Chloe sitting beside her. And the Actor was there too, standing offstage, smiling at me. But those people over there….

      My stomach dropped as I finally understood what the Actress had in mind. I had to admit, it was a pretty clever thing to do, in that mean, hateful sort of way.

      Wheelers.

      All of them, sitting there staring at me. And next to them?

      Choir Boys.

      Great. So whatever humiliating anguish, torture, and death the Actress had devised for me, she wanted to make sure my other enemies got to watch.

      And I was completely helpless to stop her.
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      “Tell me what it feels like,” the Actress said, “to know that your final moment is at hand, with not a friend in the world to help you! It must be so marvelously hopeless! Such magnificent despair!”

      The banquet hall was silent.

      I glared at the Actress. Maybe, just maybe, she’d be stupid enough to untie me and let me answer. Even condemned men are allowed to have a last word or two, right? And me, I only needed one.

      Just one word.

      “Nothing to say?” The Actress stepped forward on the stage. “Ah, well. Fortunately, your part doesn’t have any lines. We only need a body. A dead body. Someone to play King Duncan when he’s murdered. The Actor thought you’d be perfect for the part. Your big chance to break into show business. Wasn’t that kind of him?”

      The Actor, smiling, waved at me from the side of the stage like we were best friends.

      “There’s only one more thing we need,” the Actress said.

      Here I thought things were bad enough. But now she wanted to add something extra to the mix? Just what did she have in mind? A swarm of fire ants? A tank of flesh-eating piranha? Considering the Actress’s flair for the dramatic, anything was possible.

      She sauntered off stage, and when she returned, she held a bent cardboard crown. Its edges were rough and crooked, with splatters of gold glitter and plastic jewels glued onto it like a five-year-old made it in craft class.

      “Can’t have a king without a crown, can we?” she asked.

      Then she jammed the ugly cardboard crown onto my head. It slipped down the front of my face, drooping half-tilted over my left eye. All in all, I must’ve looked pretty pathetic. But probably that was what the Actress was aiming for. She really knew how to humiliate.

      “Perfect!” she said. “It may not be the Bronze Crown, but this one suits you so much better! All hail King Duncan! Now, you wait here until it’s time to kill you. I promise it won’t be long!”

      The lights in the hall dimmed to show that the performance had begun, and the Actress, transforming into a ragged witch, hobbled to her place behind the cauldron. With a cackle, she stirred the cauldron’s black goop with slow, smooth strokes until it bubbled and frothed. Then she inhaled a breath to deliver her opening line, but suddenly a man’s voice shouted from the audience.

      “Release the boy, thou evil sorceress!”

      The Actress jolted and dropped her wooden spoon into the witch’s brew. The cauldron made a loud hiss as the spoon dissolved into scum.

      “Who said that?” she asked. “Who! Who interrupted my line! I will not be upstaged!”

      With a flick of her hand, she transformed into herself again and strode to the stage’s edge. Her back was to me, so I wiggled my wrists against my bonds unobserved. The Black Thread hadn’t tied me very tightly. Fortunately, the Actress was too distracted to notice.

      “Lights!” she screamed.

      The lights brightened in the hall once more, and a low murmur rose from the audience, but there was no sign of the man who’d interrupted the Actress.

      “I demand an answer!” She glared at the audience. “Who!”

      “If thou wouldst know thy challenger,” the man said, “look upon me.”

      Everyone turned to stare at the figure of a knight standing in the doorway of the banquet hall. I recognized his rusty armor, his helmet, and the emblem on his shield of a silver cross.

      This Broken Knight guy, whoever he was, had great timing.

      He reached up his hand and removed his helmet. There was a soft glow around his head, like a halo, so it took me a minute to really see his face. And then I realized. He had white hair. A curly white beard. Wrinkles, even.

      So much for rescue.

      The Actress tossed her head back and sneered.

      “You. Do you honestly think you frighten me, you pathetic old man? Or anyone else for that matter!” She glanced at the Actor.

      “Perhaps not,” the Knight said. “Though you may yet fear my masters. For I have been recalled from exile by the Higher Authorities, and they bade me give thee a message!”

      The Actress turned so pale, not even her stage makeup could hide it.

      “The Higher Authorities?” She laughed, but it sort of stuck in her throat. “What do I care about them?”

      “Well, now, Actress, ah….” The Actor massaged his forehead. “Perhaps we might at least hear the message? It’s from the Higher Authorities, after all.”

      “Very well,” she said. “What message do they have for me?”

      “They warn you to choose wisely,” the Knight said. “The net you have cast for others waits to catch you instead. Surrender, return those thou hast wronged, and release the boy!”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “Then I am instructed to bring justice!”

      “Hmm. There’s one little problem with that, isn’t there? You’re completely alone. And I’m not.”

      When she said this, an uproar rose from backstage with the sounds of clashing metal and pounding feet. Then, weirdest of all, the squawks and rills of bagpipes echoed in the air.

      “Places, everyone!” the Actress said.

      A mob of soldiers wearing kilts entered the hall from the stage. There were at least thirty of them, all marching to the songs of the bagpipes. The soldiers’ faces were obscured, but their weapons were easy enough to see. Some of them had clubs. Others had swords. A few even had pikes.

      Who were these guys?

      The Knight didn’t seem to care. He drew his broken blade from its scabbard and fitted his shield, preparing to fight the entire mob. Old and outnumbered, sure, but he was brave—I had to give him that.

      “You’re wrong, crazy lady!” a small voice yelled over the noise. “The Knight’s not alone!”

      The bagpipes faltered, and the mob quieted in confusion as everyone looked around to see who had spoken. It was Spider, standing on his chair.

      “Let Rook go!” he cried.

      Prodigal stood. Then Blue Sky. And the rest of the Wheelers. Then the Choir Boys stood beside them. Forte, Adagio, even Allegro. Ready to fight—for me.

      If my mouth hadn’t been gagged, my jaw would have dropped.

      The Actress clenched her fists. “No! No audience participation! What do you all think this is! Smarmy dinner theater?” She motioned at the soldiers in kilts. “Get them!”

      “Wheelers, lively up!” Prodigal called.

      Suddenly the Wheelers were overturning tables, throwing chairs aside, and knocking over the candelabras. The Actress took a step back when she saw the chaos. Seemed like the Wheelers were just starting a brawl at first, but then the banquet hall reminded me of a skate park, with those tables upended and angled like ramps.

      “Don’t stand there watching!” the Actress yelled. “Stop them!”

      The soldiers in kilts rushed forward, swords drawn and clubs raised, but the Wheelers didn’t even flinch. They retrieved their skateboards and their bikes from the different places where they’d stashed them. Prodigal adjusted his baseball cap and grinned.

      He definitely had his own brand of crazy.

      With a nod, he signaled to the Wheelers. They took off, doing their jumps and tricks, launching into the air, using the table edges like rails. They tripped any soldiers in their way, always moving too fast to be caught. A club would swing, the Wheeler would duck or turn, and the soldier would end up on the floor.

      I almost felt sorry for those guys in kilts. Against the Wheelers?

      Those kilt guys didn’t stand a chance.

      The Wheelers weren’t the only ones putting up a good fight. The Knight was quickly challenged, but he fought his opponents with no problem. And the Choir Boys had the Gray Lady surrounded. Not that she put up much of a fight. I could see Allegro untying Chloe.

      As soon as she was free, the Ghosts arrived.

      Six of them entered the hall, silent and elusive, all of them dressed in white, all of them with their faces hidden behind their hoods. I wasn’t sure where they came from or where they’d been this whole time, but hey, every bit of help we could get was welcomed.

      The Ghosts joined in the battle, and they fought hard. Ruthless. Like always.

      So far so good.

      We probably would have won, too, except for one problem.

      Those soldiers in kilts? They kept coming.

      For every soldier a Wheeler would knock over, two more would appear to lift him to his feet again. And the Knight would disarm one, only to be matched by five new swords instead. Where were the soldiers all coming from?

      I had to help my friends. I had to do something.

      I wiggled my wrists again, twisting them against the Black Thread. Sure didn’t seem like it was trying to hold me very hard. Almost like it didn’t want to hold me at all.

      Like it was only for show.

      If I could have slapped my head right then, I would have. How could I have missed it?

      If the Black Thread always rebelled against its owners sooner or later, and the Actress was its current owner, then releasing me would be a great way to turn against her. I gave my wrists a few slight tugs. One, two, three. The Black Thread loosened completely. First from my ankles, then my hands.

      Finally, my mouth.

      The Actress saw, but too late. “Stop him! Don’t let him speak!”

      About five of those soldiers jumped up to tackle me, but I already was free. And there was no stopping me now.

      “Macbeth!” I cried.

      Just one word. Hardly anything, really. But when I said it, a huge gust of wind blew through the banquet hall. The air turned so cold I shivered, and all the lights flickered. Exactly what you’d expect a curse to be like.

      After that, things really started going wrong for those soldiers in kilts.

      Like the ones who tried to tackle me. The first guy tripped and fell on the steps leading up to the stage. The second guy tripped on the first guy. The third guy tried to help the second guy up, but the fourth guy was so busy looking at the first guy splayed out on the floor that he ran smack into them. The fifth guy fell right after.

      Sort of like dominoes.

      The same bad luck was happening to the soldiers in kilts everywhere else, too. One guy raised his sword to strike at the Knight, only to have the blade break off the hilt and fly through the air. It stuck in the wall across the room, pinning another soldier by the scruff of his shirt. He made a few feeble attempts to get free, his feet dangling inches off the ground.

      But that wasn’t all.

      Another strange thing was happening besides the bad luck. Some of the soldiers were fading. One reached out to grab Allegro, only to have his arms pass right through Allegro’s shoulders. Allegro smirked at him as he vanished. Then three more soldiers vanished as they tried to corner Spider near the stage.

      Before long, the mob of soldiers had disappeared completely.

      The banquet hall was totally trashed, too, and there was no one left to fight. Well, there was the Actor, hiding under a table. And the Actress, looking like she was about to burst.

      Was that it? Had we won?

      Then Spider cried out, and he made a dash for the stage, only to be restrained by Blue Sky. The whole hall grew quiet again. Even the Knight lowered his sword, watching. On the stage stood one last soldier. He was breathing hard, with sweat running down his forehead. His sword was still drawn, and he held it in the air, ready to drive its point into Prodigal’s heart.

      Prodigal lay there on the stage very still, his snapped skateboard beside him.

      Was he hurt?

      I took a step forward. So did the Knight.

      “No one move!” the soldier shouted. “I am one whom the vile blows and buffets of the world have so incens’d that I am reckless what I do to spite the world!”

      He gazed around at us. For a moment, his eyes lingered on Spider, probably because Spider was crying, and finally they met mine. Hazel eyes. Bright.

      An Artisan.

      At last, everything made sense. All those soldiers in kilts—it was only one guy. One Artisan. The Extra. Using his powers to play multiple extra roles.

      “What are you waiting for!” The Actress pointed at Prodigal. “Kill him!”

      “Choose wisely, Extra,” the Knight said. “This is not a play. If you murder that boy, he will not rise again when the curtain closes.”

      “Don’t listen to that old fool! Kill the boy! Kill them all!”

      “You aren’t the Director!” the Extra yelled, his hands shaking as he gripped the sword’s hilt. “I’m so sick of taking orders from you! Extra, be an evil tree. Extra, be a brainless thug. Hurt all these innocent people, Extra. Don’t I get any say in this? What am I? A nobody? A walking gentleman? No, worse than that! A walking shadow!”

      “You always have a choice, Extra,” the Knight said. “You needn’t heed the Actress. You can release that child.”

      The Extra’s hands clenched the hilt harder “But the Company! You don’t understand, Knight! It’s not just the Actress. Or the Actor. It’s all of them! How can I go against my own Company?”

      “Looks like it’s either them or the Higher Authorities,” I said.

      The Extra gritted his teeth, lifting the sword higher. Prodigal shut his eyes. But then the Extra’s face crumpled, and he tossed his blade away.

      “Killing children is not in my contract!” he cried.

      “Oh, honestly!” the Actor said, crawling out on hands and knees from under the table where he’d been hiding. “Must I do everything? What good is an extra who won’t even do what he’s told? Must I play all the Extra’s roles too?”

      He strode up to the stage, pushed the Extra off, and turned to face us.

      “An actor’s work is never done,” he said, sighing. “If I must, I must. Very well! Now, you fight me.”
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      We would lose. It was only a matter of time.

      I knew what the Actor was capable of, especially now that he stood on stage, his arms outstretched as he summoned his powers. His magic was too strong here, much stronger than the Extra’s had been. I could feel it—the way the air began to thicken in the hall like a thunderstorm was coming.

      “Retreat!” I cried. “Run for the exit!”

      The Wheelers smirked at me, then regrouped with their skateboards and their bikes near the center of the room. Prodigal gave a few quick orders, and after that, they began advancing towards the stage. Right for the Actor.

      “Stop!” I shouted.

      Maybe the Wheelers didn’t know the meaning of the word ‘retreat.’ Or maybe they all thought I was a coward, shouting at them to run. But at that moment, it didn’t matter to me what they thought. I’d lost too many friends to care about stupid stuff like that now.

      “Knight, Extra!” I called out. “Go after the Wheelers. Cover them, and see if you can get them to retreat!”

      The Extra didn’t say anything, but he nodded and raced after the Wheelers while the Knight lifted his visor, frowning.

      “Indeed, I shall!” he said. “For I fear the Actor’s powers are too great to be defeated by any such group of children, even armed as they are with their strange, wheeled weapons of chaos!”

      Probably he meant their skateboards. After that, he strode off to fight with the Extra.

      Unlike the Wheelers, the Choir Boys had no hesitations about retreating, but there was a problem. Somehow in all the fighting, the banquet hall’s doors had been blocked by a jumbled barricade of overturned tables, broken chairs, and heavy iron candelabras. The Choirs Boys struggled to clear the debris, but something about the barricade seemed strangely intentional.

      Almost as if someone wanted to trap us here.

      “Chloe,” I said, “tell your Ghosts to search the hall for the Actress. If anyone finds her, instruct them not to challenge her. She’s more dangerous than the Actor. Have them come and report to me.”

      “The Actress?” Chloe raised her eyebrow. “You really think she’s a danger? I mean, look around. I don’t even see her.”

      I glanced at the barricade. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about.”

      Chloe shrugged, then motioned at the other Ghosts.

      “You heard him,” she said. “Find the Actress. Don’t get caught.”

      The other Ghosts all vanished like wind-blown smoke. Then Chloe reached into her hoodie’s pocket and disappeared right after them. I just hoped they could find the Actress before it was too late. Before she had a chance to carry out whatever she was plotting against us. But in the meantime, we had the Actor to worry about.

      And that was trouble enough.

      With a wave of his hand, the Actor knocked back the Wheelers who were rushing towards him. They landed a few feet from the stage, all of them tangled together with their bikes and skateboards. Then he laughed and pointed at the Choir Boys.

      “Going so soon?” he asked. “You really must stay! After all, my specialty is repeat performances!”

      With a strange shuddering motion, he duplicated himself like the Extra had in our last fight. Once. Twice. Then another, again. Soon, there were five copies of the Actor on stage. Every time the Wheelers tried to trip him up and disarm him, they failed. It was all they could do to keep from being tripped themselves. And there was no one to help the Wheelers, either.

      The Actor made sure of that.

      He sent four copies of himself to keep the Choir Boys from clearing the door. Then seven more copies to fight the Knight and the Extra when they tried to challenge him. Everyone was too busy fighting the Actor to help anyone else. And people were starting to get hurt, as well. Prodigal’s head was bleeding, and the Extra had a deep wound slashed across his chest.

      This was a disaster.

      “We’re losing,” Chloe said, running up to me. She had a few scratches on her face, and she panted to catch her breath. “We have to do something!”

      “There are too many copies of the Actor,” I said. “We’re too outnumbered.”

      Chloe pursed her lips for a moment, then lowered her voice. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone about this, but…what if we had more Knights?”

      “More Knights? Chloe, what do you—”

      She pulled her hand out of her hoodie’s pocket to show me a jagged, flat piece of glass. I drew in a gasp as my stomach lurched. Like I would feel for a Collectible. A really, really powerful one. And I wasn’t the only person to notice. Even from across the room, Prodigal glanced over at Chloe and me. And near the door, Allegro shot us a look as well.

      But something was different about this feeling, too. Almost like pain. It made me wince. What was so wrong about this Collectible’s magic? Maybe it wasn’t a Collectible at all. Or was it? I suddenly couldn’t tell.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Chloe said.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “A mirror, well, a shard of one.”

      “Is it…is it a Collectible? Who made it?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know which Artisan made it. I think it’s a Collectible. At least it acts like one. It brings your reflections to life. You have to be careful, though. It’s really sharp—I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve cut myself on it. And you can’t make too many reflections. I’ve only ever been able to make six. After that, I get a horrible headache, and I have to stop.”

      I looked out at the fighting around us. At the Ghosts. Six Ghosts. Because it hurt too much to make more than that. And I felt like an idiot for not realizing it sooner.

      “It’s you,” I said. “There aren’t any other Ghosts, are there? All along, it’s only been you.”

      “Don’t tell anyone, okay? No one’s supposed to know.”

      Right as she said that, her lip started bleeding. She lifted her hand to the cut and gazed at one of the Ghosts who’d just been shoved face-first against a wall.

      “Your lip,” I said.

      “That’s how it is.” She wiped the blood with the back of her hand. “If one of us gets injured, we all do. Even me. They reflect the damage back to me.”

      “Chloe, you need to stop. Now. This broken mirror, whatever it is, its magic is too dangerous.”

      “You’re honestly going to lecture me about risk-taking? You, Mr. Black Thread?” She rolled her eyes. “Look, if we give my mirror to the Knight, maybe he can use it to duplicate himself. Make a fairer fight against the Actor. The Knight’s an Artisan, right? He’ll probably be able to use this better than I can. We just have to give it to him.”

      The Knight was still surrounded by a gang of Actors, all of them fighting like Macbeth had secretly been a ninja. Reaching the Knight in such chaos would be pretty much impossible. Unless….

      From my pocket, I took out the Red Kazoo.

      “What’s that?” Chloe asked.

      “Don’t worry. It’s safe. The Ragman gave it to me when I first started working for him. It lets me imitate voices.”

      The only question was, could I do it? I thought back to that funny little man in the black beret I’d seen in the banquet hall earlier, during their rehearsal. The Director. I’d only heard his voice once. Could I remember it well enough to duplicate it?

      “Chloe, I want you to promise me something. It’s important, okay?”

      She stared at me, her eyes wide.

      “If something happens to me,” I said, “I need you to promise you’ll do everything you can to find Sweet Pea and Deeter. The other Artisans, too. Promise me you’ll save them if you can.”

      “Why me? You’ll be here to help them. You don’t need me.”

      “Just promise. Okay? In case this goes wrong.”

      She opened her mouth, then closed it again and nodded. “I promise.”

      “Right.” I glanced at the stage. “Be ready to give your mirror to the Knight when it’s clear.”

      “You be careful,” she said. Then she sprinted off in the direction of the Knight.

      To buy her time, I’d need some place to hide first. In the corner of the hall were a few upended tables bunched together, so I crept over there, ducking and dodging the fight that was going on around me. When I reached the tables, I hunched down and closed my eyes, trying to remember the Director’s voice. That odd nasal whine. Like he had a coat hanger stuck in his throat.

      I drew in a breath, lifted the Red Kazoo to my lips, and blew.

      “Cut! Cut! CUT! Actor! I have some notes for you!”

      Everyone stopped fighting in the confusion of the moment. I couldn’t blame them. Must have been kind of weird. This random voice talking in the air above their heads.

      “Director?” the Actor said. “You have notes for me?”

      “Come to the stage, so I can give them to you!”

      All of the Actors looked at each other. One of them shrugged. Another cleared his throat. Then they faded until only one Actor remained, and he walked over to the stage.

      “What notes?” he asked, still looking around.

      “Well…”

      Over at the other end of the room, Chloe ran to the Knight and handed him the mirror. She said something to him, and he bent over to listen. Almost. Just a little longer. I had to think fast.

      I blew into the Red Kazoo again. “You’re not convincing enough!”

      “But I thought I was doing better! What is it this time?”

      “You’re too good! You have to let them beat you more often! No one is that good at fighting! Not realistically!”

      The Actor rubbed his chin, his lips. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. A small loss once in a while. For realism’s sake. Very well.”

      The Actor’s clones returned and resumed the fight, but now there were twelve Knights instead of one. The look on the Actor’s face was classic when he saw all those Knights waiting for him. And finally, our side started to have more success. I watched Blue Sky out-skate the Actor over in the corner, and then Spider gave him a good kick in the shins. The Actor collapsed and rolled over like he’d been dealt a death blow.

      I grinned.

      “Very clever, Peter,” the Actress said.

      I stood and spun around. Behind me stood the Actress, holding a revolver.

      “Isn’t Lady Macbeth supposed to have a dagger, not a gun?” I asked.

      “Not unless that gun has a very special bullet.”

      She smiled.

      “The Copper Bullet,” I said. “You’re the one who claimed it.”

      My heart pounded harder.

      She waved the gun at me. “Oh, don’t worry. I’m not going to shoot. Well, not at you.”

      Laughing, she pointed the gun at the banquet hall where all my friends fought, oblivious to how much danger they were in.

      “Why do you hate me so much?” I asked. “Why me? What did I do?”

      “Are you really so clueless! You took my audience away!”

      “Your audience?”

      “When the Actor was sent to the Penitoria, when you sent him there, none of the other Artisans wanted to see our plays anymore. And no wonder! Putting on plays with half the roles empty and missing. I did my best to carry on, we all did, but the Company had no choice. We had to act. Because without an audience, what were we, really? What’s a play without people to watch it?”

      “So no one came to watch your plays, that’s not my fault. That’s the Actor’s fault. He’s the one who tried to take over the world. Blame him.”

      “But his plan was brilliant! Think, if he’d succeeded, we would have had an audience at our bidding whenever we wanted! But you…you forced us into solitude. Our pain, unseen. Our voices, unheard. I don’t want you to be dead, Peter. I want you to be alone. Like us. Forever alone. And I will raze the world if I have to, just to leave you standing alone in the wreckage.”

      “I won’t let you hurt my friends anymore.”

      “Indeed! I’ve begun to wonder if my work is even necessary. You’ve been doing a wonderful job all by yourself. That nasty incident with Sweet Pea, for example. That was better than anything I could’ve possibly orchestrated. You let her believe she was your friend when really she didn’t even know you at all! Such beautiful dishonesty, Peter!”

      I couldn’t make my lungs take in any air, couldn’t speak. The Actress pointed the gun at Spider.

      “He’s a cute one, isn’t he? Wouldn’t he make an adorable corpse? Or how about her?” She pointed the gun at Blue Sky. Then at Allegro. “Which friend do you want to lose next?”

      She pointed the gun at Chloe.

      “So many choices! And believe me, Peter, this is one bullet that never misses.”

      No more.

      The Actress had gone far enough. She’d already taken Sweet Pea and Deeter. And the Detective. The Professor. The other Artisans. There had to be a place where the Actress couldn’t hurt my friends. Couldn’t do any more harm. Couldn’t escape. The Penitoria’s Center wasn’t enough. The Actor had escaped from there, right? It could happen. So she had to be put in a place where escape was impossible.

      And suddenly, I remembered where such a place was.

      The problem was getting her there.

      I lunged for the Actress. She must’ve thought I was trying to grab the gun, so she jerked her hand out of reach, which gave me just enough time to jam my hand into her coat pocket. Sure, the Copper Bullet was a powerful Collectible, but fortunately for me, I pick-pocketed a stronger one.

      “Hall Pass! Take us to the Time Cages! Please!” I cried. “The Time Cages!”

      There was a hard jolt that made the banquet hall vanish, then a rush of cold so intense that it stopped my breath. The sounds of my friends’ shouts, the clattering of swords and skateboards turned to silence. And somehow, I knew the Hall Pass had done it. It’d taken us past the Impossible Hallway, past the Impossible Door.

      To the Time Cages.
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      I must’ve passed out or something because the next thing I knew, I was lying face down on wet grass. My head hurt, and my body ached like maybe I’d crashed against the ground. At first, I lay still, listening to the silence, but then I rolled over and opened my eyes. A thick fog pressed in close around me, making everything blurry and gray.

      Not sure what I expected to find in a Time Cage. Not this—that’s for certain.

      A damp wind blew against my face, so I sat up and pulled my coat closer to me. There were no signs of any people here, not even the Actress. That didn’t mean she wasn’t close, though. She could’ve been hiding in the fog.

      But where exactly was this place? It felt almost like a park. So much wet grass. And the smell of freshly dug dirt. Decaying leaves. Some sweet scent, too, like roses, maybe. The fog drifted and thinned, allowing me to see better. A few feet away from where I stood loomed a dark shape. A shadow planted in the ground. So I took a few steps closer to find out what it was.

      A gravestone. Shaped like a cross.

      No. Not here.

      It was bad enough that the Packrat House kept trying to bring me to this place, but now the Hall Pass had brought me here, too? How was that even possible? I’d asked the Hall Pass to take me to the Time Cages. How could the Pleasant Memories Cemetery be on the other side of the Impossible Door? What was going on?

      I backed away from the gravestone. This was all wrong. I shouldn’t be here.

      So I ran.

      I didn’t even pay much attention to which way. I raced through the fog, stumbling, picking myself up again. Who cared if I found the Actress while running? I’d take the Actress over that gravestone any day. Finally, my throat raw, my legs shaking, I stopped. There wasn’t enough air in the world to fill my lungs. I bent over, panting and gasping.

      Then the fog shifted, and I was back where I’d started.

      At the cross-shaped gravestone.

      No matter what direction I took, no matter how long I ran, always when I stopped, that same gravestone was a few feet from me. Definitely, some type of magic was at work here, and I had no idea how to escape it.

      “Someone help me!” I cried.

      My voice was lost in the air, smothered by the fog.

      I was too tired to run anymore, so I wandered, my shoes growing soggy and squeaky against the grass. After a while, I came upon that gravestone again, only this time it was different.

      Someone was standing next to it.

      I stopped walking and peered through the clouds swirling in front of me. It wasn’t the Actress—that was obvious. No black leather jacket. No crazy red hair. The figure looked like a man dressed in a white uniform, and there was something beside him, round and silver. Like a trash can. With a cloth, he started polishing the surface of the gravestone.

      “Janitor?” I asked.

      “Hey! You noticed me again, didn’t you?” He grinned. “That’s twice now you’ve noticed the Janitor, isn’t it?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Doing what I always do, don’t I? Cleanin’ up.”

      I glanced around. “But, where are we?”

      He studied me with his crossed eyes and shrugged. “Where? We’re in a Time Cage, ain’t we? Looks like yours. Which seems strange to me, don’t it? Time Cages aren’t meant for Finders. I was passing through, doin’ my job, and I thought I heard you call out. And I said to myself, that ain’t right, a Finder in a Time Cage. So I stopped by to see what was goin’ on. Say, what are you doing here?”

      I told him everything that had happened in the banquet hall at Edgeston Castle. While I talked, he kept shaking his head and clicking his tongue at the mess we’d made during the fight. Sometimes, he’d even mutter how he was going to have to work a double shift and how he was going to need a bigger broom.

      “That Actress,” he said when I’d finished, “she always makes a big mess, don’t she?”

      “Have you seen her here?”

      “Nope. Only you.” He poked his fingers into his pocket. “And this. It was on the ground.”

      “The Hall Pass?” I accepted the blue piece of paper from him. “Can this get me out of here?”

      “Naw. Its magic may have been powerful enough to bring you here. Getting into the Time Cages isn’t too hard. But getting out is a whole different story.”

      I glanced at the gravestone, then away.

      “How do we escape?” I asked.

      “We don’t. Well, I do, but you don’t. I told you, this is your Time Cage, ain’t it? Me, I go where I gotta go. Someone’s gotta keep the Time Cages clean, don’t they? But I don’t think you’ll be able to leave. Time Cages are tricky.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Don’t you know? You’re in one, and you don’t even know?” He shook his head. “Time Cages are a moment in time. Your time. Your life. When things went wrong because of something you did. Or did not. And maybe your life went on, but you didn’t. Deep inside, you stayed behind in that moment.  In your heart, you got trapped. The Time Cages take you to that moment, make it a reality around you. To get out, you have to make amends for the thing you did, or didn’t. You have to make it right again. At least in your heart.”

      “How? How can I make it right?”

      “How should I know? It’s your Time Cage, not mine. But you haven’t made it right yet, and most people in a Time Cage, even here, they still can’t bring themselves to face that moment, let alone make amends for it.”

      I’d stopped running a while ago, but suddenly it was hard to breathe again. Because finally, I understood.

      “But this cemetery, that gravestone….” I swallowed. “I have no memory of it. Any of it. How am I supposed to make amends for a thing I can’t even remember?”

      The Janitor folded his cleaning cloth into a perfect square. “That’s a problem, ain’t it? Most people can’t escape even when they can remember.”

      So in other words, I was stuck here.

      “The prisoners trapped in Time Cages, they never get out? Never?” I asked.

      “Well….” He tucked his cleaning cloth inside his shirt pocket. “I ain’t a genius at theoretical magic or hypothetical arcane situations. The Professor, he’d know the answers to your questions better than I would, wouldn’t he? But I’ve been in charge of cleaning the Time Cages for a few thousand years at least, and I’ve never seen a prisoner escape yet.”

      I sank down onto the wet grass. Alone here. Forever. I’d never see Sweet Pea or Deeter again. Or Chloe, or the Professor. Or anyone else. I’d never get my memories back. And as for my family? Never again. Home, never again.

      The Actress got what she wished for me, after all.

      “There is one thing, though,” the Janitor said. “You came here voluntarily. To save your friends. Ain’t no prisoner ever come to a Time Cage voluntarily before. Maybe that’ll count for something. Or not. Who knows?”

      The Janitor started wheeling his silver trash can away from the gravestone.

      “Wait, you’re leaving?” I asked.

      “I’ve got other places to clean. Other befores. Other afters.”

      “You’ll come back, though, right?”

      “When your cage needs cleaning, sure I will. I’m a good Janitor. Always do a real thorough job, don’t I?”

      He shuffled a few more steps away. I jumped to my feet.

      “Wait!”

      He paused. “Somethin’ else you want clean?”

      “I-I need you to do something for me. It’s like cleaning. Cleaning up some messes I made.”

      With any luck, Chloe and the Knight would defeat the Actor. Bring back everyone who’d gone missing. I wished I could be there to see it. But since I couldn’t be….

      “There’s this girl, Sweet Pea,” I said. “You met her in the Oratorium. Do you remember?”

      “Sure, I do. She noticed me, didn’t she? I always remember the people who notice me.”

      “I need you to go to the Ragman. He’s got all my memories. I need you to ask him to give my memories to Sweet Pea.”

      I couldn’t go back in time to tell her my name, but maybe if she had my memories, maybe she’d feel better. Maybe that’d make up for it.

      “Are you positive I’m cleaning a mess?” The Janitor scratched his bald spot.

      “Oh, yeah. A really big one.”

      “Hmm. Okay. I’ll do it.”

      With that, he wheeled his silver trash can off into the fog and was gone. I stood there, shivering, as the silence returned. In front of me, the gray wisps of cloud caressed the gravestone. Almost obscuring it, but never quite. Like the fog was teasing me.

      Whose name was on that gravestone?

      Not like it mattered. The name would mean nothing to me. So what difference would it make if I looked or not? And maybe if I looked, I’d remember. A slim chance, probably, but there was nothing else to try. And nothing to lose.

      I took a step closer, then stopped. Why was this so hard? I was near enough that I could almost reach out with my hand and touch the stone.

      But still, I couldn’t look down at the writing.

      I swallowed a few times. Sweet Pea would tell me I could do this. So would the Professor. So would the Detective. Hard to know what Chloe would say, but maybe she’d believe in me, too. And Deeter…well, Deeter would tell me not to mess up again.

      I grinned. Just a little. And then I peered down at the face of the stone.

      Matthew David Spark.

      I let the name settle into my mind, hoping for some glimpse of a memory. Even one as gray and elusive as the fog. Did I know this person? Was he someone important to me? Was he a family member? A friend? An enemy?

      Nothing. It was the name of a stranger.

      I read the remaining words on the stone.

      Beloved husband, father, friend. Gone, but not forgotten.

      Ironic, really.

      I observed the date and did some math. This guy had been dead about a year. Still, knowing that fact didn’t bring back my memory. One year dead, a hundred years dead…it made no difference. After a deep breath, I brushed my hand against the carved letters. They felt cold and smooth in the polished stone. Not sure what I expected to happen when I touched them.

      A lightning bolt? An earthquake? A memory?

      So this was really it. Stuck here. Forever. Just me and Mr. Spark.

      And the Actress, maybe. Was she here, too? Or was she stuck in some Time Cage of her own? What if she wasn’t here at all? What if somehow she’d escaped? What if she was still back at the banquet hall, hurting people I cared about?

      No. Life wasn’t totally unfair. She had to be here, beyond the Impossible Door, somewhere out of reach. Some place where she couldn’t hurt people anymore. If this was the price I had to pay to protect my friends, so be it.

      And if she was free, I didn’t want to think about it.

      I sat next to the gravestone, its coldness pressing against my back. Trapped in a moment in time. Great. Too bad my moment in time couldn’t be on a nice sunny beach.

      “Peter?” a man’s voice echoed in the clouds. “Peter, are you there?”

      It didn’t sound like the Janitor. Besides, he’d already cleaned this place. But it was still a familiar voice. I recognized the accent. Sounded British.

      Which was absolutely impossible.

      Soon, the Ragman emerged from the fog.

      “Ah, here you are!” he said. “Brisk, isn’t it?”

      He turned up his coat collar, bouncing slightly on his toes to keep warm. The dampness had slicked down his thin hair against his forehead, and his nose was reddening from the cold. At first, I thought he must be some kind of Time Cage trick.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “The Janitor delivered your message. Told me you were in a tight spot. Not having any memories, you know. So I decided it was high time to lend a hand. The Janitor agreed to bring me here, and the Sentinels agreed to let me in. They’re a bit spooky, aren’t they, those Sentinels?”

      “Wait, you’re going to give me my memories back?”

      “Well, not all of them, of course. That would violate the contract.”

      Figured.

      “But…I think under the terms,” he added, “I could give you a single memory. The one you need to get us out of this place.”

      Wait, us?

      “You’re trapped here, too?” I asked.

      “For the time being.” He cleared his throat. “Yes, well. I think I know which memory you need. It’s not a pleasant one, I’m afraid.”

      He glanced down at the gravestone.

      But I still couldn’t quite believe he was here to begin with. And if this didn’t work, he’d probably be imprisoned here with me. No more bidding wars. No more collecting. No more anything. No more…life, really. The Ragman was willing to risk so much for me?

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “I can’t have my best Finder lost in a Time Cage, can I?” He winked and pulled out a black handkerchief from his front coat pocket. “Ready, Peter?”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I’ve always known. It’s part of—”

      “Let me guess, it’s part of the contract.”

      Made me wonder what else he knew about me. What else he wasn’t telling me.

      “This shouldn’t hurt,” he said, tying the handkerchief around my eyes. “It may take a moment, though. Returning a memory—it’s more of an art than a science.”

      The blindfold darkened out all the light, so I waited, listening. The wind blew against my body, and the Ragman muttered something. Not sure what. Sounded like maybe he was having trouble getting the magic to work, whatever it was he had to do. And then after that, I tore the blindfold off. Stared at the gravestone.

      Because suddenly, I could remember.
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      It’d been foggy then, too, on the day of the funeral. The graveside coffin covered with heaps of white gladiolas. And all the men and women standing around it, dressed in black. Like me. Some woman wearing a dark veil kept trying to squeeze my shoulder. I shrugged off her hand. Who was she?

      The Ragman hadn’t given me that part of the memory.

      But then the minister was finishing his sermon. He ended with a prayer, something about comfort and life everlasting. I hardly heard him. Afterwards, a bunch of people approached me to give me their condolences.

      “Your father was a great man, Peter.”

      “He would be so proud of you.”

      “We’re here if you need anything. Anything at all.”

      I just kept staring at those ugly white gladiolas until everyone was gone, except for the woman in the black veil.

      “Do you need more time, Peter?” she asked.

      I didn’t answer her. After a while, she was gone too, leaving me alone beside my father’s grave.

      His death was my fault.

      People kept saying it wasn’t, but in my heart I knew they were wrong. My friends and I had wanted to go for pizza after our baseball game since we’d won. I wasn’t supposed to break my curfew. I was supposed to go home.

      But I didn’t.

      I didn’t even call, just to tell my family where I was, so my dad got worried when I didn’t come home. He went looking for me though it was raining. And driving in the storm, he lost control of the car. Broke through the guardrail. Skidded off the road….

      No. I didn’t want to think about the rest.

      Why didn’t I call?

      And as I stood there on the day of his funeral, staring at his coffin, I couldn’t quite say what I wanted to say. Needed to say. Because saying the words would make it real. Make it permanent.

      Make it forever.

      I didn’t speak. Instead, I shook my head and walked away from his grave.

      But the next day after school, I went back again. Because always those words were right there, needing to be said. I swallowed them into silence. Left the cemetery. Returned the next day. And the next. And the next. Every day, I came back. I always just stood there, staring at his name on the stone. I could never quite say the words.

      So now here I was. Stuck in my Time Cage. Still at his grave. Still silent.

      “You all right, Peter?” the Ragman asked.

      He didn’t honestly expect me to answer that, did he?

      “Yes, well, I’ll let you, er….” He gestured vaguely at the gravestone. “Call me if you need anything.”

      He wandered away until I could barely see his silhouette against the fog. I almost called him back so I could tell him how doomed we both were. Because the Janitor was right.

      I was never getting out of this place.

      I’d be stuck here. So would the Ragman. All because of a few little words I couldn’t bring myself to say. And me, I’d have to stare at this stupid gravestone forever. Whether I said anything or not.

      But maybe that was the point.

      The gravestone would always be here. It was a fact. Didn’t matter if I acknowledged the truth or not—the truth still was as solid and permanent as this gravestone. My father’s death was real. My words wouldn’t change that.

      They’d only change me.

      I clenched my jaw a few times. Made a fist. I could do this. I had to do this.

      I had to say the words.

      “Dad?” I inhaled a breath. “I’m so sorry.”

      Then my cheeks were wet, but not from the dampness of the fog. And there weren’t enough words in the world to say how sorry I was. Or how much I loved him. Or how much I missed him. There never would be. But at least this was a beginning.

      I wasn’t sure how long I stood there like that, but when I looked up from my dad’s grave, the sky was clear.

      What had happened to the fog?

      “That’s a nice improvement in the weather, isn’t it?” the Ragman said, sauntering up to me.

      The sunlight shone down around us, causing a gentle steam to rise from the wet gravestones. Was that really it? I just needed to say I was sorry.

      I needed to say goodbye.

      For a brief moment, I thought I caught the Ragman giving me a sideways glance. I swallowed a few times since I didn’t trust my voice yet, but he chatted on as if he didn’t notice.

      “Time to find a way out of here. There must be a door or an exit….” The Ragman scratched his chin, shifted his gaze. “Peter, look out!”

      The loud crack of a gunshot broke the cemetery’s silence, right as the Ragman tackled me from the side and we both crashed to the ground. It took me a minute to realize what had happened.

      The Actress.

      Now that the fog had cleared, she must have seen me standing at my father’s gravestone and used the Copper Bullet against me. Only I didn’t feel any pain. There was no blood on me. No wound. She must’ve been a really bad shot to miss me with a bullet that always hit its mark.

      Then the Ragman coughed. Rolled over and groaned.

      “Ragman?”

      I moved beside him and looked at his chest. All the blood soaking the front of his white, wrinkled dress shirt.

      “How do you like that!” he said, and he coughed again.

      This couldn’t be happening. How could the Ragman be wounded? She’d been aiming for me.

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      The Ragman grimaced. “The Copper Bullet’s weakness. The one thing that can stop it—if someone steps in front of its path, willingly—”

      His words were lost in another coughing fit.

      So much blood. I pressed my hand against the wound. There was no way to stop the bleeding. It was too much. And I had nothing to help. No one to call.

      No. There had to be something I could do. Some way to save the Ragman. I started digging through my coat pockets. One by one, I laid all the Collectibles on the grass.

      The Heart Ring? No.

      The Red Kazoo? Definitely not.

      The Tuning Fork? Nope.

      The Sidewalk Chalk? If there was a way for it to help, I couldn’t think of any.

      I swiped at the sweat on my forehead with my sleeve, and the Ragman wagged his head.

      “Now you know why I’m always adding new ones,” he said. “You never know which Collectible may come in handy. But sometimes, they can’t…there isn’t….”

      He leaned his head back, his face blanching paler.

      The Black Thread? The Ragman needed more help than a few stitches.

      The Glass Bell?

      If I called for help, who would hear me? Who would be able to reach us here in the Time Cage? I could call the Sentinels, but would they be able to save the Ragman? Seemed doubtful to me. What about the Janitor? If I rang for him, could he help? Or would he only try to mop up the mess?

      I stared at the Ragman’s face. He’d closed his eyes, and his breaths were shallow and uneven. I couldn’t save him. This was too much for me. He was going to die.

      I stood up, looked around. Just grass and gravestones.

      “Don’t worry about it, Peter,” the Ragman mumbled.

      “I’m not worried.” I knelt down beside him again. “I’m not because you’re going to be fine. You hang on. You’ll be fine.”

      I couldn’t tell if he laughed or coughed after that—a wet, hacking sound rising from his chest that gurgled into his throat. His eyelids fluttered for a moment, and then they were still again. I couldn’t let this happen. There had to be someone who could help him.

      The Higher Authorities?

      Could they help? Would they even care? I didn’t know much about them, but if they’d sent the Knight to help before, then maybe they’d care. Maybe there was nothing they could do, but would it hurt to ask?

      “Please help us,” I whispered.

      Then I rang the Glass Bell.

      A soft thump sounded a few feet away like something had fallen from the sky. There, at the base of my father’s gravestone, was the blue Messenger’s Bottle. I yanked out the cork, tilted the bottle upside down, and unrolled the scroll of paper that fell into my hands. When I read the message, I didn’t understand at first.

      Peter, right coat pocket. Put it in the Vault when you’re done.

      I hesitated. The last few times I’d received a message from this bottle, things didn’t turn out so well. If the Higher Authorities were behind those messages, I wasn’t too sure I wanted any more of their advice. Or their help.

      The paper warmed in my hand, and new words appeared.

      We were not the authors of those past correspondences, nor did they have our approval. The Actress sent them to deceive you. You have asked for our help, and we wish to give it. Right coat pocket.

      Which didn’t exactly make sense since I’d already removed my Collectibles, but I slipped my tingling hand inside my pocket anyway. Something was definitely there that hadn’t been before. I wrapped my fingers around the object and pulled it out.

      The Higher Authorities had given me a dagger.

      “Um, what am I supposed to do with this?” I asked.

      Seemed doubtful the Higher Authorities wanted me to stab the Ragman to put him out of his misery. The blade was broken midway, so using it to stab anything would’ve been difficult. As far as I could tell, the dagger must’ve been pretty old. The hilt was badly tarnished, its purple jewels now dulled of their shine.

      Was this the Higher Authorities’ idea of a joke?

      The dagger contained some powerful magic, though. Holding it made me light-headed, so I shut my eyes and took a few breaths until the ground stopped moving and my vision settled. Then I ran my finger over the blade’s edge—still sharp. A quick nick and my finger started bleeding. I sucked the air through my teeth and jerked my finger away.

      After that, the strangest thing happened. The bleeding suddenly stopped, and the line of the cut faded. I wiggled my finger—no more pain. It was healed.

      How was that possible?

      I examined the dagger more closely. With the arms of its hilt sticking out, and the blade’s tip broken off, it almost resembled a cross.

      No, that was crazy. I couldn’t believe I was even considering the idea. But didn’t Sweet Pea say that no one knew what the Silver Cross looked like? All those old legends, yet not a single one described it? I swiped the dagger against the corner of my coat sleeve, rubbed it hard against the fabric.

      The tarnished edge gleamed silver.

      “You know, I was thinking….” The Ragman raised his head and looked at me. “Wait, is that…how could you possibly….”

      I ran over to the Ragman’s side and knelt down. It was strange to be holding the power of life and death in my hands. Was the Silver Cross really as dangerous as the Professor said? It didn’t look dangerous.

      “Um, Peter? Being shot is rather painful.” The Ragman reached his hand towards me. “If that truly is the Silver Cross, then it might be nice if you…you know…use it.”

      This was my chance. To make the Ragman sorry for what he’d done to me. For stealing my memories. For separating me from my family. Now was the time to make him suffer. Make him pay. And the Ragman would have no choice. Give me back my memories. Or else.

      So why couldn’t I say it? I turned the Silver Cross over a few times in my hands.

      “Peter?”

      I took a breath. “I’m not sure how to use it.”

      “Ah. I see.” He rested his hand on his chest. “You’re waiting to threaten me.”

      I stared at him.

      “Oh, come on, Peter. It doesn’t take a genius. You’ve got the Silver Cross, and I’ve got a bullet in my chest. Which does put me at a disadvantage. Gives you an edge. Among other things.” The Ragman’s words were broken by another coughing fit.

      “It’s not…I wouldn’t…not exactly.” I took a breath. “I want my memories. All of them.”

      “Are you sure about that? There are loads more like the memory I just returned. No wonder you were so keen to trade them away. For a boy your age, you really have suffered remarkably.”

      I glanced at my father’s gravestone.

      “You’re lying. That story about our contract. You’re lying.”

      The Ragman sighed. “If I don’t return your memories, you’ll kill me. Those are the terms, then?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Well, all right, you’ll let me die. Same difference.” The Ragman waved his slack, bloody hand in the air. “Of course, I could counter your offer. I’m a pro at this, Peter. Offers and counter offers. Bids and counter bids. How about this? Let me live, or I won’t return any of them. Not a single memory. Get it? If I’m dead, then I can’t return…get it?”

      He laughed. It was a very small sound.

      “Isn’t that how it always goes?” He cleared his throat, which made him cough again. Only this time, he coughed up blood. It ran down his chin and smeared onto his shirt collar. Then, he pressed his head back against the grass and whimpered.

      What was I doing?

      The Ragman was a thief and a liar and an all-around rascal, but when I was in trouble, he came to the Time Cages to help me. Took a bullet for me, even. And now that he needed my help, here I was letting him suffer. Letting him die. Sure, I wanted my memories. But at what cost? The Ragman’s life?

      Just how far was I going to go?

      The Ragman patted his pockets with his bloody hands. “Where’s my watch?”

      His voice was quiet now. He was not going to last much longer.

      I held up the Silver Cross. So much power. To do good? Maybe. But no one ever talks about how easy power makes it to be cruel.

      “Where’s my pocket watch, Peter?”A tear slipped across the Ragman’s temple. “I need my watch.”

      I wanted my memories back, sure, but not like this. Never like this.

      “Shh,” I said. “Lie still.”

      I held the Silver Cross against the Ragman’s wound. He moaned at the touch.

      “Please, Silver Cross,” I whispered, “please heal the Ragman.”

      After so much talk about the mystery and power of the Silver Cross, I expected some kind of dazzling flash or cracking thunder. But there was none of that. Only a gentle warmth. Soft. Almost like sunlight. And then the Ragman was sitting up. Dazed, but healed. Not even the sight of any blood anywhere.

      A muffled ringing made me look around. The Glass Bell was calling, so I picked up the piece of paper that’d come with the Messenger’s Bottle. New words had appeared.

      Your father was a doctor, Peter. He’s the one who taught you to heal people. Always remember that. Regards, the Higher Authorities.

      “Well, that was something, wasn’t it!” The Ragman stood and stretched. He ran his hands along his chest as if he still expected to feel his wound there. “Not even any pain! In fact, I haven’t felt this good in years!”

      He laughed and clapped his hands a few times. Looked like he was about to start dancing a jig any minute.

      But then I felt the paper grow warm again.

      P.S. Your friends need you urgently. The battle with the Actor is over. Your friends lost.
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      I rolled up the message, put it back inside the bottle, and replaced the cork. The moment I did, the Messenger’s Bottle vanished.

      “We need to get out of here,” I said. “Now.”

      “You’ll have no argument from me,” the Ragman said. “So, how do we escape?”

      We both glanced around the cemetery. Even without the fog, there was no visible exit.

      “But, I did what I was supposed to do.” I looked at the Ragman. “Didn’t I?”

      The Ragman shrugged.

      No. The Higher Authorities wouldn’t tell me to help my friends and then leave me stranded in a Time Cage. Or at least I didn’t think they would.

      What was I missing?

      The Ragman rubbed his side a little more. He mumbled something, and then he sniffed the air. “You know, this graveyard is rather pretty in the sunlight. Open space. Green grass. Blue sky. A nice, quiet place, really. Peaceful, even.”

      I touched the Silver Cross and remembered the prophecy that Allegro had told me.

      “The Silver Cross will be found in the graveyard of memory,” I said.

      “Sorry?” The Ragman tilted his head.

      Memory.

      “Quick, where is a memory?” I asked.

      The Ragman opened and closed his mouth a few times. “I don’t know. In your head, I suppose. Are you feeling all right?”

      “That’s not what I mean.” I slipped the Silver Cross into my pocket. “Where? Where are we? Where is memory?”

      “Well, it’s nowhere. You can’t take a car or a train to one, can you?”

      “And yet you can visit a memory whenever you want. Wherever you are.”

      “Yes, all right. So it’s everywhere, then.”

      He didn’t see it. Not yet.

      “It’s everywhere, and it’s nowhere.” I grinned. “Sort of like the Packrat House. Right? Everywhere and nowhere?”

      “You don’t really think…no. Really?”

      “Those times in the Packrat House when I went to use the door, and the house led me to this graveyard instead—the house was sending me a message. It must’ve known about this moment in the Time Cage.”

      The Ragman scratched his chin as he considered the possibility.

      “The Packrat House is a clever creature, I’ll grant,” he said, “but how could it possibly know such a thing?”

      “Maybe because it occupies the same place as the Time Cages. That sliver of space that is everywhere and nowhere. But the house wasn’t trying to show me the way in. It was trying to show me the way out.”

      From my pocket, I retrieved my house key and lifted it up into the air. Then, as if summoned, a large wooden door appeared in front of me. Just a door. Nothing else. I drew in a breath at the sudden plunge my stomach took. The prickling on my skin. The buzzing in my head. The door’s power was tremendous.

      The Ragman stared for a moment. “Never thought I’d see this a second time.”

      “Is that what I think it is?” I asked.

      “The Packrat House’s true front door. And very few people get to see it. Because it’s nowhere to be seen.” He placed his hand on the wood. “Hello, old friend.”

      The door was carved with countless images, all of them locations. Mountains and forests and cities and valleys and oceans. Each one moving and blending into the next. Each one always changing. I recognized the Eiffel Tower on one corner of the door, but when I glanced back, it had become a desert oasis. And that became a river, which flowed into a children’s playground. And that became a subway station, then a lofty palace, then a lonely country road.

      All the places of the world.

      But down on the lowest panel of the door, right near the bottom right corner, two images weren't locations. The first, an image of a hand surrounded by seven interwoven circles. The sign of the Artisans. And the second, an image of a nail. The mark of the door’s maker. Only I didn’t recognize it.

      “Is that the Architect’s mark?” I asked.

      The Ragman shook his head. “The Architect designed the house, but the Carpenter made the door.”

      I could’ve stood there staring at the door for a long time. It was the type of thing a person would never get tired of watching, but we needed to go. So I tucked my Collectibles back inside my coat pockets, except for the Copper Bullet, which I found half-hidden in the grass.

      “I’ll take that if you don’t mind.” The Ragman held out his hand.

      “You’re not planning to use it, are you?” I asked.

      “Are you kidding! No one deserves that, not even my worst enemies.” He shuddered. “No, I’d simply like to have the Copper Bullet safe and sound. Somewhere out of reach. Perhaps on my desk.”

      That meant no one would ever find it. Fair enough. I handed it to the Ragman, and we both approached the door again. But as I lifted my house key to fit in the lock, a woman’s voice called out.

      “Peter, don’t you dare!”

      I spun around in time to see the Actress striding towards us.

      “Don’t think I won’t follow you, Peter.” She grinned. “Leave now, and I’ll always be one step behind you. Always ruining your plans, always destroying your dreams. As you have mine. You will never be rid of me. Never. I swear it!”

      “Bit of a drama queen, isn’t she?” the Ragman said. “I hope you have a plan? Some bright ideas, maybe?”

      “Just one.” I turned to face the Actress.

      Time to finish this.

      “You wanted revenge,” I said, ”and you almost got it. You destroyed my life and everything in it, like you promised. But you made two mistakes. Taking everything from me was your first. Because now, I don’t have anything to lose.”

      I held the Glass Bell aloft.

      “Um, Peter.” The Ragman cleared his throat. “I was rather hoping for a better plan…”

      The Actress laughed. “You think that flimsy little bell’s magic is going to stop me?”

      “It’s not the bell you should be worried about,” I said.

      I gave the Glass Bell a single, silent ring.

      “And as for your second mistake?” I continued, pocketing the Glass Bell once more. “You decided to play Lady Macbeth.”

      When the Inquisitor appeared beside us, I barely recognized him at first because I’d been expecting him to look like the Ragman again. Only this time, the Inquisitor looked like the Actor. He was even dressed in a blue kilt like I’d seen him wearing on stage.

      “You rang?” the Inquisitor asked, flashing the Actor’s smile.

      “I’m not afraid of the truth. Not anymore. Your questions won’t have any effect on me. But her….” I pointed at the Actress. “She chose to play the role of a character with a guilty conscience.”

      “Now, Peter,” the Actress said, pouting, her eyes on the Inquisitor. “I was only playing a game with you!”

      “A game? Is that all?” the Inquisitor asked. “Then why did you try to kill him? Is that your idea of fun? Or were you trying to make the Actor finally notice you? Make him love you?”

      “Ridiculous.” The Actress crossed her arms. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “How many people have you harmed in this plan of yours, Actress? How many of the other Artisans? How many of the children who work as Finders? Do you believe the thought of them won’t keep you up at night?”

      “I’ll sleep fine.” She smiled, and for the first time, I could tell she was acting.

      The Inquisitor wasn’t nearly finished yet, though.

      “And did the Actor ever say thank you? Not even once? Do you truly think he ever will? Do you honestly expect he’ll ever think more of you than he does of himself?”

      “He doesn’t need to. He’s a genius. I admire him for his art, his talent. That’s enough for the both of us.”

      “Then why are you so unhappy?”

      The Actress didn’t answer.

      “What’s that spot on your hands, Actress? Is that blood?”

      The Actress lifted her hands in front of her face.

      “Is that the smell of blood still?” the Inquisitor asked. “Can all the perfumes of Arabia not sweeten that little hand?”

      The Actress began rubbing her hands. Slowly at first, but then her movements became frantic. She licked her fingers, then clawed at the skin of her palms. And suddenly I couldn’t tell if she was the Actress or Lady Macbeth.

      The Inquisitor smiled. “But what need we fear who knows it, when none can call our power to account? Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?”

      “Stop it!” the Actress shouted.

      “What, will those hands ne’er be clean?”

      “I did it for you, Actor! All my plans, they were for you!”

      “Can what’s done be undone, Actress?”

      The Actress held her hands to her ears. “Make him stop!” she shouted at me.

      “There’s only one way to make him stop,” I said. “And I think we both know you’re the only one who can do it. You. Maybe. Lady Macbeth? Probably not.”

      Her eyes shifted from my face to the Inquisitor’s, and she took a step back.

      “You think you can escape me?” he asked. “Don’t you know that solitude only makes my voice stronger?”

      After that, her expression changed. In fact, her whole appearance changed. Her crazy red hair transformed into thin, brown strands that hung limply around her cheeks. Her leather jacket and her red mini skirt were replaced by a frayed brown dress. On her feet, her leather boots became a pair of worn-out loafers. At first, I didn’t understand what was going on. Who was this mousy, drab-looking woman?

      “You have no idea what it is to stand alone in the dark,” she said to me. “To know that no one notices your entrances or your exits. When those who once played beside you on the stage are gone. Each of us, alone in the dark. Trapped in the eternal silence. You couldn’t possibly know, Peter.”

      I glanced back at my father’s gravestone. “You’re wrong. I know.”

      Then I understood. Everything. This woman was the Actress still, but acting no longer. Finally, she’d revealed her true self.

      “You don’t have to be alone,” I said. “You could make amends. You could say the words you need to say. You could be free.”

      For a moment, the Actress stood there quiet and still. I thought, maybe. Maybe. But then her face hardened, and her appearance changed back to the old look. The wild red hair, the leather jacket, the mini skirt, the boots. All of it the same.

      Except for her eyes—they’d turned completely black.

      She’d made her choice.

      “What is a traitor?” the Inquisitor asked.

      “Why, one that swears and lies,” she whispered.

      “And be all traitors that do so?”

      She didn’t speak.

      “It doesn’t have to be this way, Actress,” I said. “It really doesn’t.”

      Suddenly, she screamed. A high, painful sound that could have shattered glass. We covered our ears, even the Inquisitor. Then there was a wave of power around her so intense that it knocked us all to the ground.

      “I am for the air; this night I’ll spend unto a dismal and a fatal end!” she cried.

      She lifted into the air, and the Ragman muttered an expression not used in polite company, so I knew I wasn’t the only one seeing this. After that, the Actress vanished.

      “She can fly?” the Ragman said, still gaping at the place where the Actress had been. “But that’s not natural. I don’t care how powerful the Artisans are, none of them can fly!”

      The Inquisitor turned to me. “Where are the Sentinels?”

      Then he vanished as well, but I understood what he meant—he was asking for help to fight against the Actress. If the Inquisitor was unable to stop the Actress, might she find a way to escape? And what about my friends? They still needed my help against the Actor.

      How could I save my friends and help the Inquisitor, too?

      I ran to the door of the Packrat House. Behind me jogged the Ragman, trying to keep up. The Ragman—he’d have to do. There was no one else to send.

      “Good thinking. It’s an excellent time to leave,” he said.

      I pushed my house key into the lock and wrapped my hand around the doorknob. Could the door work both ways? A door this powerful—what was its magic truly capable of?

      “Come on, Packrat House,” I whispered. “Show me what you can do.”

      The doorknob warmed beneath my fingers for an answer. I threw open the door, and the Ragman’s eyebrows furrowed.

      “Um, Peter? That’s not home-sweet-home.”

      “That hallway you see beyond the door,” I said, “does it look crooked or straight to you? Quick, it’s important.”

      “Straight.” He glanced at me. “But, this side of the door always leads home. What did you…how did you do that?”

      “Not me. The Packrat House did it. You’re sure the hallway looks straight to you?”

      “Monotonously so.”

      I exhaled a breath. “That’s the Impossible Hallway. And if it’s straight, that means you can still leave the Penitoria. It means you haven’t committed any crimes.”

      The Ragman let out a hard laugh at that.

      “Well, any Artisan crimes, at least,” I added. “You’re going to have to warn the Sentinels.”

      The Ragman stopped laughing. “I-I’m sorry. What was that?”

      “You have to tell them the Actress has done something horrible. Tell them the Inquisitor needs help fighting her.”

      “I hardly think I’m the man for the job.” He lifted his head. “Besides, those Sentinels give me the willies.”

      “If you don’t tell them, and the Actress escapes, she’ll come back. You honestly think she’ll only take her revenge out on me?” I paused. “She can fly, remember?”

      The Ragman grimaced. “All right, I’ll go. But I don’t see why you can’t tell them instead. What will you be up to, then?”

      “Believe me, if you knew, you wouldn’t want to trade places.”

      I pressed the Hall Pass into the Ragman’s hand.

      “This is a loan,” I said. “It belongs to Chloe, and I’m going to give it back to her. I’m only giving it to you now to help you leave once you’ve told the Sentinels what’s happened. Use it at the Penitoria’s outer wall. That’s the only place its magic will work for an exit.”

      The Ragman could really move fast when he wanted to. I watched him sprint down the Impossible Hallway, and then I shut the door. Shut my eyes, too.

      I had one last decision to make, and I had to make it quick. My friends—Chloe, the Wheelers, even the Choir Boys—who knew what trouble they were in? Not to mention Sweet Pea and Deeter. And all the Artisans. Probably the Actor had them at his mercy now. If they were still alive.

      But they weren’t the only ones who needed help.

      “Please let this be the right choice,” I whispered. “Please let this work.”

      If what I was planning went wrong….

      I didn’t want to think about it.

      Instead, I laid my hand on the door and said the password.

      “Treble clef.”
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      Finally, I was beginning to understand.

      About the Packrat House’s front door. About all the Collectibles, really. How they connected. Collectors, Finders, maybe even the Artisans—everyone was too busy thinking of each Collectible as separate. But what if I tried to get them to work together? The lock of the Packrat House’s front door with the Welcome Mat’s password….

      With magic, anything was possible, right?

      When I swung the Packrat House’s door open, there was Staccato’s bedroom, dim and cold. A table lamp provided some light in the farthest corner, but nothing else suggested there was life in the room.

      “Staccato?” I whispered. “Are you awake?”

      I entered, my sneakers soft on the plush carpet as I approached the bed. I could just make out Staccato’s form under the blankets. Already I was reaching into my coat pocket for the Silver Cross, but then I stopped. Staccato’s face—that thin, hollow look. Like the face wasn’t quite his anymore. I’d seen that expression before and knew what it meant.

      Even the Silver Cross had its limits.

      This was my fault. I should have acted quicker. Tried harder. I should have come back to check on him sooner. I should have done more.

      And now it was too late.

      I eased myself onto the edge of his bed. His hands rested upon his chest, so I reached out to feel for a pulse. I had to know for sure that he was dead. But at the touch of my fingers, Staccato’s chest rose very slowly, filling with a breath.

      His last breath.

      No time to lose. I grabbed the Silver Cross and placed it on his heart.

      “Please heal Staccato,” I whispered, watching as he began to exhale. “Please let this be enough.”

      That gentle warmth radiated from the Silver Cross like it had before with the Ragman, and then Staccato was struggling to sit up, blinking his eyes at me.

      “Rook?” he said at last. He peered around the room as if he wasn’t sure where he was. “I thought…I thought I was dying. I thought I was alone.”

      “Nope. Bad dream. You’re awake now.”

      I felt his forehead. Not too hot, not too cold. Then I felt his pulse. Strong. His skin tone looked healthy, his eyes brighter.

      “How do you feel?” I asked. “You look better.”

      He shrugged. “I’m all right. Tired, I guess. But in a good way. Calm, you know?”

      I carefully picked up the Silver Cross and held it in my hands. He didn’t seem to notice.

      “Do you remember much?” I asked.

      “Not really. I remember the Soccer Cleats kicking me. A masked woman laughing. Then…bits and pieces. Nothing clearly. Where’s Allegro? Where is everyone?”

      “I’m going to get them for you right now.” I stood. “Rest as much as you want. Sleep will be good for you. You’ve been through a lot.”

      I helped him settle in under the covers, then I adjusted his pillow, smoothed it a bit, so he wouldn’t feel any lumps.

      “Rook?”

      Staccato’s eyes met mine, and the look he gave me was the clearest yet, like maybe at last he was beginning to understand what was going on, what I had done. The kind of magic I’d used on him.

      “Don’t tell anyone about this, okay?” I asked. “It’s important.”

      “You’re going to come back, right?”

      “Sure.” I paused. “But if I don’t, promise me you still won’t tell anyone.”

      He turned quiet, thinking for a moment. “I promise.”

      “Thanks.” I walked over to the door. “Everything will be fine. Just rest.”

      He half-nodded. Already his eyelids were sliding shut, his breaths deepening. I slipped my house key into the lock on Staccato’s bedroom door. Placed my hand on the wood.

      “Bass clef,” I said.

      And I thought about Edgeston Castle. But would the door of the Packrat House be willing to help me out a second time? The wood beneath my hand grew warm, and so did the doorknob. I opened the door.

      Edgeston Castle’s banquet hall.

      “Thank you,” I said, certain that somehow the Packrat House could hear me. Then I took one last glance at Staccato. He seemed pretty peaceful, actually. At least he’d be okay now. I stepped through the door and closed it behind me. I wasn’t prepared for the sight of the banquet hall, though—or at least, what was left of it.

      “What has the Actor done to this place?” I asked, staring.

      Smashed wooden planks lay strewn around the banquet hall like driftwood. Probably all that remained of those great, long tables. The tapestries that had once hung on the walls were torn and ripped, and the candelabras around the room were knocked over, with bent arms and blackened candles. One of the chandeliers had fallen from the ceiling—the other two burned with a low light.

      The Wheelers had made a mess, sure, but nothing like this. If it hadn’t been for the familiar stage at the front of the hall, I might have thought the Packrat House had taken me to the wrong place.

      What had happened here after I left?

      Off to my side, I noticed several pieces of a broken skateboard. Looked like the long one Blue Sky had used. I clenched my fists and walked forward.

      “Actor!” I called.

      Upon the stage was a different kind of mess. Some of the wooden planks had been arranged into a makeshift table, with one of the torn tapestries draped over it as a tablecloth. Some of the smaller pieces of wood had been stacked to look like chairs. Really pathetic ones.

      What was going on?

      Offstage, there came a scraping sound, like someone hefting something heavy across the floor. Then, disheveled and panting, the Actor came into view. Behind him, he dragged that large metal cauldron I’d seen earlier, except now it was empty. Once he reached the stage, he halted. Almost as if he sensed someone was watching him.

      Then he saw me.

      “Peter, Peter, Peter,” he said, shaking his head. “You’re late for the performance! I was about to start without you. One of the best scenes, too.”

      “You know my name?” I asked.

      He wrestled the cauldron to the head of the table and flipped it upside down like it was the head seat.

      “Professor Dimwit’s not the only one who can do research, you know.”

      Great. If the Actor knew my real name, then what else did he know?

      “Were you the one who told the Actress my name?” I asked.

      He pressed his finger against his lips. “Shhh!”

      Then he cleared his throat, stood on the upturned cauldron, and pointed at me. His face paled, and his hand started shaking.

      “Avaunt! And quit my sight!” he cried. “Let the earth hide thee! Thy bones are marrowless, thy blood is cold; thou hast no speculation in those eyes which thou dost glare with!”

      He paused, and we both sort of stood there staring at each other.

      Awkward.

      “Thou hast no speculation in those eyes which thou dost glare with!” the Actor said again, louder. And I realized, he was waiting for a response. Waiting for someone to pick up the cue.

      Only no one did. And I had a feeling I knew whose cue it was.

      “The Actress can’t say her line now,” I said. “She’s not even here.”

      Then the Actor did the one thing I never thought he’d do—he broke character.

      “Well, where is she?”

      His eyebrow arched, like maybe he thought I was trying to trick him.

      “I don’t know. The last I saw her was in the Time Cages. And something strange happened to her there. She…changed.”

      The Artisans had always been a mystery to me. To everyone. Exactly what had happened to the Actress in the Time Cage was beyond me. That dark, empty look in her eyes. That intense wave of power. I didn’t even understand it enough to take a guess.

      “But now?” I shrugged. “Gone. She’s just gone.”

      “Gone?”

      The Actor stepped off the cauldron and sat on it instead, wearing an expression on his face of total confusion. I didn’t think he was acting, either. Of course, it was always hard to know for sure with the Actor.

      “There would have been a time for such a word,” he whispered at last.

      Frankly, I hoped the Actress wouldn’t return anytime soon, but I could hardly say that to the Actor.

      “Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,” he continued, “creeps in this petty pace from day to day, to the last syllable of recorded time; and all our yesterdays have lighted fools the way to dusty death. Out, out brief candle.”

      He rose and started stalking towards me. My whole body tensed, but I refused to back down.

      “My friends,” I said, “I want them returned. Unharmed. Now.”

      “Life’s but a walking shadow,” he said as if he hadn’t heard me, “a poor player, that struts and frets his hour upon the stage, and then is heard no more: it is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”

      We were face to face when he stopped.

      “My friends,” I said again. “Where are they?”

      His mouth opened and closed a few times. Then he suddenly raised his hands in the air.

      “Why! Why do I even bother!” he cried. “You’re ruining it. Like you always do!”

      He glared at the rough set he’d built on the stage, at the empty hall, the mess and the chaos.

      “How am I suppose to work under these conditions?” He gestured at the hall. “No decent stage, no believable sets, no Actress, no Extra, no Company—”

      “What happened to your precious Company?” I asked.

      “Deserted me. Right after I made all my enemies in the hall vanish. The Director said it was unprofessional of me. Out of character. Unbelievable and unconvincing. But what else was I supposed to do? They were winning! A bunch of kids! Beating me!” He shook his head. “Let them leave. Let them all leave! I’ve done a one-man show before! Lots of times! Of course, it’s better with the Actress. The Actress is….”

      His words deserted him as well.

      For a few seconds, he stared at the ground. Then he gave a nearby piece of wood a hard kick. “No costumes, no props, no lighting—well, no decent lighting—no usable seats, no audience to fill them.”

      So the Actor wanted an audience. Needed one, even.

      Maybe I could use that against him.

      “If you bring everyone back, you’ll have an audience,” I said.

      “Ha! And have the Detective haul me off to the Penitoria again? Or perhaps your dear Professor? Even your little Finder friends are far more trouble than they’re worth.” He suddenly spun around, grinning. “I know! You can be my audience!”

      I snorted. “You think I would make a good audience? After everything we’ve been through?”

      “Hmm. Perhaps not.” He sighed. “Very well. I don’t want to make you vanish like everyone else. You’re all I’ve got left. But if you won’t be my audience, I don’t see what else you’re good for. Too bad.”

      He lifted his arms, drew in a breath.

      “Wait!” I cried. “I’m willing to be your audience. But on one condition.”

      “Which is?”

      “You have to perform the play I pick. Not Macb—”

      “Stop!”

      I paused. He was still afraid of the play’s curse. Even after all this time, even after all that had happened.

      “Fine.” I rolled my eyes. “Not the Scottish play.”

      “But that’s the play of the evening! I’m perfectly prepared!”

      “So what? You’re the Actor. I bet you could perform the lead role in any of Shakespeare’s plays at a moment’s notice.”

      “You really think I’m that good?”

      “I’m an adoring fan, right? You didn’t even pick Mac, er, the Scottish play, did you?”

      “The Actress did. She complained there weren’t any interesting enough roles for her in Richard the Third.” He rocked back and forth. “Which play then?”

      I hesitated. What had the Professor’s book said about the curse of Macbeth? About undoing whatever harm the play had caused? There were certain traditions, certain plays that could be spoken, certain lines that could undo everything…one play in particular. That had to be the key. So why couldn’t I remember which play?

      The Actor cleared his throat. “I’m waiting.”

      Defeat the play, defeat the Actor.

      I smiled. “How about A Midsummer Night’s Dream?”
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      The Actor was vain, sure, but he was no fool.

      “A Midsummer Night’s Dream?” he asked, his eyes narrowing at my request. “Why do you want that play?”

      I shrugged and did my best to appear innocent.

      “Don’t you think a comedy might be nice for a change?” I said. “It’d be an opportunity for you to show off the full range of your talent. I mean, they say comedy is harder to perform than tragedy, right? You could show me how amazing an actor you really are.”

      For a long time, the Actor didn’t say anything—he only tapped his foot on the banquet hall’s stone floor and sucked on his teeth. The candles burning in the crooked chandeliers above us flickered and sputtered, as if one slight draft could extinguish them all and send the banquet hall into darkness.

      “I’ll perform Comedy of Errors,” he said at last.

      “Not interested.”

      “Much Ado About Nothing? I play a fantastic Benedict.”

      “Maybe another time.”

      He sniffed. “I’ve never been a fan of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. It’s so over-performed. A Midsummer Night’s Overkill is more like it.”

      Did the Actor know what I was trying to do? Was he trying to stop me? Or did he genuinely dislike that play?

      “Surely some other play,” he continued. “It doesn’t even have to be from Shakespeare. If you want, I could perform Waiting for Godot. Or Death of a Salesman. Volpone. Oedipus Rex. So many possibilities!”

      And then his eyes met mine. They were just as dark as I remembered them. Just as sharp. Not a fan of A Midsummer Night’s Dream? Yeah, right.

      He knew exactly what I was trying to do.

      “Well, I guess there’s nothing more to say except goodbye,” I said.

      Then I turned to leave.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” he said. “Where are you going?”

      “You said you didn’t want to do it. And I don’t want to see anything else. So there’s no way to work it out. I’ll have to leave disappointed, and you’ll be stuck playing to an empty room.”

      His eyes shifted to the banquet hall.

      “Too bad,” I added. “It seems cruel, really, to do this to an adoring fan. Especially when I want to see you perform the play so badly. I was even thinking of asking for an autograph after the show. But if there’s no performance….”

      I stepped towards the hall’s main doors, and the Actor jumped in front of me, his hands in the air.

      “Whoa, there, adoring fan,” he said, “hold on. I’m sure we can come to a compromise. I must have an audience!”

      “Maybe you could perform for the Ordinaries,” I said. “Of course, they wouldn’t appreciate your true genius.”

      “No, they never do.” He sighed. “You’re sure you won’t watch any other play but A Midsummer Night’s Dream?”

      “Positive.”

      He started rubbing the back of his neck, muttering to himself about unreasonable demands. Something about being a slave to the whims of fickle adoring fans.

      “All right, all right!” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “The sacrifices I make! Very well, I’ll perform a portion of Puck’s monologue. Only that. And then we move on. Agreed?”

      A single monologue. Better than nothing, but would it be enough? I couldn’t remember if the whole play needed to be recited, or even a specific line. And if the Actor was so willing to do it, then I must’ve been missing something. This was too easy.

      He jumped onto the stage area and cleared his throat.

      “Are you ready, adoring fan?” he asked. “Had a chance to revel in the pre-show excitement?”

      “Um, sure.”

      After that, he lowered his head and drew in a deep breath. When he looked up again, there was a new, mischievous gleam in his eyes. His blue kilt transformed into a green suit made of leaves, and I could’ve sworn his ears got a little pointy. He sort of reminded me of an evil leprechaun.

      “If we shadows have offended,” he said, his voice soft, “think but this, and all is mended, that you have but slumbered here while these visions did appear. And this weak and idle theme, no more yielding but a dream.”

      I glanced around. How would I know if this was working? Would there be some sign? So far, everything seemed exactly the same. I started feeling sick to my stomach.

      What if I was wrong?

      The Actor’s voice grew louder. “Gentles, do not reprehend; if you pardon, we will mend. And, as I am an honest Puck, if we have unearned luck now to ‘scape the serpent’s tongue, we will make amends ere long; else the Puck a liar call: so, good night unto you all.”

      If there was any magic at work here, I didn’t sense it. Something should have been happening. What was I missing?

      “Give me your hands, if we be friends, and Robin shall restore amends.”

      The Actor finished his monologue. For a moment, we both stood there in the silent hall.

      No sign of my friends anywhere.

      “Now,” the Actor said, “you’ve had your pick. My turn next. I was thinking of King Lear. Or maybe Othello…”

      He paced around the stage, mumbling to himself. Trying to decide what play he wanted to perform next, probably.

      All I could do was gape at him. He’d won. The Actor had won.

      Sweet Pea, Deeter, Chloe, the Professor. All of them. I’d failed my friends. Because I had no idea why it hadn’t worked. And no idea what to do next.

      Think. I had to think.

      The Actor knew I was trying to save my friends, so to outsmart me, he must’ve picked that monologue for a reason. But why? Maybe there was a clue in the speech itself. What had the Actor said in his monologue, exactly? Something about sleeping and dreaming. Something about saying goodnight.

      Wait. This was the last part of the play, a closing monologue.

      Give me your hands, if we be friends, and Robin shall restore amends.

      Give me your hands?

      Applause.

      Robin shall restore amends…things will be made right, but only after the audience clapped. One depended on the other. That must’ve been why the Actor performed this part of the play. He knew the magic of this speech wouldn’t be complete without applause. And he must have thought I’d never clap for him.

      Ah, well. Maybe I could applaud the Actor. Just this once.

      So I clapped.

      The Actor stopped mumbling, turned, and looked at me with widening eyes. His gaze darted around the room, and finally he gave a hesitant bow. For once in his life, he didn’t seem to know what to do now that his audience was applauding.

      And something about the hall was changing. The air was shifting. Like the room was full of shadows growing brighter rather than darker. I clapped harder, and suddenly I felt like maybe I wasn’t the only one applauding. To my left, there was an echo of clapping, softer than my own. To my right, more clapping, faster.

      The applause of a multitude.

      “No, no! Stop!” the Actor cried. “You’re not supposed to clap! It will undo everything!”

      But there was no stopping it now.

      The applause rolled on, louder and louder. My eyes started making out shapes filling the hall, like mist at first, but quickly growing solid. And finally, faces. I recognized the Librarian in the corner of the hall, with the Critic standing beside her. And on the other side of the room, I recognized one of the Wheelers—Primo, it looked like. And Blue Sky next to him.

      My friends were coming back.

      “Stop!” the Actor cried. “No!”

      But it was too late. The hall filled with all the missing Artisans, and the Wheelers and the Choir Boys, too. I spotted Chloe by the door and the Professor a few feet away from the stage. The Detective pushing his way through the crowd. Someone elbowed me in the side. A nudge against my shoulder. Everyone was talking and shoving and waving at each other. It was total chaos around me.

      I craned my neck. Where were Sweet Pea and Deeter?

      “Hey, Rook!” a familiar voice called in the distance. I spun around.

      Deeter.

      Finally. After all this time looking for him. There he was. He stood off the stage, waving his arms at me to come see him. No sign of Sweet Pea with him, but maybe he knew where she was. Or maybe she was still so angry with me that she didn’t want to see me.

      And really, I deserved it.

      But maybe Deeter could help me work things out. I pushed past the people and rushed over to him.

      “Man, what took you so long?” Deeter asked with a grin.

      He tossed his head back and put his hands on his hips. Deeter, all over. I reached out, touched his shoulder. Gave it a small shake. I glanced at his orange T-shirt. His ragged sneakers.

      “You have no idea how good it is to see you,” I said. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Do you know where Sweet Pea is?”

      Deeter scrunched up his face. “I saw her past those wooden doors. Here, I’ll show you.”

      Finally, maybe now I could somehow make things up to her. Tell her I was sorry. But we hadn’t taken two steps when the Knight sprang in front of us, his broken sword drawn.

      “Halt, villain!” he shouted.

      The Knight must’ve really been losing it, now.

      “It’s just Deeter!” I held up my hand. “It’s all right, Knight. Really.”

      “Dost thou think to beguile us once more with thy treachery!”

      Oh, boy.

      The Knight’s cry had made everyone in the banquet hall look towards the stage. And beside me, Deeter bent over like he was about to be sick. He convulsed for a few seconds, then threw his head back, lifted his arms.

      I realized the truth, but too late.

      After one last shudder of transformation, the Actor stood there where Deeter had been, and with one great snatch, he seized me with his arm around my neck.

      Great. I fell for the Actor’s trick—again.

      Once was embarrassing enough, but twice? I tried twisting free. No good. Everyone in the hall started rushing the stage, but the Actor held up his free hand.

      “Stop!” he shouted. “I don’t want to kill my only adoring fan, but I will!”

      Everyone backed away. The Actor clenched his arm around me more tightly until the Knight backed away as well. I shut my eyes and focused on breathing.

      Or trying to, at least.

      “That’s right. No one come near me,” the Actor said. “I have the boy. Oh, and in case you people haven’t been paying attention….” He leaned forward. “That means I have the Silver Cross!”
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      How could the Actor possibly know about the Silver Cross?

      Everyone in the banquet hall gasped at his proclamation. And I could guess what they were thinking. The Actor was trouble enough on a good day. But with the Silver Cross in his possession? Free to heal himself whenever he needed? Forever? A practically immortal troublemaker?

      Even I had to admit, the idea wasn’t too thrilling.

      I gazed at the people jostling each other in the hall. All those Artisans. All those Finders. My friends. And at last, I spotted Sweet Pea by the side wall, with Deeter—the real one—standing beside her. I wrestled away from the Actor’s grip enough to speak.

      “The Silver Cross? I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Oh, don’t insult my intelligence,” the Actor said. “The Actress and I guessed the Ragman would send you to hunt for the Silver Cross sooner or later. We never expected you to find it. Clearly, we underestimated you. Of course, you have a certain talent for finding forbidden Collectibles, so perhaps it was inevitable. Don’t think I’ve forgotten the Bronze Crown.”

      “Finding the Bronze Crown was a coincidence.”

      “Ah, and is it a coincidence that the Knight has returned from exile? Everyone knows the legends. He’s been guarding you this whole time, and since he’s the guardian of the Silver Cross, that must mean you have it. Why else would that old man be dithering about? So, hand it over like a good little adoring fan, and maybe I’ll let you live to see my next performance.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have it.”

      “Would you rather I kill you first and take the Silver Cross after you’re dead?”

      “Really. I don’t have it. Ask the Knight. As its guardian, he ought to know. Right?”

      The Actor’s eyes shifted to the Knight, who stared intently at my face. Like maybe for the first time he was starting to realize.

      “The boy speaks the truth,” the Knight said at last. “The Silver Cross is not in his possession though what he has done with it, I know not.”

      “What! Nonsense,” the Actor said. “You’re lying so I’ll release him.”

      He frisked though my coat pockets with his free hand, yanking everything out and throwing it onto the stage floor. The Red Kazoo. The Tuning Fork. The Sidewalk Chalk. The Glass Bell. The longer it took, the more frantic he became.

      “No, no, I’m sure you have it! You must have it!”

      He let me go so he could use both hands to search my pockets. The last thing he pulled out was the Black Thread. And then he stood there, his mouth hanging open.

      My pockets were empty.

      “I can’t be wrong!” he cried. “What have you done with it? What trick is this?”

      “Right now,” I said, “you should be more worried about what you have in your possession than what I have in mine.”

      His eyebrows drew together, and I pointed at the Black Thread.

      “They say the Black Thread always betrays its owners.” I grinned. “And since you just took it from me, I guess that means you’re its new owner. Right, Black Thread?”

      Thread started unraveling from the spool for an answer. Fast. So much loose thread, zipping around the Actor’s legs, his arms. He was halfway tied up before he even knew what was happening. After that, he was too busy struggling to notice the Detective had jumped on stage, handcuffs ready, until the Detective had cuffed him.

      “Let’s see how you like being a captive audience,” the Detective said.

      The Black Thread rewound itself around the spool again, and the Detective handed it to me. Then, I placed my Collectibles back inside my pockets as the Professor joined us.

      “Well done, young scholar!” he said. “Only I am rather curious. If you don’t have the Silver Cross…where is it?”

      I smiled.

      The Professor tipped his head. “As long as it’s safe.”

      “Good one, kid,” the Detective said. “But there’s still the Actress to worry about. Is she here?”

      “No. She’s gone,” I said.

      “Gone, where? We can’t let her get away.”

      “I mean, she’s…I don’t know. She changed. Something happened. Her eyes….”

      “The lady has become a Falsifier,” the Knight said, making us jump at the sound of his voice and the rattle of his rusty armor.

      The Detective nudged his fedora hat higher on his head. “How do you know that?”

      “Long ago, I nearly became one myself. I feared this would happen to her. I saw the signs.” The Knight turned to me. “Her eyes, they appeared utterly black, did they not?”

      “Like, empty,” I said. “Just darkness.”

      The Knight nodded. “The light within her has departed.”

      The Professor, the Detective, the Knight, even the Actor—they shifted on their feet, their heads bowing. I had no idea what any of this meant, but it must’ve been bad news to make the Artisans look so grim and serious.

      “A Falsifier?” I asked. “What’s that?”

      “A traitor, essentially,” the Professor said. “It’s complicated to explain, but each of the Artisans seeks to serve Truth through the use of his or her magical arts. The Detective, for example, seeks to uncover the truth in mystery, particularly when justice is needed. Myself, I seek to research new avenues of truth in the vast fields of knowledge and understanding.”

      I regarded the Actor. Didn’t seem like he was too concerned with the truth. He lifted his head and gave a delicate sniff as if I’d offended him.

      “I reveal the truth of life on stage!” he said. “Not that I have a stage anymore. Or my Company. Or an audience.”

      “At least you have hope,” the Professor said. “It would seem the Actress doesn’t even have that anymore. As delinquent as you may be, there is still some light in you. Take care not to lose what’s most important, Actor.”

      “So the Actress has…what, lost sight of the truth?” I asked.

      The Professor frowned. “A very accurate description. Such transformations are rare, but they do happen—with disastrous results.”

      He glanced at the Knight. We all did.

      “How did you, er, avoid transforming?” I asked the Knight.

      For a long time, the Knight said nothing while the Professor and the Detective exchanged looks. Maybe I’d been rude to ask. Maybe I should’ve kept my mouth shut. When the Knight spoke again, his words were very soft and slow.

      “I once had a friend, an Ordinary. Unusual, perhaps, for an Artisan to have an Ordinary as a comrade-in-arms, but he was an honorable man. Loyal, chivalrous, a knight of great prowess, and a mighty king besides!”

      The Knight’s eyes glowed brighter as he spoke, like he was reliving memories of the past, but then they dulled again as he continued.

      “When Arthur was betrayed and mortally wounded, I pledged myself to a great quest—to find the Silver Cross and save him.”

      “Wait, Arthur?” I said. “Like King Arthur of Camelot?”

      “The same. You know him, indeed?”

      “The whole world does,” the Professor said. “He may have died, Knight, but his legend lives on.”

      “It was prophesied he would live again.” The Knight shrugged. “Perhaps he does, in the hearts of those who guard his memory or hear his story. Yes, that is some balm, some comfort.”

      “So what happened with your quest?” I asked.

      “I failed. I found the Silver Cross, but too late! Arthur was many years dead before I could bring it to him. In my grief and rage, I…no. I am too ashamed to utter it.”

      No one seemed to know what to say. But then the Knight sighed.

      “Yet in these days of coming darkness, we must hold fast to the truth or perish.” He drew himself up taller. “I reforged the Silver Cross. I fashioned it into a dagger, which I intended to use against Arthur’s enemies and their descendants.”

      “You remade the Silver Cross?” the Professor asked. “That would take a tremendous amount of power!”

      “It cost me everything I had. My power, my talents, my skills, my art. It left me bereft of everything but my will, my determination to have revenge on Arthur’s enemies! I lost sight of the truth. Like the Actress. And I nearly shared her fate.”

      It was hard to imagine the Knight being anything like the Actress.

      “What stopped you?” I asked.

      “The Silver Cross. As I brought it down on one of Arthur’s enemies in combat, the dagger’s blade broke at the tip. The Silver Cross was never meant to be an instrument of destruction. And even in its refashioned form, it fought against its new purpose.”

      “Collectibles do their own thing, I’ve noticed,” I said.

      “Indeed. When I observed that the dagger’s blade had broken, I understood my grave error at last. In my quest for vengeance, I had pledged to break his enemies, but I only broke myself. I thought of Arthur, how he never would have sanctioned such vile acts as I was set on committing. I abandoned my pledge for revenge, vowing instead to guard the Silver Cross so that no others would attempt to use it for harm as I had done.”

      He looked at me then, a long hard look like maybe he somehow sensed what had happened in the Time Cages. I could feel my cheeks growing hot.

      “After my renewed pledge,” the Knight added, “the Higher Authorities had mercy on me. They hid the Silver Cross, guarding it themselves so that I might return to my old life. But alas, I could not. In my great shame, I committed myself to exile where the ages passed swiftly by me. Many of the faces I see here are new.”

      “There may be some that you yet recognize,” the Professor said. “The Astronomer, I believe you may know. Perhaps a few of the time travelers, such as the Hitchhiker?”

      The Knight nodded. “Aye. The Blacksmith? Is he still among us?”

      “He retired some time ago.”

      “I see. So it will be with many Artisans I have known before my exile.”

      “What I don’t understand is, how you knew to return now,” the Detective said. “I can’t imagine much news reaches the Wastelands.”

      “The Higher Authorities sent me on a quest to help,” the Knight said, facing me, “which began when this lad called for my aid.”

      “Artisans have been trying to reach you for centuries. They always failed.” The Detective scratched his forehead with the back of his thumb. “So how on earth did a Finder figure out how to summon the Knight?”

      “I didn’t,” I said.

      “Yes, you did.” The Knight paused. “Perhaps another rang the bell, but you were the one who desired my assistance.”

      “You mean, when the Ragman rang the Glass Bell?”

      “Aye. The Glass Bell called to me with the cry of your heart, the greatness of your need. Even as far away as the Wastelands, I heard it.”

      “Fascinating,” the Professor said.

      Then he fixed his eyes on my face in a sort of inquisitive stare, like he was trying to figure something out. He’d been giving me those looks more often lately. But the Professor was always a little strange, so I didn’t think too much of it. Meanwhile, the Detective turned to the Actor.

      “Back to the Penitoria for you,” he said.

      The Actor sighed. Shrugged. “There is nor flying hence nor tarrying here. I begin to be a-weary of the sun, and wish the estate o’ the world were now undone.”

      After that, the Detective led the Actor away from the stage. The great crowd around us parted to let them pass, and then everyone began talking to each other again. Now was my chance. Better do it fast before I lost my nerve. With one last glance at Sweet Pea, I raised my hands.

      “Excuse me, everyone?” I called. “I’d like to say something. Just real quick.”

      The talking hushed, and the people in the banquet hall gave me their attention.

      “I need to say I’m sorry. To all of you. Especially to Sweet Pea.”

      I inhaled. Let the air out slowly. I could do this.

      “My real name is Peter.”

      The Professor smiled and nodded courage at me.

      “I’ve known this for a while,” I continued, “but I didn’t tell anyone. I wanted to keep it secret. Turns out, my enemies knew my name all along, but my friends didn’t. Even my closest friends. There’s something really wrong when your enemies know who you are, but your friends don’t.”

      I took another deep breath. The Professor wasn’t the only one smiling now. They all were. Even Sweet Pea.

      “So, you can call me Rook if you want,” I said, “but my friends should know who I am. Who I really am.”

      Someone in the hall cried out, “Three cheers for Peter!”

      “Well done, Peter!”

      “A round of applause for Peter!”

      Then everyone was clapping and shouting my name and crowding to pat me on the back or shake my hand. Which was great, except now with the people surrounding me, I’d never be able to cut through the crowd to Deeter and Sweet Pea. Looked like I’d have to meet them at the Packrat House later.

      Besides, there was one last thing I needed to do.

      And one person in particular who could help me do it. But I wouldn’t find him here inside the hall, so I didn’t bother looking. Instead, I figured he’d probably be outside the main doors. Alone. Unnoticed.

      Waiting to clean up our mess.
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            Loose Threads

          

        

      

    

    
      Right about now, I was feeling ready for one, big happy ending.

      My friends were safe again. The Actor was back in the Penitoria where he belonged. For the moment, the Actress was no longer a threat. Staccato was healed, and Deeter was found. Seemed like everything was going so well that nothing could ruin it.

      Almost.

      As I started pushing and squeezing my way towards the banquet hall’s main doors, halfway there I heard a conversation that made me stop.

      “I want my mirror back, now,” Chloe said, her voice sharp.

      “I swear on my honor, young lady,” the Knight answered, “I returned it to you already.”

      “Liar! No, you didn’t! Give it back!”

      Chloe glowered at the Knight, her face reddening, while the Knight pledged with his hand over his heart. They both looked completely sincere. It didn’t seem like the Knight would lie, but neither would Chloe. After all, why would they?

      Strange.

      And apparently, I wasn’t the only one who heard them. As the Detective escorted the Actor out of the hall, the Actor slowed to observe their argument. His gaze met mine, and I could’ve sworn his eyes darkened just a bit more.

      “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the fairest one of all?” he said, and he laughed.

      I didn’t like it. Whatever it meant.

      The Extra was standing nearby, and we both watched the Detective and the Actor leave the hall. Then the Extra shook his head.

      “The Actor’s more cracked than the insides of a crash box,” he said.

      No kidding. I sighed. Maybe it was no big deal. The Actor was pretty much crazy. I could think about it later. For now, I made my way to the double doors and out into the hallway.

      “Janitor? Are you here?” I asked.

      “Sure I am, aren’t I?” The Janitor suddenly appeared beside me. “Always go where there’s a mess to clean, don’t I?”

      Seemed to me the mess in the banquet hall would probably give him a heart attack once he saw it.

      “Do you know where the Vault is?” I asked.

      “Well, yeah, I know. Cleaned the Vault last week, didn’t I?”

      “If I give you something to put there for safe-keeping, could you do it?”

      He scratched his bald spot. “I guess so.”

      Perfect.

      “I need your help,” I said. “It’s important.”

      “You sure you don’t want the Professor’s help? Or the Detective’s? Usually, everyone wants their help for the important stuff, don’t they?”

      “Yeah, but they don’t clean up messes as well as you do.”

      The Janitor beamed, then blushed.

      “Aw, well, I do my best, is all,” he said. “Say, what is it you need?”

      I explained everything to the Janitor, and he chuckled.

      “Sure, I can handle that. We’ll take the Artisans’ Stairwell. That’ll get us there real quick, won’t it?”

      Seven flights down in the Artisans’ Stairwell took us to the door that led to Staccato’s bedroom. I still couldn’t quite figure out how the Janitor knew which landing was the right one, but when he opened the door, there was Staccato still asleep in his bed.

      So far, so good.

      We crept into the room, and I made my way over to Staccato. He looked just the same as he did when I’d left him. Still, I drew in a breath. What if he’d told someone, like the Maestro, even though I’d asked him not to? Sure, he may have looked like an angel, sleeping there all peaceful, but I’d once heard it said that Choir Boys were like wild cards—always unpredictable, always untrustworthy.

      I tucked my hand under his pillow. And there it was—the Silver Cross.

      Right where I’d left it.

      “Thank you, Staccato,” I whispered.

      Maybe the Choir Boys weren’t always like wild cards, after all. Or maybe I just got lucky. Either way, it didn’t matter now. I slipped the Tuning Fork under the pillow in place of the Silver Cross, and then I handed the Silver Cross to the Janitor.

      “You sure about this?” I asked.

      “The Higher Authorities want it in the Vault, then I’ll put it in the Vault. I always does what the Higher Authorities say, don’t I?” The Janitor paused. “You don’t mind if I clean it before I lock it up, do you? That’s one heavy tarnish on it!”

      I grinned. “Make it shine.”

      The Janitor’s eyes brightened as he examined the Silver Cross. “It’d be an honor, wouldn’t it? A chance to clean a thing as rare and beautiful as this. You sure you don’t need any more help?”

      “I can take it from here. Thanks, Janitor.”

      “You know, I’m gettin’ to like the sound of that, aren’t I? Thanks, thanks, thanks. Has a nice ring.”

      He started to leave, but then he turned back to me.

      “Thanks, Peter.”

      After that, he returned to the Artisans’ Stairwell and shut the door behind him. It was my turn to leave next. With any luck, Sweet Pea and Deeter would be home already. I fit my house key in the door’s lock, spoke the password, and heard that familiar click when I turned the key. But then I stopped.

      Because my reflection in the mirror beside door had golden eyes.

      Of all the places I’d expect to encounter a Sentinel, Staccato’s bedroom definitely didn’t make the list. I stared at my face in the mirror until finally my reflection winked at me.

      “The Actress,” I said. “Did you catch her?”

      The Sentinel tilted his head—my reflection’s head. I was never going to get used to talking to these guys. Not completely.

      “The Ragman warned us in time,” he said. “It was very close. She nearly eluded us. From your Time Cage, she might have escaped. From her own Time Cage, her escape is far less likely. A guilty conscience is an apt jailer. Behold.”

      My reflection waved his hand, causing a portion of the mirror to darken. And from somewhere deep in that darkness, I could hear sobbing. The Actress sobbing.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “It is a view of the Time Cage that belongs to the Actress.”

      “That’s terrible. You guys imprisoned her in the dark?”

      My reflection frowned. “No. We did not. It is a darkness of her own making. But look.”

      Just then, a very small, very pale light illuminated the space. It seemed familiar somehow. Where had I seen it before?

      “A ghost light?” I asked.

      “Yes. The Higher Authorities placed it there. They hope she will yet find her way back. They always desire reconciliation, not retribution. If she is able to find redemption as an Artisan, then perhaps she will find healing as well.”

      “And if she doesn’t?”

      “Then I shudder to think what she will become. What she is already becoming.”

      Suddenly Staccato’s room seemed colder. I shivered, and so did my reflection.

      “I must return to the Penitoria and rejoin the other Sentinels,” he said. “But first I wanted to congratulate you. You did well escaping the Time Cage. That took great courage.”

      “Thanks. At least now I know why I always wear black—in mourning for my dad.”

      “You think that is the reason?”

      “Isn’t it?”

      My reflection frowned a second time.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “When I look into your eyes, I see a great deal of anger in your heart. It concerns me.”

      I shrugged. “My father died. Who wouldn’t be angry?”

      “No.” The Sentinel shook his head. “It is not the anger that blossoms in grief. It is something deeper. It is rage.”

      Rage?

      “I don’t feel angry.”

      “That is because with no memory you can give it no voice, so it has remained silent. But it has not been sleeping. Be careful. I do not wish to see it destroy you.”

      The Sentinel took a deep breath.

      “The Knight’s return has altered something fundamental,” he continued. “For good or ill, I know not. But I sense a darkness rising. Beware the division that darkness brings. Some flee the darkness. Some embrace it. But some—a rare few—choose a very different way.”

      “What way is that?”

      But my reflection only smiled at the ghost light. And when I peered at my face in the mirror, my eyes were brown once more.

      Great. Darkness and doom and gloom. Sounded like fun times coming.

      Outside in the hallway, voices approached. Probably Allegro and the other Choir Boys. Best not be here when they arrived. After all, our truce had only been a temporary one, and under the terms we’d agreed upon, technically that truce was finished.

      I escaped into the Packrat House just in time.

      “Hey, Deeter? Sweet Pea?” I called.

      “In here!” Sweet Pea answered from the living room.

      They were sitting at the table, and in front of them was the biggest pile of peanut butter pancakes I’d ever seen. Deeter lifted his fork in the air, his chin smeared with peanut butter.

      “Man, what took you so long?” he asked.

      Definitely Deeter this time.

      Sweet Pea pulled up a chair for me. “Where have you been? We’ve been waiting.”

      “Sorry. I had a few things to take care of.” I paused. “Are you and I…are we…are you still mad?”

      Sweet Pea shook her head. “The Ragman told me what you did. How you wanted him to give me your memories if you didn’t make it out of the Time Cage. Thanks. That was really sweet.”

      Deeter started snickering.

      “Shut up, Deeter!” Sweet Pea said. Looked like she was about to throw a pancake at him.

      It was good to be back.

      “Ah-hem.” The Ragman stood in the doorway, looking his usual self again. Shirt buttoned up, coat pressed, tie back in place.

      “I wanted to say job well done,” he continued. “I’m immensely proud of you all. That, and I was wondering…mind if I, er….” He glanced at the pancakes. “That is, if we have a fourth chair….”

      So we all had pancakes for dinner. Even the Ragman.

      But after everyone had finished and gone to bed, I stayed awake in the living room, staring out the window at the starless night. Then I fished the Black Thread from my pocket and held it in my hand.

      “Thanks for your help,” I said. “I think I get it now—why you always betray your owners. It’s because they’re always betraying you, making you hurt people. Sort of like the Silver Cross. Your magic wasn’t supposed to be used that way.”

      The thread’s tip twitched a few times.

      “So, I’ll tell you what,” I continued. “If you don’t want any more owners, then I’ll let you go. We can find a nice spot for you on the Ragman’s desk. Or, maybe in the Vault even.”

      From the spool, a line of thread unraveled enough length to spell out an answer on my palm.

      No thanks. I want to mend things again.

      “Oh. Okay. Um, I do have a small hole in my back pocket. You could stitch it up, I guess, if that’s what makes you happy. But, are you sure you wouldn’t rather be left alone? After all you’ve been through?”

      Wounded hearts and wounded magic both fester in isolation.

      I let out a breath. “I know. That’s why I’m worried about Chloe.”

      Sweet Pea had mentioned during dinner that the Artisans had granted Chloe a full pardon. Her mother hadn’t been so lucky, though. For the Gray Lady’s part in the whole scheme, she’d been sent to the Penitoria. Rare for a Collector to be sent there, but this was an exceptional case.

      Which meant Chloe was stuck in that big dark Edgeston Castle—alone.

      Then there was the Actor, back in the Penitoria, sure. But still, something didn’t seem quite right. Was it something he’d said? Something he’d done? Or was it the look in his eyes?

      I didn’t like it.

      And there was the Actress. I could still hear her sobbing if I tried hard enough. Trapped in her Time Cage. Becoming…what? A Falsifier?

      Or something worse?

      I tried not to think about it. Any of it. Especially what the Sentinel had said. About me. About my rage and about the darkness. But it seemed like the more I tried to ignore the Sentinel’s words, the more I remembered them, until the darkness outside the window and the darkness inside the living room all pressed in on me.

      Some flee the darkness. Some embrace it. But what was that third choice? Figured that the Sentinel hadn’t told me. Would anyone ever tell me what I needed to know? So much for straightforward answers.

      I leaned over and turned on the light.
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        CALLING ALL FINDERS!

      

      

      

      Now that you’ve finished this book, a new challenge awaits you! There are still plenty of surprises to find, but they’re well hidden. A good place to search is on my website at mattilenaharris.com. I’ve stashed quite a few Collectibles there—alternate scenes, deleted materials, character interviews, plus a few other oddities of immense value (just please don’t tell your Collector).

      If you’re seeking the truly rare, 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: the first chapter of Rook’s latest adventure in the series companion novella A Curious Christmas Carol. New troubles may be brewing in book three (The Glass of the Riddle Witch), but not before Rook and his friends have the chance to experience a few Christmas miracles first. Christmas magic may be unpredictable, but it’s also extraordinarily powerful.

      

      And no one celebrates Christmas quite like the Artisans.

      

      M.L.H.
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        A Message from the Actor

      

      

      Greetings to my adoring fans!

      By now, you’ve had the chance to witness the spectacular, awe-inspiring performance of yours truly within the pages of this book. Of course, the other characters played some minor roles too, but really, we all know it was my magnificent talent that made this book the brilliant, fantastic, heart-pounding experience that you simply couldn’t put down.

      Sadly, not everyone in this wide world knows of my performance (shocking, I know!). That’s why I’m beseeching you, dear adoring fans, to spread the word. And if this book amazed you (as I’m sure it did), then I implore you to leave a review wherever you made your book purchase, so other adoring fans will know about my—I mean, the book’s true worth. We simply can’t rely on the Critic to leave an insightful review (let’s face it, she’s a huge fraud who never truly appreciates my genius!)

      My deepest, heartfelt thanks to you, dear adoring fans. I’m sure you all are preparing to ask me for an autograph…no? Ah, well. Perhaps next time.

      

      Sincerely,

      The Actor
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        A Curious Christmas Carol

        A Companion Novella in The Compendium of Curious Collectibles series
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        Chapter One

        Scrooge’s Christmas Sale

      

      

      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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or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
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