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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Finder's Penny

          

        

      

    

    
      The only thing I could remember was a penny.

      Last I checked, pennies are not that special. Most people don’t even bother to pick them up off the street, as if a penny isn’t worth the effort it would take to bend over. But for some reason, I was clutching this penny in my hand like it really mattered. Not sure why. Maybe I picked it up because I thought it’d bring me good luck like that one rhyme says.

      Find a penny, pick it up, all the day you’ll have good luck.

      Worst advice ever.

      This particular penny made my skin prickle and my fingers tingle. I stared hard at the coin, trying to figure out what was so weird about it, when I heard a man’s voice behind me.

      “Brilliant! Clearly, you’re a lad of exceptional talent! You’ll do splendidly!”

      Strange penny. An even stranger man approaching me. Right about then, I started to wonder if I was dreaming. And really, with the sudden darkness that engulfed me afterward, dreaming was a distinct possibility.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “New kid’s wakin’ up!” a boy hollered nearby. “Better get in here, Sweet Pea!”

      Then curtains were flung back, filling the space with light and stirring the dust motes in the air. I was in some sort of living room, with a green velvet sofa, a blackened fireplace, and a bunch of faded pink Persian carpets on the floor. Besides a whole lot of other junk. This wasn’t my living room, though. I was pretty sure of that.

      I groaned.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Where am I?”

      The words came out garbled. Sounded like I’d asked where the gerbils were going. The shabby sofa I lay sprawled on poked at me with its springs and lumps, but when I tried to sit up, that didn’t work out too well. The more I tried to lift my head, the more it pounded.

      Finally, I gave up and kept still.

      Beside the sofa’s armrest stood an Asian girl, about thirteen or fourteen, dressed in a pair of blue jeans and a fuzzy, red hoodie. I didn’t recognize her, but at least she seemed friendly.

      “We’ve been waiting for you to wake up,” she said. “I’m Sweet Pea. How do you feel?”

      I blinked. “Like I got hit by a truck.”

      She leaned over to touch my forehead, her hand cool and soft. Then she looked into my eyes.

      “You probably have a headache,” she said. “Don’t worry. It will fade soon.”

      She was staring at me, so I stared back until she blushed as red as her hoodie and glanced away. I felt jumpy deep down inside as if someone was creeping up to scare me from behind.

      “I think…I think I’ve lost something,” I said.

      The room was so quiet. Sweet Pea shrugged.

      “Don’t worry. You won’t miss it,” she said, “after a while.”

      Then I really did jump because this other kid vaulted over the sofa. He wasn’t very big, but that didn’t stop him from landing next to me like a cannonball. At first, he was a blur, but after a few seconds my eyes focused. Crazy black curls. Light brown skin. Missing front tooth. And a T-shirt so orange it made me dizzy. He smelled like pancakes and peanut butter.

      “So you’re the new boy,” he said. “What’s with your hair?”

      “What’s wrong with it?” I brushed my fingers over my hair—short, brown, and kind of spiky.

      Did I style it that way?

      “And your clothes.” He frowned. “You just come from a funeral?”

      I touched the hem of my coat sleeve. Everything I wore was black—black jeans, black t-shirt, and a black coat. Were these my clothes? My heart started pounding harder.

      Why couldn’t I remember my own clothes?

      “Man, don’t need any gothy-punky-emo poser helpin’ us out,” the boy said. “Don’t need any new kid. I could’ve told the Ragman that. Sweet Pea and me, we’re doing fine without help.”

      Help doing what?

      “Quiet, Deeter,” Sweet Pea said. She turned to me. “I know you’re probably confused, so let’s start at the beginning. What’s the last thing you remember?”

      “This living room. Waking up, I guess.”

      “There’s more. You have to think harder.”

      Over in the center of the living room was a table with a colorful tablecloth and four wooden chairs. Sweet Pea brought one of the chairs over to the sofa and sat beside me. Then she leaned closer.

      “I know it’s difficult,” she said. “But try to remember.”

      Remember what? In my head, there was nothing. Nothing at all. No, wait. There was one thing.

      “That weird penny,” I said.

      In the gutter by the side of the road, stuck in the mud with a bunch of wet twigs and trashed candy wrappers. Probably a thousand people walked by it that day without seeing it.

      Then I came along.

      Sweet Pea nodded. “That’s right. Tell me about the penny.”

      What did a penny have to do with anything? But Sweet Pea was waiting for me to answer. So maybe it mattered.

      “It didn’t look right,” I said. “Instead of President Lincoln, it had an Indian’s head. The date was weird, too.”

      “The year said 1899, right?”

      How did she know that? I glanced at her face. Who was this girl?

      “This penny,” she continued, “you picked it up, didn’t you?”

      I nodded. “Something was off about it.”

      There’d been nothing wrong with the penny’s color—a dull, dirty bronze—and the penny’s size had been normal. Sure, it was really old, but it was still an American coin. What had made the penny seem so strange? So out of place?

      “How did you feel when you picked it up?”

      How did I feel? What did that have to do with anything?

      I winced. Why wouldn’t this headache go away?

      “Just humor me,” Sweet Pea said. “Please?”

      “Jumpy, I guess,” I said. “The penny, it sort of….”

      No. That was crazy. A penny wouldn’t do that.

      “Go on,” Sweet Pea said. “Even if it sounds bizarre.”

      “I felt like the penny had been calling me. Like that’s why I’d found it in the first place. Because I’d heard its voice.”

      Stupid, but neither Sweet Pea nor Deeter was laughing or even smiling. Did they honestly believe me? I didn’t believe myself.

      “You felt like you were destined to find it, didn’t you?” Sweet Pea asked. “And after that? What did you do?”

      “Well, I….”

      What did I do next? I tried to remember, but there was nothing else in my head. No memories at all. I couldn’t think of a single family member—no mom, no dad, no brothers or sisters. No friends. No school or hobbies. I couldn’t remember anything.

      Not even my name.

      This was wrong. All of it. This living room, these two strange kids. Nothing made any sense.

      I jumped off the couch. Where was the exit? I had to get out of here.

      “Uh-oh,” Deeter said. “New kid’s gonna explode.”

      I scrambled to the window, but nothing outside looked familiar. A broad, dirt field surrounded the house as far as I could see, but there were no other buildings or people. There weren’t even any birds or trees.

      “Where is this place?” I cried. “Who are you people?”

      “Man, he’s freakin’ out more than the last kid,” Deeter said.

      The last kid? What did he mean, the last kid?

      It didn’t matter. Whatever he meant, I sure wasn’t about to stick around and find out. There had to be a door here somewhere. Once I’d escaped, I could find my way home. Except where was home? I couldn’t picture it. No street name. No address or house number. No city. And no telephone number to call.

      No home.

      I took a step forward and tripped over a cardboard box with a bunch of clutter inside it. Then I knocked over a stack of old books when I tried to brace myself. What a mess. The whole living room looked like an attic that had been filled with the remnants of a museum’s junk sale.

      “The last kid,” Deeter said, “she didn’t even survive two days here.”

      I froze. “What happened to her?”

      Deeter grinned.

      Which pretty much settled it. Deeter was one twisted kid. And I needed to leave. Now. I glanced at the wooden crates and jumbled shelves blocking my way. On the other side of the room, there was a door. Maybe that was the way out.

      I tried shoving one of the crates aside to make a path.

      “Don’t know what happened to her,” Deeter continued. “The Ragman took her away, and we never saw her again. Probably locked her in a dungeon with rats and stink and stale bread for food.”

      “Enough, Deeter,” Sweet Pea said. “If the Ragman’s brought him here, then he doesn’t remember anything, and you know how scary that is.” She offered her hand to me. “Don’t be afraid. None of us remember who we are either. Truly, you’ll get used to it. And don’t mind Deeter. He’s only ten. He’s not mature like you and me yet.”

      “I’m mature!” Deeter yelled.

      “What’s happening?” I asked. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the Ragman’s world now, Rookie,” Deeter started chanting, “and the Ragman is king in the Ragman’s world.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “The Ragman,” Sweet Pea said. “We can talk about him later. I’d better tell him you’re awake. Are you hungry? Deeter, get him something to eat.”

      As soon as Sweet Pea left the room, Deeter sighed.

      “She’s so bossy. Deeter do this, Deeter do that. It’s not like you’re gonna survive here long anyway. You don’t have what it takes to work for the Ragman. Don’t know what he had in mind when he chose you.”

      Deeter walked to the center of the living room and sat at the table.

      “You hungry, Rookie?” he asked. “I can get you anything you want. But you gotta come to the table to get it.”

      “I’m not staying here,” I said. “I’m leaving.”

      The police, maybe they could rescue me. All I had to do was find someone who could help me get home again.

      “Fine by me,” Deeter said. “But you may as well eat before you go. You’re gonna have a long walk. You’re in the middle of nowhere.”

      Probably the food here was poisoned or drugged, but the table was easier to reach than the door. I squeezed around the wooden crate and stepped over a leather suitcase. A jar of plastic frogs. A set of dusty old encyclopedias. Elephant figurines and a deflated football. A bunch of carnival masks.

      What kind of a living room was this?

      Finally, I managed to sit in one of the chairs at the table. Its tablecloth looked like a stained glass window transformed into fabric. Deeter pressed his palm against the tablecloth’s surface.

      “Hey, Seven-Course Tablecloth. Please make me a cheeseburger pancake, with peanut-butter fries, no pickles, no onions.”

      A blue plate appeared on the table, with a cheeseburger pancake on it and a side of peanut-butter covered fries. But no pickles, and no onions.

      He offered me a fry. “Want one?”

      I was lying on the floor after that. I must’ve fallen out of my chair. I got a great look at the underside of the table, though, and it seemed completely normal. No secret panels or hidden compartments. No sounds or lights or anything. So where did the food come from?

      I was losing it. No question.

      But Deeter wasn’t done messing with me yet. He held up an orange plastic ring that looked like a toy prize from a cereal box.

      “This ring,” he said. “Seems ordinary, right?”

      Then he slipped it onto his thumb and vanished. No sound. No flash. No smoke. Just gone. When he reappeared, he was holding the ring again.

      “What’d you think of that, Rookie?” He laughed. “They call this the Sneak’s Ring. Not even Sweet Pea has a Collectible like this, not even after finding the Kitchen Broom. The Ragman said this ring was made by the Illusionist himself. It was my reward for finding the Phone Book, and believe me, that was not easy. The Librarian really knows how to hide things.”

      Who? What?

      This whole thing was one sick joke. A prank. That had to be it.

      “Deeter,” Sweet Pea said from the doorway, “stop freaking out the new kid.”

      She came to the table and helped me sit in my chair.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Oooo,” Deeter said. “She likes you. She’s never been this nice to a newbie before.”

      Sweet Pea rolled her eyes. “Shut up, Deeter.”

      “Sweet Pea and the rookie sittin’ in a tree. K-I-S-S-I-N—”

      “I said shut up!”

      Deeter stopped singing, but he was grinning all over like he was still singing it in his head. From the pocket of her hoodie, Sweet Pea drew out a long, white swan feather. She pointed it at Deeter, waving it lightly in the air.

      “Do you really want to duel right now?” she asked. “You know I always win.”

      He sank down in his chair for an answer.

      “Why are you scared of a feather?” I asked.

      Deeter shook his head. “Man, you do not want to know.”

      Sweet Pea sat beside us at the table. Then, she brushed the bangs from her face and folded her hands very properly in her lap as if she was about to make a speech.

      “I’ll try to explain, though you probably won’t believe me. Not yet anyway. That penny you found, it’s called the Finder’s Penny. That’s how the Ragman works. He hides it and waits for someone to find it again. In this case, you. And that means you’re a Finder, like Deeter and me, because only Finders can find the Finder’s Penny.”

      “A Finder?”

      “Someone who is good at finding magical items. Collectibles—that’s what we call them. Weird stuff that can do weird things, like Deeter’s ring that turns him invisible and this tablecloth that makes food. Like most of the stuff in this room. Can’t you feel it? Can’t you feel how there’s something different about everything here? Something a little…off?”

      In one corner of the room stood a purple pinball machine; next to that was a suit of knight’s armor and a coat rack filled with feather boas and women’s hats. She was right. They all felt different. Like the jumpy feeling I had when I was on the sofa. Or that tingling sensation when I found that penny. I could still feel it if I paid attention.

      “The world is full of Collectibles,” she said, “but they’re usually hidden, and normal people don’t really know they exist.”

      I laid my hand on the tablecloth, the skin on my palm prickling.

      “Where do they come from?” I asked.

      “The Artisans make them. I don’t know much more than that. No one does. Some say the Artisans are gods or angels. Others say they’re a bunch of whacked-out medieval wizards.”

      “Mad scientists,” Deeter said.

      Sweet Pea shot him a look. “Don’t interrupt. It’s rude.”

      He sank even lower in his chair.

      “There are more powerful Collectibles in the world than what you see here,” she continued. “And there are a lot of people who want them. Dangerous people, mostly. They call themselves Collectors. You were lucky the Ragman found you. He’s dangerous too, but he treats his Finders well. Other Finders aren’t so lucky. And if you’re a Finder, it was only a matter of time before some Collector caught you.”

      “You mean kidnapped me,” I said.

      Sweet Pea shrugged. “You have the gift, the Finder’s instinct. You can sense when magic is at work around you. Very few people can. Trust me, it’s better this way. For you. For your family. For us. For everyone.”

      Maybe Sweet Pea seemed nice, but honestly. Better this way? In what alternate universe did that make sense?

      “Why can’t I remember anything?” I asked. “My family, my life, my name. Was it that penny?”

      “The Finder’s Penny didn’t take your memory.” Sweet Pea exchanged looks with Deeter. “The Ragman did.”

      “You keep talking about the Ragman, but who is he?”

      “You can ask him yourself,” Sweet Pea said. “In fact, I think he already has a special job for you. He wants to see you in his study. Immediately.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            The Ragman

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you think you’ll defeat me!” a man’s voice shouted from the other side of the door. The voice had an accent. British, probably. “I’m the Ragman! A genius! A mastermind! No one defeats me!”

      I glanced at Sweet Pea standing beside me in the hallway.

      “It’s all right. You can go in. He’s expecting you,” she said.

      “How dangerous is he?” I asked. “Does he have a gun?”

      “A gun? The Ragman?” Sweet Pea snorted. “He’s a Collector. He doesn’t need a gun. He has…other things. And he has your memories. Be careful.”

      She gave me one last smile before she returned to the living room, leaving me alone to face the Ragman. I inhaled a deep breath, ready for anything. A fat, hairy gangster with a magic wand. Even a giant space octopus with twenty tentacles. But when I entered the study, I didn’t see the Ragman anywhere.

      Was he invisible? How weird was this going to get?

      “Hello?” I called.

      A clock ticked nearby, lazy and muffled, buried beneath the books and papers scattered on the floor. The Ragman’s study looked a lot like the living room. Same boxes and crates. Same piles of clutter. Same shelves thick with dust and full of junk. That must’ve been the common decorating theme of the house.

      Junkyard hoarder chic.

      “Ha! Thought you could slip that last one by me, did you?” The voice came from the leather armchair near the fireplace. “All right, then. Beat this!”

      I stepped towards the voice, closer to the armchair. Finally, I caught a glimpse of the Ragman.

      There had to be some mistake.

      This was the guy who’d kidnapped me? This lanky, clean-shaven guy in a gray business suit? He looked more like a kid than a kidnapper, sitting there in his armchair with his legs crossed up underneath him. Just like they make Kindergartners sit during story-time. Not to mention the blue baseball cap he wore on his head.

      This guy, dangerous? Yeah. Right.

      “Is that the best you can do?” he asked. “Ha!”

      He was talking to a laptop balanced on his knees, his eyes fixed on the computer screen. Completely oblivious to me.

      Now what?

      Near the study window stood a heavy wooden desk heaped high with old coffee cups, mechanical toys, books, silverware and even a lava lamp. If what Sweet Pea said was true, if the Ragman really did have my memories, then where were they? On that desk? Hard to believe my memories could be stashed somewhere under a bunch of dishtowels and yo-yos.

      No. That was impossible. The Ragman was some normal psychopath, and I must have lost my memories some other way. Maybe I’d hit my head. That must have been it.

      “Pardon the mess,” the Ragman said.

      I jumped so high at the sound of his voice that I could have leapfrogged over his desk easily. He set his laptop on a side table by his armchair and approached me.

      “I need to hire a good housekeeper.” He frowned at the desk. “In fact, I should add that to the list.”

      From inside his business jacket, he took out a thin black notebook and scribbled a few words.

      “Acquire—good—housekeeper,” he mumbled as he wrote.

      Then he slipped the notebook back into its place and patted his hands against his pockets like he was feeling for his wallet.

      “Look, if you want money,” I said, “like a ransom or something, I’m sure my parents will pay you to let me go.”

      “Let you go?” He tilted his head. “Why would I do that?”

      “You don’t want a ransom?”

      “Don’t want. Don’t need. Even if your parents’ money was of any value to me, money is entirely irrelevant. I have something else in mind for you.”

      Something else?

      “You mean that special job for me to do? Like Sweet Pea said?”

      “Indeed! Don’t worry. We’ll get to that soon.”

      He removed his blue baseball cap and ran his fingers along the scant strands of brown hair he had left. His ears stuck out, and he grinned like he was posing for a camera.

      “Tell me, does it look thicker perhaps?” he asked. “The seller said this hat was a Collectible that would make the wearer’s hair grow back. Deeter said it was a fraud. I should have known. There are so many fraudulent Collectibles floating around these days. One can never be too careful when making a purchase. Which reminds me….”

      He dashed back to his armchair and examined his laptop again. Then he waved me closer with his long fingers.

      “I need your expert opinion. Come look at this!”

      The Ragman must have done drugs when he was a kid, and now he was like this. Brain-crazy.

      “Come on, come on,” he said.

      I zigzagged my way through the maze of boxes and clutter to stand beside him at his armchair. Then I almost laughed aloud. The Ragman was using an online auctioning site, and his screen name was PookieBoy.

      “I’m going to win this one,” he said. “LuckySmith keeps outbidding me on special Collectibles. He’s outbid me on the last three. But this time—this time I know I’ll win. Here, look.”

      The computer screen showed several photographs of a red gumball machine at various angles. The seller’s description only had two words: “Gumballs included.”

      The Ragman gazed at me with his wide, shining eyes. “What do you think?”

      Oh, yeah. He was crazy. No doubt about that.

      “Um, it’s great,” I said.

      Then I saw the most recent bid—one hundred thousand dollars.

      “Whoa….”

      “You see?” the Ragman said. “He won’t bid more than a hundred thousand. LuckySmith never does. I’ve been observing his habits. Watching him. He never goes over one hundred thousand. Never. This one is mine!”

      “But it looks like a regular gumball machine,” I said. “Why do you think it’s, er, magic?”

      The Ragman scrolled down to the bottom of the page where there were two strange symbols. The first was like an open hand surrounded by seven interwoven circles, and the second was like a tiny candy cane.

      “The first symbol means it’s a Collectible, of course, and the candy cane—well, that’s an Artisan’s mark.”

      “An Artisan’s mark?”

      “A sort of signature. A maker’s mark. It means this Collectible was made by the Candy Man.”

      “Oh.”

      Maybe I was the crazy one. Seriously, what other explanation was there? The Ragman and Sweet Pea and Deeter talked about this weird stuff as if it were perfectly reasonable. Maybe I was dreaming. Maybe I was lying in a hospital bed in a coma, and this all was because of the medications the doctors were giving me to keep me alive.

      “Uh-oh,” the Ragman said. “Best have a seat. You don’t look too well.”

      He helped me sit in his armchair, the only chair in the room that wasn’t piled on with stuff. Then he fanned my face with his baseball cap.

      “I want to go home,” I whispered.

      Wherever that was.

      The Ragman moved to the fireplace as if he didn’t want to look at me. Maybe he thought I was about to cry. He started straightening the knick-knacks on the black marble mantel instead. Not that it made the mantel any tidier.

      “The work you’ll be doing is dangerous, I won’t lie,” he said after a minute or two. “Using children this way is a nasty business. It’s entirely against my better judgment. But, children make the best Finders—they always do—and I could hardly go to your mum and dad and ask to borrow you for the weekend, could I?”

      He laughed like he’d made a joke.

      “Rest assured, I’m not a violent man,” he continued. “I won’t hurt you if that’s what you’re thinking. Nor will I hold you against your will. You can leave whenever you wish.”

      Was he trying to make another joke?

      He must have known I didn’t believe him, so he waved at the door. I stood slowly.

      “Of course, I can’t imagine why you’d want to leave,” he added. “This new life of yours will be one of excitement! Possibility! Wonder! I suppose Sweet Pea and Deeter have shown you a few of our rather unusual possessions?”

      “You mean that tablecloth? Deeter’s ring?”

      “Ah, yes. You think those were impressive? You haven’t seen anything yet. No Ordinary will ever be able to imagine even half of the things you’ll experience! The daring, magical life of a Finder! A life with no rules but one.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Anything is possible.”

      I could still feel that strange jumpiness deep down inside me, pulling at me. It was even stronger here in the Ragman’s study than it’d been in the living room. Made me wonder what kind of Collectibles he kept in here. A magic cloak? A flying carpet?

      I let out a breath.

      “I don’t need a new life. I’m happy with the one I’ve got.”

      “You mean, the life you can’t remember? Are you sure it was happy with you?”

      What kind of question was that?

      I walked to the door, but I didn’t open it. Not yet. Something about this was wrong. Here he was, acting nice to me. Promising not to hurt me. Even letting me go.

      What about my memories?

      “Clever boy,” he said. “I was wondering if you’d notice. Those pesky memories. That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it? They do make things more complicated.”

      He joined me at the door and leaned against the wall.

      “You can go, but your memories stay with me. Consider it my compensation. Terms and fine print for time wasted…recuperation of business expenses…profit and loss…risk management for the investment….”

      What was I doing standing here listening to him? It was impossible to steal someone’s memories. I should have left this crazy place hours ago.

      But still, I didn’t move.

      “Why?” I asked. “I mean, even if you have my memories, what good are they to you?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I think they’re rather pretty. Would you like to see one?” He gestured at me. “Come sit and have a look.”

      The Ragman chuckled. Me, I stared at the floor and tried to keep my nausea down. He probably wouldn’t think the whole thing was so funny if I threw up on his expensive leather shoes.

      “Don’t be shy,” he said. “These memories belong to you, after all.”

      I sat down in the armchair again, and the Ragman pulled a long, black silk handkerchief out of his pocket.

      “I’ll need to blindfold you,” he said, “but don’t worry. I give you my word no harm will come to you.”

      He tied his handkerchief around my eyes, and I could hear him breathing in my ear. A cabinet door opened and closed nearby. The smell of fresh-cut grass filled the room. Then I heard a voice.

      My voice.

      “Come on, Caspian! Come on, boy!”

      In my mind, I saw a broad green lawn and a golden retriever running towards me. My dog. Suddenly, I could remember him. It’d been a Sunday, and I’d taken him out to play. He had a slobbery baseball in his mouth. I’d named him Caspian after one of my favorite characters in a book. But what book?

      “That’s enough for now,” the Ragman said, and the whole scene went black again.

      I yanked the blindfold off my eyes.

      Maybe Sweet Pea was right. Maybe the Ragman was dangerous.

      “You don’t doubt me now, do you?” he asked. He took back his handkerchief, folded it neatly, and returned it to his pocket. “It’s best not to underestimate me. You’ll learn this soon enough.”

      I pressed my fingers to my temples. It was too much, happening too fast. My stolen memories…the Ragman…his crazy house full of magical junk…even his stupid online bidding war…all of it. I glanced over at his laptop. Someone had outbid him.

      “How many?” I asked.

      “Sorry?”

      “How many Collectibles do you want me to find in exchange for my memories?”

      “Hold on a minute. You want to bargain for them back again?” He cleared his throat. “Really, it’s hard to put a number on something so vague as value—”

      “One. I’ll find you one Collectible in exchange for my memories.”

      “Ha! After the trouble I went through to find you, the time it took, the planning…no, I couldn’t settle for less than twenty—”

      “Five.”

      He leaned forward. “Fifteen.”

      “Ten. That’s my final offer. Or I’m walking out that door. Memories or not. And you can find your stupid Collectibles yourself.”

      “Are you sure? Memories are precious things.”

      “I’ll make more.”

      He considered me for a moment, tapping his fingers against his lips and staring at my clenched fists.

      “You really would walk out that door without them, wouldn’t you? Deal or no deal.”

      I smirked. “It’s best not to underestimate me.”

      We glared at each other, both of us silently daring the other to back down. Finally, he threw his hands up in the air.

      “Oh, very well! If you want them back that badly. Ten Collectibles. It’s highway robbery, though. I am far too generous. It’s one of my faults.”

      He began to write in his notebook again, and when he’d finished, he tore off the sheet of paper and handed it to me.

      “This is the special job I have in mind for you. I need you to find this for me.”

      I glanced at the piece of paper. On it, he’d scribbled The Complete Encyclopedia of Counterfeit and Fraudulent Collectibles.

      “Seriously? You want me to bring you a book?”

      “You say that like it’s some overdue library paperback. The book’s a Collectible, of course. The first of ten, in accordance with our bargain.”

      “Bring it to you, how? Steal it?”

      “Steal, buy, barter, borrow, beg…I don’t care how you get it. Just get it.”

      “Where? Where can I find it?”

      The Ragman motioned at the window as if the answer should be obvious. “Out there! Somewhere in the wide world.”

      “Why don’t you buy it?”

      “If only it were that easy. There’s only one copy, and it’s been well hidden. Trust me, we Collectors of magic keep excellent records, and I’ve checked them all. Every list. Every auction. No one has found this book yet, which means I need a Finder to locate it for me. It’s not like some publisher is popping them off the press twenty-four hours a day for the mass market. Each Collectible’s magic is unique.”

      “What if I can’t find the book? What happens to me?”

      “Well, if you can’t find it, you can be my housekeeper. Then I can scratch that off the list!”

      What a nightmare. With the mess in this place, I’d be stuck cleaning his Collectibles until I was a hundred years old.

      The Ragman patted me on the back. “Don’t worry. You’re a lad of exceptional talent. You’ll….”

      His grin suddenly vanished, and he waved his fist at his laptop.

      “Curse you, LuckySmith!” he shouted. “Curse you!”

      I glanced at the screen. The winning bid?

      One hundred thousand dollars—and one cent.

      Seemed like a good time to leave right about then. The Ragman was too busy shouting at his computer to answer any more questions. Besides, all I had to do was find some stupid book.

      Honestly, how hard could that be?
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      “You don’t have to leave today,” Sweet Pea said the morning after my meeting with the Ragman. “You’ve had a big shock. You can wait if you want. You know, to get used to it all.”

      The sun had only risen an hour ago, but Sweet Pea was already dressed in a pink sweater and sash. She smelled nice, too. Like roses. She sat next to Deeter at the living room table with a black canvas bag in front of her, helping me pack.

      “Let him go,” Deeter said. “It’s not like we need him, Pea. It’s his own choice if he wants to run off and get himself killed. Just like a rookie.”

      Then Deeter swallowed a spoonful of something milky, brown, and eggy out of his breakfast bowl. He’d asked the Seven-Course Tablecloth for cornflake pancakes with peanut butter scrambled eggs on top. He still wore his pajamas, and his hair was a wad of curls. Like he’d stuck a bunch of baby mattress springs on his head.

      Sweet Pea frowned. “He doesn’t have to go. Not this soon.”

      As if I’d want to stay here any longer in this crazy place. Deeter and Sweet Pea had spent last night guiding me around, showing me where things were and how things worked. The house had to be a few hundred years old at least, and it was full of dead ends and odd corners. Every room was crammed with dusty Collectibles. And I could have sworn the house kept switching things around on me.

      Especially the bathroom.

      “You won’t get killed,” she said. “He’s only messing with you.”

      Deeter slurped down another spoonful. “Man, I don’t need to mess with the new kid. The truth is bad enough. It’s the fake Collectibles encyclopedia, Pea.” He swiveled around in his chair to face me. “You’re so dead.”

      Sweet Pea sighed at the canvas bag. “What foods do you want me to pack?”

      “What do you have?” I asked.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Sorry. I forgot about the tablecloth,” I said. “Just anything.”

      Deeter left his breakfast at the table and crashed onto the sofa cushion next to me, sending a cloud of dust whooshing into the air.

      “Listen up, Rookie. I feel sorry for you, so I’ll give you some advice. There’s something important you gotta know about the Collectible you’re supposed to find.”

      “I’m sure everything will be okay,” Sweet Pea said. “He probably won’t even meet her, or have anything to do with her.”

      “Her who?” I asked.

      “The Librarian,” Deeter whispered. “She is one mean Artisan. She cares for most of the Collectible books, and she’s not going to give up the encyclopedia without a fight.”

      “Like a guardian?” I asked.

      Deeter snorted. “Like a death wish.”

      “Is she armed? Does she have weapons or something?”

      “Naw. She doesn’t need weapons.”

      “Then why is she so dangerous?”

      Sweet Pea shook her head at Deeter, but he pretended not to notice.

      “She’s dangerous,” he said, “because she’s the Librarian.”

      What exactly was that supposed to mean? A lot of help he was. If there was any Collectible that could make a person shut up, I’d go find it to use on Deeter. The world would probably thank me, too.

      I stood and walked over to Sweet Pea. “Are you almost done yet?”

      “Deeter, you’re only scared of her because you stole the Phone Book from her,” Sweet Pea said. “The Librarian doesn’t like it when Finders steal her books. Who would?”

      Sweet Pea offered me the canvas bag. It was full and heavy now.

      “Here. This should be everything you’ll need. If not, there’s this.”

      She handed me a key.

      “What’s this for?” I asked.

      “It’s a key to the house. All of the Ragman’s Finders have one. If you get in a pinch, find a door with a lock and use this key to open it. The door will lead back here.”

      “But how is that possible? This key’s not a Collectible.”

      I examined the key in the palm of my hand. How did I know that?

      Sweet Pea nodded.

      “You’re catching on quick,” she said. “The key’s normal. It’s the house that’s a Collectible. This house doesn’t occupy space like an ordinary house does. It’s nowhere, and it’s everywhere. That’s one of its magical abilities. So all you have to do is use the house’s key in any door lock. It doesn’t matter where because the house is already there on the other side of the door.”

      My head had just stopped hurting earlier this morning. Now it suddenly throbbed again. “The house is a Collectible?”

      “Sure. You sound surprised.”

      “Well, I thought Collectibles were small things.”

      “Most Collectibles are small things. Some are bigger, though. This house was made by the Architect, and it was his idea about the keys. The front door is special, too. Come on. I’ll show you.”

      She led me into the hallway, with Deeter trailing behind us. But before we reached the front door, I paused to look around.

      “What’s with the clocks?” I asked.

      There were hundreds of them—grandfather clocks, alarm clocks, wall clocks, cuckoo clocks—filling the hallway’s walls and corners. Each clock was set to its own individual time, ticking discordantly against the others. I hadn’t really noticed them last night.

      “The house uses them to tell the time,” Sweet Pea said.

      “Oh.”

      Was the weirdness ever going to end in this place?

      Sweet Pea gestured at the front door. “The house is everywhere, right? So when you need to leave, the front door tries to take you where you want. You could visit hundreds of different places in a single day. From France to Australia to China….”

      “You think jet lag is bad after flying in an airplane,” Deeter said. “That’s nothing compared to house lag.”

      “Exactly. The house uses the clocks to make it easier on its occupants. It can’t change time, but it can…adjust itself. So we don’t feel the effects as badly.”

      “The front door,” I said, “it will take me wherever I want?”

      “As close as it can get, at least. It’s not a perfect science.”

      I tucked the house key into my coat pocket, and I slung the canvas bag over my shoulder. But when I opened the front door, the view outside was a huge dirt field. All the way to the horizon. Miles and miles of dirt.

      Definitely not a perfect science.

      “Nice knowin’ ya, Rookie.” Deeter slapped me on the back.

      I glared at him. “Stop calling me Rookie. It’s not my name.”

      Not like that mattered to him.

      “Follow your instincts,” Sweet Pea said. “If you feel like you should go left, then go left. If you feel like you should go upstairs, or downstairs, or get on a bus, or on a train, then do it. Just promise you’ll come back in one piece, okay?”

      I hesitated. Why should it matter to her what happened to me? We’d only met yesterday.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Maybe this Sweet Pea girl wasn’t so bad.

      I took a deep breath and stepped out the door. A hot wind blew dust in my face while a gray sky loomed overhead like a thunderstorm was rising. There weren’t any buildings or landmarks. I didn’t even have a map.

      I turned back. “Hey, Sweet Pea….”

      Where the front door had been, there was only the open field full of gopher holes and a dirt road full of ruts. I didn’t even see any signs that a house had ever been here—just empty space and the faint scent of Sweet Pea’s rose perfume fading away.

      The house was nowhere.

      Right then seemed like a pretty good time to consider my options.

      Option one? Wake up. That option hadn’t been very successful so far, though, which led me to option two. If I was truly free to leave, then why not go tell the police everything? Forget the Ragman. I could go home now.

      Then again…Finders and Collectors and Artisans? Magical hidden objects called Collectibles? I might have to leave that out. The police wouldn’t believe that stuff—hey, I hardly believed it—but at least they’d help me find my family.

      But what about my memories?

      I shuffled my foot in the dust. Without my memories, I’d return to a family of strangers.

      Option three…find the Ragman his ten Collectibles. One problem, though. What if he went back on his word, or I couldn’t find them?

      There had to be a fourth option.

      Maybe I could use the Collectibles against the Ragman. Use their magic to make him give me back my memories.

      Somehow.

      A rumble of thunder sounded overhead. Time to get moving.

      I followed the dirt road until it became a paved road, and I followed the paved road until it became a highway, and I followed the highway until it became a town. Crownsville, the road sign said. Population, two thousand. Didn’t seem like much of a town—a couple of gas stations, a general store, and a small public library.

      But that library gave me an idea.

      “Can I help you young man?” the librarian asked the moment I walked in. She was an older lady wearing a brown wool dress, and her back was humped slightly. She’d been stacking books on a cart by the main desk, but now she paused.

      “I’m looking for a certain encyclopedia,” I said. “You probably won’t have it here. But I was hoping to check your records. Maybe I could find out where it is.”

      The librarian tipped up her glasses and stared at me like she’d never seen a kid before. Or at least not one with spiked hair. As if I was some kind of mythical monster.

      “Do you have a library card with this establishment?” she asked.

      “No. I—”

      “Access to our card catalog is restricted to library members only.”

      A card catalog? Exactly how old was this place?

      “Could I borrow your card?” I asked.

      “I don’t have one. You’ll have to obtain your own.”

      “Okay. What do I have to do to get one?”

      The woman pursed her lips as if I’d given the wrong answer on a test. Then she walked behind her desk and hefted out a huge stack of forms, which she placed before me on the counter.

      “You’ll need to fill these out in triplicate. Also, I’ll need to see three forms of identification, one of which must be an original copy of your birth certificate. Additionally, since you’re a minor, I will need a signed permission form from a legal guardian, along with proof of guardianship. The library will be closing soon, and all forms must be filled out in my presence, in blue or black ink….”

      Yikes. The woman rambled on, but I stopped listening. So much for fostering a love of reading. No kid would stick around for this torture simply to check out a bunch of dusty books or look at a card catalog.

      “No thanks,” I said. “I’m not that interested.”

      She smiled for the first time since I’d walked in. “I suppose you’ll be going, young man. Have a pleasant day.”

      She hobbled back to her book cart, and I started to leave. But right as I reached for the door handle, something made me halt and spin around. I felt jumpy again. Like someone was watching me. Creeping up on me. There was a Collectible nearby. Maybe even more than one.

      Sweet Pea was right—I could feel magic at work here somewhere.

      “Is something wrong, young man?” The librarian paused at her cart.

      “I think I might want that library card after all,” I said.

      The woman’s smile thinned, then vanished.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Definitely.”

      She turned away, sighing, with her back towards me—exactly what I’d been waiting for. Now was my chance. I dashed down the nearest aisle before that weird librarian could stop me. If she even was a real librarian. I was starting to have my doubts.

      After all, what librarian doesn’t have a library card?

      The aisle around me was filled with a bunch of science books. Then came a bunch of history books. A bunch of hobby books. A bunch of philosophy books. The shelves kept going and going and going. I quickened my pace until I was nearly running.

      Where was the aisle’s end?

      With each new section I passed, the books looked newer, brighter. The old book smell went away. So did the old mildew smell, and the old carpet smell.

      Finally, I found the end.

      Here was another main desk with another librarian behind it, completely different from the first lady I’d met. This librarian was younger and fuller figured, with dark brown skin, purple eye shadow, and silver hoop earrings. She wore this bright leopard print blouse and a black skirt. I stared at her for a moment.

      Two front desks? Two librarians? What was going on?

      “Um, excuse me?” I approached the desk. “I think I’m lost.”

      The woman set down her stamp and pushed the small stack of books in front of her aside.

      “Which book is it you want?”

      “I doubt you’ll have it. I was told it’s really rare—”

      “Of course I have it in my collection. Doesn’t matter if it’s rare. What’s the book’s title?”

      I fumbled in my coat pocket for the slip of paper and gave it to her. She studied the paper for a whole minute, while that jumpy feeling inside me grew stronger and stronger. Then, she glared at me.

      “Who’re you working for?” she asked.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Your Collector. Who is it?”

      “My Collector?”

      She handed me back the paper and put her hands on her hips.

      “How did you find my library?”

      “Um…I walked….”

      “Look here, Finder. Only four other Finders in history have found my library. Ever. It takes some real talent to find this place. There are precautions. Illusions. Not to mention the guard!”

      Guard? She couldn’t mean that rude lady at the first front desk, could she? Didn’t seem like much in the way of security. Unless all those library card forms were meant to make intruders die of paper cuts.

      “If you think you can sneak in here and steal my books,” she said, “you’ve got another thing coming, Finder! You found your way in. You better pray real hard you can find your way out!”

      I took a step back.

      “You’re the Librarian,” I said.

      The real one. The Artisan.

      Not good.

      Right about then, facing certain doom, I realized that in all of Deeter’s warnings about the Librarian, he’d hadn’t mentioned what I should do when I finally met her. And it seemed doubtful that Sweet Pea had packed anything I might use to defend myself.

      Except maybe a few cheese sandwiches to throw.

      The Librarian’s eyes flashed with a strange glowing light like no human eyes ever could, and she gave me a look that made me want to duck behind the desk.

      Or run for the nearest exit.

      “No Finder trespasses into my library and gets away with it!” she cried.

      Then she seemed to rise up bigger somehow, or maybe the room started to draw in closer. All the pencils and stamps and papers on her desk rattled and shook. The chandelier above us swung back and forth, and some of the books on the nearby shelves fell to the floor.

      Deeter was wrong. The Librarian wasn’t an Artisan—she was an earthquake.

      And I had nowhere to hide.
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      No wonder Deeter was scared of the Librarian. But after all, he’d stolen from her.

      “I don’t want to steal your books, ma’am,” I said. “Really.”

      “How am I suppose to believe that?” the Librarian asked. “You Finders are nothing but a bunch of thieves!”

      The ground rumbled harder, and a few more books toppled off the library’s bookshelves.

      “I promise,” I said. “I won’t steal the encyclopedia. Even if it means I have to be the Ragman’s housekeeper for the rest of my life.”

      “So, if you’re not going to steal it, Finder, how do you plan to get it?”

      Good question.

      “We could trade for it,” I said.

      I shifted the canvas bag on my shoulder. Probably I had nothing she’d want—unless she had a secret love for snack crackers. Still, it was worth a try.

      “I only care about books,” she said, “and I’ve got plenty of those.”

      She gestured beside her desk at the book cart. It was stocked with thousands of books waiting to be re-shelved. And beyond her desk was a marble staircase that led down to the main book collections with millions more. Not to mention the stacks of them by the rectangular slot on the desk’s front side for returning borrowed books.

      I grinned at the book-return slot. She was right about one thing. She had plenty of books. And she may have loved her books a lot, sure, but I could think of one thing she loved even more.

      To have them returned again.

      “This is a library, right?” I asked.

      The Librarian’s eyebrow lifted like she thought I was stupid or crazy, but she nodded.

      “So could I check the book out? Just for a day or two. The Ragman only said I was supposed to get the book. He didn’t say how.” I leaned against the main desk. “And more importantly, ma’am, he didn’t say for how long.”

      The ground stopped shaking, and a slow smile appeared on her face.

      “I like the way you think, Finder. You work for the Ragman, hmm? Well, he’s not as bad as some of the other Collectors out there. And won’t it be interesting when the book vanishes from his desk on its due-date? It’d pay him back for taking the Phone Book from me. I’d love to see his face when he realizes he’s been tricked!”

      She chuckled.

      “All right, Finder. Normally I don’t allow encyclopedias into circulation, but this one time I’ll make an exception.”

      Then she shuffled through some papers on her desk. When she turned back, she was holding a library card with that same strange encircled hand symbol. Next to that was her maker’s mark, the symbol of a book with wings.

      “This library card allows you to take books out of this building. I usually only give them to other Artisans. I never give them to Collectors. You understand, Finder?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She handed me the library card. “The reference books are down that staircase.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      From the top of the staircase, I could see hundreds of aisles and shelves and walkways that led to other places with other aisles and other shelves and other walkways. Endless books.

      “Take care not to lose your way, young man!” she called to me. “The last Finder who ended up in my library got lost, and it took me two days to find her.”

      “Two days?”

      The Librarian cocked her head. “She was lucky I found her so soon.”

      Great.

      I headed down the stairs, my footsteps echoing against the marble. But at the bottom of the staircase, my stomach started flipping somersaults. Like how I felt in the Ragman’s house, except a hundred times worse. Which could only mean one thing.

      Every book on every shelf was a Collectible.

      This could be a problem.

      I eased myself down onto the last stair and shut my eyes. If I sat real still, maybe the nausea would go away. Throwing up definitely wasn’t a good idea—I could just imagine the Librarian’s face if I did. How was I supposed to find this one magical book in a place where every book was magical?

      I held my head in my hands and groaned.

      “Research can be overwhelming, can’t it?” an old man said.

      I looked up. The old man stood right in front of me, studying me through his thick glasses. His feathery white hair stuck out in different directions, and he smelled like stuffy-nose medicine.

      “A few months ago, I myself was quite overcome,” he continued. “I was researching bees at the time. The whole business left me terribly flustered. Couldn’t keep down solid food for a week!”

      Who was this guy?

      He tucked his hand into the pocket of his patched green jacket and pulled out a tin of peppermints.

      “Try one of these, young scholar.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Not at all. You look as if you’ve failed your midterms.”

      He sat beside me on the stair and closed the book he’d been holding. With one hand he removed his glasses, and with the other he took out a large white handkerchief. He didn’t say anything after that, so I watched him polish his lenses. He’d rub them for a minute, then inspect them, then rub them again, until they reflected light like mirrors.

      “Do you ever feel like maybe you’re in trouble?” I asked. “Big trouble. And you don’t even know how you got there?”

      His handkerchief paused.

      “I mean, this place,” I said, “it’s not so big, is it? It only looks that way because of the shelves. Like an optical illusion.”

      “Appearances can often be deceiving, young scholar.”

      “Anyone can find their way around a library, right?”

      “I should imagine.” He pocketed his handkerchief. “Research is easier with two scholars, however. And there is a second scholar here at hand. If you wish.”

      Directions couldn’t hurt in a place like this. Even if they were wrong, it wasn’t like they’d make me any more lost than I already was.

      “I’m trying to find a certain book,” I said.

      “For a dissertation, no doubt?”

      “A disser-what?”

      “I see. Perhaps if you show me your research proposal, I might be able to offer—”

      “I don’t have a research proposal. I mean, I don’t—”

      “Are you a remedial student?”

      “Remedial?”

      Talking to this guy made me feel more lost and confused, not less. I glanced around the aisles. Aimless wandering would get me where I needed to be faster, wherever that was.

      “Look, I have to go.” I stood. “Thanks again for the peppermint.”

      “Only the truly weak refuse to ask for help,” the old man said. “When it’s needed.”

      The aisles of books stretched out around me. Rows and rows of shelves. No signs like “Reference Section that way” or “Fiction A-M this way.” No other people. No sounds.

      Just books.

      “You wouldn’t happen to be a Finder, would you?” The old man slid his glasses higher up on his nose, the light in his eyes brightening. “A Finder, oh yes, I should have seen that from the start.”

      “You’d really be able to help me?” I asked.

      “I have some knowledge of a literary inclination. What is the title of the work you seek, young scholar?”

      “Uh….” I drew out the slip of paper. “The Complete Encyclopedia of Counterfeit and Fraudulent Collectibles.”

      “Well! You’re in luck!” The old man stood and slapped me on the back.

      “You know where it is?”

      Finally, maybe I’d caught a break.

      “Haven’t the slightest idea.”

      “Oh.”

      “But, I know the author! Me!”

      He laughed so hard he wheezed as he leaned against one of the bookshelves for support.

      “Great. Um…who are you?” I asked.

      The old man coughed, straightened his bow tie, and then held out his hand to shake mine.

      “You may call me the Professor. And I’ve written a great many of the books here in the library. Only the Hack Writer has written more. Of course, his tastes tend more towards lurid fiction. Myself, I prefer scholarly works, but I delve into reference materials from time to time. Everyone needs reliable sources of facts on occasion.”

      Wait, was this guy an Artisan? Artisans were scary and dangerous. Like the Librarian.

      Weren’t they?

      He frisked his jacket pockets until he found a black fountain pen.

      “If you’ll give me a moment,” he said, “I will create a revised and updated second edition of the book you seek! You’d best make yourself comfortable, young scholar. I’ll just be a minute.”

      This was too good to be true. I could give the Ragman his stupid book before sunset. And a Collectible a day—at this rate, I’d be home in nine days.

      With my memories.

      The Professor fumbled in his pockets again, but this time he frowned.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have some writing paper, would you?” he asked.

      Sweet Pea had packed a lot of stuff in my bag, but there wasn’t any writing paper. The closest thing I could find was a paper napkin. I offered it to the Professor.

      “Do you have a magnifying glass in that pack of yours as well?” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Well, young scholar, then I’m afraid you’re out of luck. I can do a great many astounding and marvelous things, but making a second edition of The Complete Encyclopedia of Counterfeit and Fraudulent Collectibles on a paper napkin without even a magnifying glass is completely out of the question.”

      He patted me on the back. The look on my face must have been pretty pathetic.

      “There, there, young scholar. I’m sure you’ll find that book in no time.” He paused. “On second thought, it will likely take you a great deal of time, given the size of this library and your current rate of success.”

      “Oh.”

      The Professor examined the napkin closely. “Hmm. I may still be able to help. Of course, I’m not the Map Maker by any means, but I dabble in cartography from time to time. Perhaps the napkin might be put to use after all.”

      He unfolded the napkin and uncapped his fountain pen. Then he looked around, looked up. He even licked his finger like he was testing the wind. With a nod, he started writing and drawing and scribbling and dotting and marking the napkin. He moved it this way and that, turning it upside down and right side up and upside down again. When he finally stopped, he grinned.

      “Yes, that should be about right. Here you are!”

      He handed me the napkin.

      Its surface was filled with complicated mathematical formulas, intricate diagrams, and mysterious Latin phrases. Various odd snatches of song lyrics (including “Over the river and through the woods to Grandmother’s house we go!”) appeared on the napkin’s edges.

      And last, it looked like a baby had scribbled a bunch of animal cartoons on top.

      “Um, thanks,” I said. “What is it?”

      “A map, dear boy!” The Professor shook his head. “What do they teach children in schools these days!”

      A map? The craziest map I’d ever seen. But this was the craziest library I’d ever seen.

      “All there is left for you to do,” the Professor said, “is draw an X right here. That will be you, of course. Then, ask the map to show you the way. Politely, of course.”

      “And it will take me to the encyclopedia?”

      “Oh, it may lead you in a roundabout way, but you’ll get there!”

      He offered me his black fountain pen, and my fingers started to twitch just holding it. My skin tingled, and I got that jumpy feeling inside me again.

      “Easy, now,” the Professor said.

      When I moved the pen to where the Professor pointed, that jumpy feeling worsened.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Quite sure.”

      So I pressed the pen against the napkin and made one small X on the paper.

      Big mistake.

      Everything around me flashed a blinding white, and then it all turned black. Like someone had smacked me hard on the head with a baseball bat. When I opened my eyes, I was lying on the floor with the Professor bending over me.

      “Well, well! Wasn’t that something!” he said. “I should have remembered how sensitive you Finders are to these kinds of things. A thousand apologies!”

      He helped me to stand, then steadied me on my feet.

      “Feeling all right?” he asked.

      Definitely not. I kept blinking, but no matter where I looked, I saw those map scribblings. They were on the library walls, on the ceiling, the chandeliers, the bookshelves and the books, the tables too, and the chairs. Even the floor.

      “What’s wrong with my eyes?” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Everywhere I look, there’s—”

      “Map markings?” the Professor said. “How delightful! It worked!”

      “Did you draw all over the library?”

      “Oh, no! The Librarian would never forgive me! No, you’re the only one who can see those markings. You’re in the map. A part of it, in a way.”

      I looked at the paper napkin in my hand. Now it made more sense. Not much. But if I tilted the map just so, it lined up with the markings on that wall over there. And if I squinted at the writing on the floor, it matched some writing on the napkin.

      Like the napkin had become a sort of decoder. A key.

      “With that, I must return to my research, and you should be ready to find your way!” the Professor said. “Oh, a word of caution. Don’t get the napkin, er, map, wet. That would destroy it completely. We can’t have that!”

      “Why not?”

      “You’d be lost in here, wouldn’t you? Perhaps forever! How unfortunate that would be!”

      Maybe not all the Artisans were scary and dangerous. I was just some lost kid in a crazy library. There was no reason for him to help me, and I couldn’t repay him.

      “Thanks, Professor.”

      He tilted his head. “You’re quite welcome, young scholar.”

      After that, he wandered off to a distant table. I glanced at the napkin in my hand, then at the markings on the walls, the ceiling, and the bookshelves. Time to get the Ragman’s stupid book and get out of here.

      Or get lost forever.
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      The map didn’t seem too hard to use if all I had to do was ask it to show me the way.

      Politely, of course.

      “Um, library map-napkin…mapkin? Would you show me the way to The Complete Encyclopedia of Counterfeit and Fraudulent Collectibles? Please?”

      The markings on all the library’s surfaces swirled like leaves blown about in a storm. But right when I thought I’d really throw up this time, they stopped and settled into new positions. Then a little golden arrow appeared on the map right next to the X, pointing to the left. Finally, now I was getting somewhere.

      Or maybe not.

      When I turned in that direction, I ran smack into a bookshelf. And it wasn’t the reference section. I looked left, right, up, and down, but the map’s arrow kept pointing that way. There must have been some mistake. Maybe the map hadn’t understood my request.

      I asked again, but nothing changed.

      “It’s just a bookshelf,” I told the map. “It’s a history section. See? There’s A History of Bottle Caps, and there’s Important Events in the History of the Crayon: Volume One, and there’s….”

      Wait. Was I arguing with a napkin?

      How embarrassing. Good thing no one was around to see me right now, especially Sweet Pea.

      I examined the book sitting next to the crayon history in case I’d missed any encyclopedias by mistake. On the book’s spine was another arrow that matched the one on the map. The arrow pointed to my right, and above it were tiny words written in gold. Words I was suddenly sure no one could see.

      Except me.

      They said, To find the reference section, go right.

      Following the Professor’s map after that was a lot like following a dog in a rubber ball factory. The map’s directions led me this way, then that way, then this way again. Past the section on ancient medicine, past the section on troll folklore, then down the section on Greek pottery. Shelf after shelf after shelf. All this wandering around for a stupid book.

      Honestly, was it even worth the trouble?

      I ended up in the philosophy section after that. Maybe the map figured I needed some philosophy research to find an answer to my question.

      And as if that wasn’t bad enough, the map must have decided it should help me discover some new hobbies. We turned down one particularly long aisle, and when I finally found the next map markings, the map asked a question. Its words appeared on a shelf divider.

      Have you ever considered studying anthropology?

      Anthro-what?

      It refused to take me any farther until I responded. Best to be polite, yet vague. The last thing I needed was an angry, pouting map.

      “Maybe after I find the encyclopedia,” I said.

      That seemed to do the trick. The arrow appeared, along with the familiar directions: Reference section, that way. Then we were off again, down flights of stairs, zigzagging between study desks and shelves and drinking fountains. No one else was in sight. No sounds except the swoosh of my sneakers as I walked.

      I yawned.

      Bored?

      The map’s question appeared when we’d arrived at a large, round-shaped light fixture on the wall. I glanced at the shelf beside me. The nearest book was titled The Neglect of Cheese in European Literature.

      “Yeah, a little bored,” I said as we entered another aisle. “All the books are starting to look the same. There are so many….”

      I stopped. So many Collectible books. How could I have missed it?

      Is something wrong?

      “I’m just thinking.”

      How marvelous! Can I help?

      I traced my tingling fingers along the books’ leather spines, with titles like A Day in the Life of an Aphid and Your Friend, the Compost Pile. This had to be the gardening section. The books here came in all colors and sizes, causing the shelves to sag under their weight. The odor of rotting leaves lingered in this aisle. Probably from the compost book.

      Nothing here would be much use to me, but how about some other section?

      “What if you had an enemy, and you wanted to outwit him,” I said. “Are there any books here with enough magic that could help me beat an opponent?”

      You’re rather young to have an enemy.

      “It’s not like I went looking for him. He found me. Kidnapped me.”

      Hmm. What about your search for the encyclopedia?

      “We can find it afterward.”

      If I couldn’t find a Collectible here to use against the Ragman, handing over the encyclopedia could be my backup plan.

      Very well.

      We turned right, then left, then right again, down an aisle and stopped. There was no new arrow anywhere. No map markings to help. No words from the map.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      The map didn’t answer, so I looked at the nearest book on the shelf. The title was Famous Vegetarian Athletes in Sports, Volume One.

      The sports section?

      There were biographies for every athlete who ever lived. Playbooks for every game ever played. Books about coaches. Books about teams. Books about equipment. Anything readers might ever want to know about sports—anything—they could find a book about it here on these shelves.

      I slapped my head. “No, map! Not strategies for beating an opposing team. The Ragman and I aren’t playing a game!”

      With a loud thunk, one of the books fell off the shelf right next to me. By itself. Weird, but maybe it hadn’t been shelved properly. The book’s title said, Legendary Strategies of the Top Winning Players in Basketball History.

      A book on basketball history probably wouldn’t solve my problems. But what if it could? I’d be stupid to have come this far and not even look. I bent down, my palms prickling as if the book had its own static charge—and I wasn’t even touching it yet. That spot in my stomach flipped somersaults again, like always. I jerked my hand away.

      Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.

      I glanced up and down the aisle. Still no one in sight. If I walked away now, I could be walking away from my big chance. And even if it was magic, what harm could a book really do to me?

      I snatched the book off the floor before my palms could prickle again, and I read aloud the first words on the page I’d turned to.

      “Early basketballs were generally made of leather stitched together in such a way that….”

      Suddenly, I couldn’t focus on the words. They blurred together, moving and swirling until they made one big brown spot on the page. Then that big brown spot bounced out of the book and landed next to my sneaker.

      I set the book on the floor and picked up the big brown thing.

      “What is it?” I asked, and finally the map decided to answer me.

      It looks like an antique basketball, the words appeared on the floor, circa late 1800s, early 1900s. Note the rawhide lacing there in the center of the ball….

      But I wasn’t noticing the lacing. I was too busy noticing a second strange basketball bounce out of the book.

      Ah, excellent, the map continued. Another prime example. Notice the outer seams. Late 1920s. Observe the logo there beneath the lacing.

      Another basketball bounced out of the book. And another. And another.

      “Yeah, nice logo,” I said. “Any idea how to make them stop?”

      No help from the map. It rambled on about the noteworthy features of each new basketball that appeared. I tried shutting the book, but whenever I almost forced the covers closed, the book would fly open again. Then more basketballs would pop out.

      Time to start panicking.

      The basketballs cascaded down the aisle, so I grabbed one, then another, trying to keep them from bouncing away. But there were too many. They rolled and skipped and leaped in every possible direction. Some escaped the sports section altogether.

      “What should I do!” I yelled.

      I haven’t the slightest, the map answered. I’m a map, after all, not a common how-to guide.

      This was getting out of control—fast. I grabbed the nearest basketball and tried shoving it into the book. No good. It wouldn’t go back in. There were hundred of basketballs now, thousands even. Some were dark brown and old, some bright orange and new. One basketball tripped me and I fell, only to be covered in a basketball avalanche.

      Isn’t research thrilling? the map asked, its words appearing on the ceiling now that the floor was covered with basketballs. Then, even with the sound of so many basketballs ricocheting off the bookshelves, I heard the one thing I’d been dreading.

      The Librarian’s voice.

      “What in the world? A basketball! Basketballs are not allowed in my library! Who brought a basketball into my….”

      There was a pause followed by a shriek. She must have seen those thousands of basketballs bouncing her way.

      “I’ve got to get out of here!” I cried.

      I clambered to my feet and stuffed the napkin inside my pants pocket. If I lost the map in all those basketballs, I’d never find it again.

      “What’s going on in the sports section!” the Librarian yelled.

      She was coming closer. I raced along the aisle as fast as I could, climbing over basketball mountains and rolling down basketball valleys.

      “Whoever is responsible for this, you’re gonna be sorry! I’ll make you organize the periodicals! I’ll make you re-alphabetize the dictionaries! I’ll make you dust the geology section!”

      The Librarian had almost reached the sports aisle, though the basketballs were slowing her down. After all, there was no easy way to get around a basketball avalanche, even for an Artisan. I, on the other hand, was almost free. If I could just make it to the end of the aisle….

      “Who is that there?” the Librarian shouted. “Is that you, Prankster? I warned you about coming into my library again! Oof!”

      A basketball smacked her in the face, stopping her for the moment. Even with all the flying basketballs in the air, she’d soon be able to see me. Just a few more seconds.

      “Whoever you are, don’t think I won’t catch you!”

      Not if I could help it. I grabbed the last shelf and yanked myself free at last.

      Then I ran.

      I didn’t even notice which way. It didn’t matter. Down one aisle, up another. Ducking behind tables and chairs. Darting along corridors. I ran until the sound of bouncing basketballs stopped. Until I couldn’t hear the Librarian shouting out the horrible things she was going to do to me when she caught me. Until I couldn’t breathe enough air to keep running.

      Finally, I halted and glanced around.

      I was still in the library. Of that I was certain—there were shelves around me full of books. But it was much darker here. Only a single glowing light bulb hung from the ceiling. It was dirtier here, too, with dust everywhere. And cobwebs. Like hardly anyone ever came to this section.

      Good. Maybe the Librarian wouldn’t think to search for me here—whatever section this was. I couldn’t tell by looking at the books because the books had no titles on their spines. And something else was bizarre about this section. The books here were chained to the shelves.

      Why chain books to a bookshelf?

      With my luck, they were chained to the shelves because they would bite your hand off—or your head off—the minute you opened them. Once, I might have laughed at that, but after what just happened with the basketballs?

      Like the Ragman had said, maybe anything was possible.

      The air was colder here, so I wrapped my coat closer to me and folded my arms across my chest. My fingers were way past tingling. And my stomach wasn’t doing somersaults—it was doing jiu-jitsu. Whatever kinds of Collectible books were kept here, their magic must’ve been strong.

      Really strong.

      “Map? How do I get out of here?” I asked.

      There were no map markings in this section of the library, so I checked the napkin to see what was wrong. Except for an X in the center of the white space, the napkin was completely blank.

      “Where am I?” I gave the napkin a shake.

      Nothing happened.

      So I asked again.

      Still nothing. No funny swirling arrows. No witty comments. No helpful research tips.

      No directions.

      “This isn’t funny, map. Please, don’t joke around now. Not now!”

      But the map wasn’t joking. It wasn’t doing anything at all.

      I was lost.

      I stuffed the map back inside my pocket. “Where is this place?”

      “You mean you don’t know?” a voice asked. “How interesting.”

      I spun around to face a boy only slightly older than I was—sixteen or seventeen, maybe. He wore a school uniform, with a black and silver striped tie tugged loose at his collar, a gray pullover sweater, and a black school blazer. One of the Professor’s students, probably.

      He had his head tilted to the side, and there was a huge smile on his face like he’d just played with a kitten. He didn’t look threatening or unfriendly. So why was he the creepiest thing here? Worse than the dark and the dust and the chained books, even.

      He had a paperback copy of the play Richard the Third in his hands. Shakespeare. A student of English?

      “I’m sort of turned around,” I said. “Can you tell me what section of the library this is?”

      He took a few steps closer to me until I was pressed against a bookshelf with no way to escape. His eyes gazed into mine—freaky black eyes. Just like his freaky black hair. His breath smelled like cinnamon red hots and cigarettes. And all the while, he still was smiling.

      “This,” he said, “is the aisle of forbidden books.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            The Detective

          

        

      

    

    
      “Forbidden books?” I asked.

      The bookshelves with their chained books towered over me, closing in on me until I felt like I was in a tomb. Was it just me, or was the air getting thicker, the darkness heavier?

      “Yup, and neither of us is supposed to be here.” The boy lifted a finger to his lips and winked. “But I won’t tell if you won’t tell.”

      “What’s so bad about them?” I glanced at the chains. “Do they bite your hand off or something?”

      The boy’s smile widened. “Oh, worse. Much worse. You’d be lucky if that’s the only thing they did. Imagine a book that could make you insane for reading it. A book that could make children grow old in an instant. Make dead tyrants live again. Make summer an eternal winter and day an eternal night. Imagine a book,” he paused and leaned closer, “that could make the world end.”

      “Those kinds of books are kept here?”

      He gave a single nod.

      Yikes. I never thought Collectibles could be that dangerous. No wonder I could hardly breathe in this place. At first, I’d thought it was the dust on the books, but maybe it was the books themselves. Their black leather covers glinted under the light bulb’s flicker. And farther down the aisle, beyond the light’s faint reach, the books hid in shadow, lurking like the worst kinds of monsters.

      “So, what are you doing here, then?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Research.”

      I should have expected such an answer from one of the Professor’s students. The boy slipped a packet of cigarettes out of his pants pocket and offered me one.

      I shook my head. “Smoking’s bad for you.”

      He drew the cigarette out for himself instead.

      “The Librarian will throw a fit if she catches you smoking in her library,” I added.

      “Yes, I imagine she would be rather upset, wouldn’t she? After all, I might start a fire.”

      He flicked open a tarnished, silver lighter he had in his hand. The tiny flame sputtered a moment, then steadied as it burned a few inches away from the books. Probably he was trying to scare me.

      It worked.

      “Hey, careful!” I said. “You’ll start a fire!”

      I tried to knock the lighter away, but the boy only lit his cigarette with a big puff of smoke. As if the air in this place wasn’t thick enough.

      “Look on the bright side,” he said. “A fire would make her stop chasing basketballs up and down her library aisles.”

      Then he smiled again like he knew some good joke and I was the punch line.

      “Does the Professor know you smoke?” I asked.

      “If he did, I’m sure he’d tell me to research the history and origins of tobacco products.” He inhaled a breath of smoke, then blew it right in my face. “You really should make up your mind.”

      “What?”

      “You know, about whose side you’re on. It’s why I stopped to talk to you in the first place. I’d hoped we might get along. I’m familiar with most of the Finders out there. I keep an eye on them, particularly the ones with exceptional skill. But I don’t know you. You’re new, aren’t you?”

      I didn’t answer, and he smirked at my silence.

      “Thought so. Which means you don’t hold any allegiance to the Artisans yet, do you?”

      At first, I thought of the Librarian, with her flashing rage and power. But then I thought of the Professor, with his chuckling laugh and his peppermints. Who were the Artisans, really? And more importantly, who was this creepy kid?

      Sides? I didn’t even know there were any.

      “I’m just here to find a book,” I said.

      “Of course, you are. For your Collector, no doubt. Artisans, Collectors…you needn’t answer to any of them. See, I think you and I could work very well together. But you’re still thinking of being a good boy, aren’t you? A very good boy.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “Me? I am determined to prove a villain, and hate the idle pleasures of these days.”

      Trouble. That’s what this kid was really researching.

      “Look, I have my own job to do,” I said. “If you’re not going to show me the way out, then at least get out of my way.”

      He moved aside just enough—daring me to run, daring me to stay. I couldn’t tell. But now that I could make an escape, something about the boy’s face had me mesmerized. His eyebrows drew together, and his lips turned up like a snarl.

      “Plots have I laid, inductions dangerous….” He paused. “Richard the Third. Act one, scene one. Haven’t you ever read it?”

      He held up the paperback copy of the play—the only book in the whole library that wasn’t a Collectible.

      “It’s a great read,” he added. “I highly recommend it.”

      With a laugh, he took another puff of his cigarette and flicked some of the ash onto the Librarian’s nice marble floor.

      “Great,” I said. “I’ll remember to find a copy sometime.”

      Then I shoved my way past him, and he didn’t try to stop me. That aisle seemed to go on forever, but when I finally reached the end of it, I turned for one last look at the Professor’s student.

      He was smiling at the forbidden books.

      As soon as I’d escaped the aisle, the map markings reappeared on the walls, the ceilings, the bookshelves and the floor. I exhaled a breath and fished the map from my pocket. The napkin was no longer blank—the crazy drawings and scribbles and marks were back to normal.

      “What happened?” I asked the map. “You left me stranded with some super creepy kid in the creepiest part of the whole library!”

      Then the map’s words appeared on the bookshelf next to me. The map seemed a little annoyed.

      I have no knowledge of that section of the library. I don’t go there. Nor should you. What were you doing there?

      “Um, research,” I said.

      Didn’t seem like map entirely believed me, but there was no time to talk about it any longer. Voices came drifting down the nearest aisle, and one of them sounded a whole lot like the Librarian. Not good. She was the last person I needed to run into now. I ducked along a different aisle, made a dash to the right when I reached the end, and then I crouched to listen.

      “Thanks for coming so quickly, Detective,” the Librarian said.

      “No problem. I came as soon as I got the call.” The other voice paused. “What did you do with it?”

      The Librarian was still out of sight, but I could see the second person. It was a man wearing a tan-colored trench coat and a brown fedora hat tilted low over his eyes. He was short and stocky, but he looked muscular and tough, too. Sort of reminded me of a bulldog.

      Wait, the Librarian had called a detective? Why had she done that? Unless….

      The basketballs.

      Man, Deeter wasn’t kidding when he said to watch out for the Librarian. She really meant business.

      “I placed it right over here on my returns cart, Detective.”

      “You mean you haven’t shelved it in the forbidden aisle yet!”

      “I didn’t have time! You would not believe the commotion there’s been in here. Basketballs everywhere!”

      “If that book falls into the wrong hands—”

      “Relax. I told you the book’s safe and sound. Which is more than I can say for whoever set loose those basket—hey, while you’re here, how about you investigate a small matter for me. I think it started somewhere in the sports section….”

      Their voices were getting farther and farther away—thank goodness. But who knew when they’d be back? And who knew how long I still had to go before the map finally led me to the encyclopedia? This was getting ridiculous.

      “Listen,” I said to the map, “isn’t the point of research to find what you’re looking for?”

      You already have.

      The map’s words had appeared on the spine of a large, red-colored book right in front of me. And the title of the book?

      The Complete Encyclopedia of Counterfeit and Fraudulent Collectibles.

      Unbelievable. This was it.

      I lifted the book off the shelf, then opened the cover really slowly and carefully, just in case something jumped out. When nothing did, I read a few of the pages. They contained lists of random objects like the Plastic Eggbeater, the Double-Sided Ruler, and the Tire Swing.

      Weird.

      Still, I never thought I’d be so happy to find a stupid book before in all my life. I opened the clasps of my bag and shoved the encyclopedia inside. Time to get out of here fast. Just one more thing to find—an exit.

      “Um, map?” I said. “Would you please help me with something else?”

      This time, the map’s reply appeared on my sneaker.

      More research so soon? How delightful.

      “I need you to help me find the nearest exit.”

      The little golden arrow appeared on the map once more, pointing to a light switch on the wall with another arrow that gave me the directions: Nearest exit that way.

      So why did I end up in the anthropology aisle?

      You said you might like to research anthropology after you found the encyclopedia, remember?

      Too bad there was no practical way to strangle a map.

      “I think I’ll save my research on anthropology for another time. After we find the exit. The nearest exit.”

      The map pouted after that. It refused to give me any further directions for a full five minutes. Mostly I spent those minutes telling the map how helpful it was and how accurate it was and how much I enjoyed doing research with it.

      Really?

      “Absolutely,” I said. “You’re the best research map in the world.”

      With that, the map was much more cooperative. It started leading me back on course, but just a few sections away from the aisle of forbidden books, I heard humming, so I ducked.

      The Librarian was back at her cart, shelving the remaining books. Didn’t look like she was planning on leaving any time soon, either. She kept stacking book after book, smiling at one, shaking her head at another. Muttering a bit. Humming again. Every time she shelved a book, she caressed its spine.

      Now what?

      I glanced around, but there was no other way to go. I could either pass the Librarian or turn around and retrace my steps in the direction I’d come, through all those endless aisles of books. Or, I could research anthropology.

      Sure didn’t seem like much for choices.

      But right when anthropology began to look the most appealing, I heard a dog barking. It was somewhere nearby—a shrill yapping sound, like a poodle, or a Pomeranian.

      A dog in a library?

      The Librarian heard it, too.

      “Is that a dog?” she yelled. “First, basketballs, now dogs! Someone’s gonna get it!” She slammed the book she was holding down onto the cart.

      More barking. Closer.

      Then a fluffy white dog scampered past me, panting and drooling. Sure, it may have looked cute with its perky ears and shiny black nose, but it was as mean as a five-star chili pepper. With a lunge and a growl, it ran right up to the Librarian and bit her on the ankle.

      The Librarian howled. “Ah! My leg!”

      Score one for the poodle.

      The Librarian bent down to seize the dog by the scruff of its neck, but she wasn’t quick enough. The dog made a stealthy escape down the next aisle.

      “Just you wait, you little mutt! I’ll get you!” the Librarian shouted, and she raced after it.

      Perfect. Now was my chance. But right when I reached the Librarian’s cart, I paused. The air smelled funny. Like something burning. The Librarian must have smelled it as well. A few sections away, her voice screamed out.

      “Fire! My library’s on fire!”

      I actually felt a little sorry for the Librarian then. This was just not turning out to be her day.

      At that exact same moment, the fire alarm went off while above me the ceiling’s sprinklers burst open like a library monsoon.

      “Quick, map! We’ve got to get out of here!” I yelled.

      Ther nearef ext er thar whar!

      At first, I didn’t understand the map’s words on the wall. Was that supposed to be Latin? Or some strange scholar’s code? Then I remembered the Professor’s warning, and I realized what was wrong.

      The map was getting wet.

      I grabbed the biggest book off the Librarian’s cart, and I raised the book up flat over my head to shield the map from the sprinklers. The map tried again.

      Quick! The exit is thar way!

      The book provided some cover, but I still didn’t have much time. The ink on the map was blurring on the paper, and all around me the map markings were fading. The air was filled with gray smoke. I ran until I arrived at a cross section.

      Go right! Go rift!

      I dashed down the right aisle, my ears throbbing from the fire alarm’s bell. The smoke was getting worse. The whole place was growing darker, and my throat burned.

      Now left! Levv!

      I turned left. Now what?

      “Map! Which way? Please!”

      The soggy map was almost useless now. I did my best to keep the delicate wet tissue from tearing, but the edges of the map were already disintegrating, and the ink had run together into one big black smudge.

      Run, young scholar!

      The map’s last words appeared for a moment with perfect clarity on the wall in front of me before they mingled with the smoke and faded away completely.

      The map was destroyed.
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      Of all the things on my to-do list, suffering the agony of a fiery death in a crazy library wasn’t among them.

      The map had said to run. Sweet Pea had said to trust my instincts, and my instincts said run, too. Right in front of me was a long aisle with a line of bookshelves on my left side and a blank wall on my right. Behind me, the smoke was getting thicker, but that aisle in front of me was clearer than the rest.

      So I ran.

      Way off in the distance, the Librarian was shouting, “Someone call the Firefighter! Call the Firefighter!” And the smoke kept getting worse and worse. My eyes stung so much that tears ran down my cheeks. My throat constricted until I couldn’t keep from coughing.

      But still, I ran.

      The floor in this section of the library was marble, and the sprinklers made it slick like black ice. My feet slipped, and I fell. Hard. I smacked my head against the floor, and when I opened my eyes, the bookshelves spun around me. Which way was forward and which way was back?

      I blinked a few times while my vision focused. Down at the end of the aisle was a door.

      A way out.

      I hauled myself to my feet and raced for that door. Just a little farther, and I’d be safe. With a final lunge, I reached the door, yanked it open, and dashed over the threshold.

      Right into a big stack of metal buckets.

      Took me a minute to figure out what happened. The darkness made my surroundings hard to see, but as my eyes adjusted, the shadows became shapes. Brooms. Mops. Sponges. Feather dusters and window cleaner. Plus a sweet, pine-fresh smell. I’d found a janitor’s closet.

      So much for instinct.

      As I wiggled my way free of the buckets and mops, I heard the sound of a little clink on the floor, like something metal had fallen from my pocket. The Ragman’s house key. I’d forgotten about it until now. I scrambled to the door and checked the knob to see if it had a lock.

      I was in luck.

      If I could just find the key where it had fallen…but the closet was dark, and the key must have bounced when it landed. Besides, it wasn’t a Collectible. I couldn’t sense it at all.

      I crouched down on my knees and patted the floor with my hands.

      “Come on, come on!” I said.

      A bucket handle, a wet rag, a rubber glove. Still no key. I coughed again, my chest tight and my breaths ragged. The smoke was thickening, and I was starting to feel dizzy. There. I touched the small metal key with my fingers, then snatched it up. But when I ran to the door and fitted it in the lock, nothing happened.

      What was wrong?

      Had Sweet Pea lied about the key? I pictured her with Deeter, sitting on the shabby sofa in the Ragman’s living room, laughing at the great joke they’d played on me. Maybe they’d set me up on purpose. Deeter was certainly twisted enough to do it, but Sweet Pea?

      No. Sweet Pea wasn’t like that.

      I stared at the doorknob and tried to think. I was standing on the outside of the door when I put the key in the lock and turned it….

      But the door had been open.

      My knees were growing shaky and weak as if I was about to collapse and pass out. If I couldn’t get this key to work, I was pretty much doomed. There was only one last thing to try. This time, I shut the door first. Then I slipped the key into the lock and turned it. The key made a tiny click, so I pulled it out of the lock and opened the door again.

      The brooms were gone. The mops were gone. The buckets and sponges and feather dusters, too. The whole closet had been replaced with the front hallway of the Ragman’s house, complete with its antique umbrella stand and those crazy mismatched clocks.

      Unbelievable.

      There wasn’t much time to marvel at the magical transformation, though. I bolted over the threshold, swinging the door closed behind me, and landed on the Ragman’s floor with a crash. Sweet Pea and Deeter came running into the hallway, where I lay soaking wet and coughing like I’d almost drowned.

      “Oh, my gosh! What happened!” Sweet Pea asked, kneeling beside me.

      “Wow, Rookie. You’re a mess!” Deeter said.

      I coughed harder, gasped for breath. “Book…library…fire!”

      Probably I sounded like I was dying. Sounded like an idiot, too. The Ragman must have heard the noise since he rushed into the hallway, then started prancing around like a kid at Christmas.

      “Ah, you’re back! Did you get it? Did you find it!”

      I wrestled the encyclopedia out of my pack and handed it to him.

      “Well done!” he said. “I knew you were a lad of talent!”

      He immediately opened the book and started flipping through the pages. As he walked back to his study, I could hear him mumbling.

      “So the Baseball Hat was indeed a counterfeit! See if I buy anything more from that seller!”

      Sweet Pea sighed, then fetched me a glass of water to help clear my throat. I gulped the whole thing down in a few quick swallows.

      “The Ragman may not have cared much,” she said, “but Deeter and I were starting to worry about you.”

      Deeter gave her a look like she was insane. She nudged him hard.

      “Uh, yeah, Rookie. Real worried,” he said.

      He darted back a few steps where Sweet Pea couldn’t reach him again.

      “Why?” I asked. “I’ve only been gone a few hours.”

      Sweet Pea and Deeter exchanged looks.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’ve been gone for almost a week,” Sweet Pea said.

      A week? No way.

      “Nice try, Sweet Pea,” I said. “But I left this morning.”

      Sweet Pea and Deeter exchanged looks again. It was getting annoying.

      “We should dry you off first,” Sweet Pea said, “and then we can figure it out.”

      She offered me a hand and helped me up while Deeter went and found me a towel. After I’d dried off, I met up with them at the lumpy green sofa in the living room.

      The place had gotten much messier since I’d been away. Now there was an empty fish tank on the floor. Beside that was a cardboard box filled with animal bobble-head dolls. And it looked like a stack of old board games had been crammed onto one of the shelves. Why did the Ragman want those?

      Maybe breathing so much smoke in the library had made me a little mental because suddenly I pictured the Ragman playing a game of magical Snakes and Ladders, where real snakes slithered out of the box and tried to bite the players.

      Weird.

      Sweet Pea sat next to me on the sofa and folded her hands across her lap.

      “Let’s start at the beginning,” she said. “Where exactly did you find the encyclopedia?”

      “In a library,” I said.

      “Which library?”

      “I don’t exactly know if it had a name. It was the Librarian’s library.”

      Deeter let out a low whistle.

      “That explains the lost time,” Sweet Pea said. “Everyone knows it’s easy to lose track of time in libraries, but in the Librarian’s library, they say time actually does pass more slowly. Outside her library, a week passed, and you didn’t even feel it.”

      “Never mind that.” Deeter leaned closer. “Tell us about the Librarian. Did she catch you? Did she try to kill you?”

      “Actually, she was sort of nice,” I said, “at first.”

      “At first?” Sweet Pea tilted her head at me.

      So I told them everything that happened. When I got to the part with the little white dog, Deeter started laughing hysterically.

      “What?” I said. “What’s so funny?”

      “A little white dog? You’ve gotta be kidding me!”

      “I’m not! I swear it’s the truth. Sweet Pea, you believe me, right?”

      “Well….” She looked over at Deeter, who was laughing so hard he was about to fall off the sofa. She grinned. “It does sound a bit fantastic.”

      “I know it sounds ridiculous, but it’s the truth! I swear!”

      “If it’s the truth,” Deeter said between gasps, “then I’m glad that dog bit her on the ankle. Man, I wish I could have seen that!”

      But when I finished the story, Sweet Pea frowned. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “What doesn’t?” I asked.

      “Any of it. All of it!”

      “You know what makes sense to me?” Deeter asked. “Lunch. You want anything, Rookie? I’ll make you something special since you survived the Librarian. How ’bout a quesadilla pancake with a side of peanut butter salsa?”

      I hadn’t felt hungry in the library, but now that I was back at the Ragman’s house, I was so starving that even one of Deeter’s strange culinary experiments sounded tempting. I followed Deeter over to the table while Sweet Pea started to unpack my bag.

      “What’s that?” She pointed at a big leather book on the floor.

      “Huh? Oh, that’s the book I used to try to keep the map dry.”

      “The one you grabbed off the Librarian’s cart?” Sweet Pea examined the book more closely. “It doesn’t have a title on the spine. That’s strange.”

      She held the book up, and a slip of paper fell out of it.

      “Wait a minute. Look at this!”

      “Gee, wow, the book’s got a bookmark,” Deeter said.

      “I don’t think it is,” Sweet Pea said. “It’s some sort of letter!”

      She picked up the note and read it aloud.

      “Dear Librarian, I’ve found it at last! I strongly suspect someone else was trying to get their hands on it before I did. The Book of All Words is dangerous enough even on a good day, but now with John Ketter’s journal destroyed, it’s the only way to find the Bronze Crown. And I know I don’t need to tell you what a catastrophe that would be. Keep this safe! Regards, the Detective.”

      “The Bronze Crown?” I asked. “What’s that?”

      Sweet Pea shrugged. “I have no idea, but I think I know what this book is. It’s The Book of All Words. Every word that’s ever been written gets recorded in this book.”

      “Like a whole library in a book? Cool,” Deeter said.

      “Dangerous is more like it.”

      “Let’s try it out!”

      Deeter left his seat and made a grab for the book, but Sweet Pea slapped his hand away.

      “It’s too risky. We should return it immediately,” she said.

      “Aw, you’re only saying that because you don’t know how it works.”

      “I do too…well, sort of.”

      “Then prove it!” Deeter grinned. “Come on, Sweet Pea. Let’s look something up in the book first. Just something small. Then we’ll return it. We’ll never have this chance again!”

      Sweet Pea seemed uncertain. Her eyes shifted from Deeter’s face to mine. The memory of all those basketballs bouncing around the library popped into my head.

      “Nothing is going to come out of the book, is it?” I asked.

      “Not if we look up the right thing,” Sweet Pea said. She glanced at Deeter, who was hopping up and down. He reminded me of the Ragman. Deeter had the same eager look in his eyes.

      “All right,” she said. “Only once. I know just what to use it for.” She placed her hand on the book’s cover. “Book of All Words, please show me the latest edition of The Artisan Times.”

      “What!” Deeter shouted. “You can have any book in the world, and you ask for a boring newspaper?”

      “Quiet, Deeter!”

      Sweet Pea opened the book. At the top of the first page was the title The Artisan Times, and below that was a huge headline.

      Finder Sets Fire To Librarian’s Library!

      “Uh-oh,” Deeter said. “Knew the rookie would mess up somehow.”

      Deeter and Sweet Pea both stared at me.

      “I didn’t do it!” I said. “I swear!”

      “It says here that everyone thinks you did,” Sweet Pea said. “They think you set fire to the library so you could steal a book. The Librarian has offered a huge reward to anyone who turns you in. And the Detective has been called in on the case to solve the crime. He’s hunting you.”
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      “What’s the reward?” Deeter asked.

      “Quiet, Deeter. This isn’t the time,” Sweet Pea said.

      Great. As if my life didn’t have enough trouble in it lately, now everyone thought I’d torched a crazy magical library too? Well hey, after everything I’d been through so far, why not add another item to my list of misfortunes and crushing disasters?

      I left the living room table since suddenly I wasn’t hungry anymore, and I walked over to Sweet Pea.

      “What does the article say about me?” I asked. “Does it mention The Book of All Words?”

      “Not by name, no. It only says, ‘a forbidden book of great importance.’ It mentions you’re one of the Ragman’s Finders, though. It says you used a cunning mix of distractions, including a bunch of runaway basketballs and a little white dog, to distract the Librarian while you set fire to the aisle of forbidden books.”

      “What! But I didn’t!”

      “Can you prove it?”

      “Um…no.”

      This was bad. Even if I returned the book and explained what happened, I had no proof. And with no proof, who would believe me? They’d probably think I’d stolen the book, then chickened out and tried to return it with some pathetic story about out-of-control basketballs and a poodle.

      I closed my eyes. “Was the library destroyed? Was anyone hurt?”

      “The article says the Firefighter arrived before any injury or serious damage occurred.”

      At least it wasn’t all bad news.

      “There’s one thing I don’t understand,” Sweet Pea said.

      “Just one?” Deeter shook his head.

      She glared at him. “Any number of things could have started the fire. I guess it could have been a coincidence that the library happened to burn while you were there. But what about the dog? Dogs don’t just happen in libraries.”

      “Especially at the Librarian’s library,” Deeter added. “You’d have to be suicidal to bring a dog there.”

      “Or you’d have to have a very good reason,” I said.

      “Like what?” Sweet Pea asked.

      I shrugged, but I was starting to get an idea. This whole time, I’d been thinking that the dog was a random occurrence. What if it wasn’t?

      “Maybe the dog was a joke,” Deeter said. “After all, it was pretty funny. The look on the Librarian’s face must’ve been classic.”

      Sweet Pea frowned. “Dogs in libraries might be funny, but fires aren’t. Somebody could have been killed. Someone must have a really sick sense of humor.”

      “Or,” I said, “someone was at the library to steal the book while I was there. Remember the Detective’s note? How he suspected someone else was trying to find The Book of All Words before he did?”

      “So the would-be thief released the dog to get the Librarian away from the cart with the book on it,” Sweet Pea said.

      I nodded. “And set the fire in an attempt to conceal the theft.”

      “Right, but you got to the cart and grabbed the book first.”

      Sounded possible enough.

      “It must have been the Professor’s student who set the fire,” I said. “I saw him smoking a cigarette in that aisle, remember?”

      “That’s strange.” Sweet Pea shook her head. “I’ve never heard of the Professor having a student.”

      “He’s a teacher, right? Teachers have students.”

      “I guess. But I can’t believe the Professor would want to steal any book, and I can’t imagine one of his students would either.”

      “So who would?”

      Right then, there was the sound of footsteps in the hallway.

      “Ragman’s comin’,” Deeter said.

      Sweet Pea slammed the book shut. “He can’t know about The Book of All Words! Can you imagine if he got his hands on it? If any Collector did?”

      The footsteps stopped at the door.

      “Here!” I grabbed the book from her and shoved it under a sofa cushion. Then we all dog-piled on top as the door opened. The Ragman, standing in the doorway, cleared his throat.

      “Ahem!”

      He looked like he’d eaten too many quesadilla pancakes, with way too much peanut butter salsa on the side.

      “Are you all right, sir?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “All right!” The Ragman pointed to his reddening face. “Does this look like the face of a man who is all right? I’ve learned some very distressing news!”

      Deeter, Sweet Pea and I glanced at each other, and I could tell we were all thinking the same thing—that somehow, the Ragman had found out about the library fiasco.

      Which meant he was here to make me his new housekeeper. And I could kiss my memories goodbye.

      “I know it’s a huge mess right now,” I said, “but I’ll fix it. I promise.”

      “Oh.” The Ragman seemed surprised. “Well, if you like. I’d thought Deeter or Sweet Pea might be best suited for the job. After all, you only just got back, and it’s not an easy Collectible to find. But, if you really want to go, then as you wish.”

      “Um….”

      Somehow, I had the feeling I’d volunteered for trouble.

      “Sir?” Sweet Pea asked. “What exactly was that distressing news you mentioned?”

      “LuckySmith has outbid me. Again!”

      The Ragman paced back and forth between the crates and boxes that cluttered the floor, his arms gesturing wildly in the air.

      “This time, it was the Rose Teacup that I lost!” he continued. “Can you believe it? Last week it was the Rose Teapot. Now the teacup. He’ll be after the matching Rose Tea Cozy next! And that simply must not happen!”

      He stopped pacing and took a deep breath. Then he pointed at me.

      “That is where you come into it, my boy. I want you to find the Magic Eight Ball!”

      Deeter’s mouth dropped open while Sweet Pea gasped. But the Ragman stood there grinning at me like he’d given me a sacred quest.

      “Whoa,” Deeter said at last.

      “Think of it!” The Ragman’s gaze drifted up to the ceiling. “Any time I wanted to know if LuckySmith was going to place a bet, I could ask the Magic Eight Ball, give it a shake, and it’d tell me the answer. I could ask if LuckySmith was going to bid over a certain amount. I could even ask whether it’d be best to start low or to go right for the throat! What an edge that would give me!”

      “Mr. Ragman, sir,” Sweet Pea said, “perhaps it would be better if the three of us went to find the Magic Eight Ball together.”

      “What?” the Ragman asked. “Why on earth would I send three of you when any one of you could do the job alone?”

      “Well sir, as you know, Collectors have been sending their Finders for decades to locate the Magic Eight Ball, but none have succeeded. Some Collectors have even declared it to be unfindable. Now, maybe one of us might eventually discover its whereabouts. But that would take time. Months. Years, even. Time that you could be using to outbid LuckySmith. If all three of us searched together, I bet we could have it for you right away.”

      The Ragman tapped his fingers against his lips like he was playing the piano on them. “I admire your wisdom and cunning, Sweet Pea. Brilliant! I’ll send the three of you! And if you succeed, there may be some small reward Collectibles in it for you as well. I want that eight ball!”

      Deeter grinned. “Reward? Like maybe the Number Two Pencil, or the Green Shoelaces?”

      “Well….” The Ragman scratched his ear. “I’ll consider it. However, that does remind me. Speaking of rewards.”

      He reached into his pants pocket, but whatever it was he pulled out, he held it tightly in his fist so no one could see. He offered his fist to me.

      “For finding The Complete Encyclopedia of Counterfeit and Fraudulent Collectibles,” he said, “and for an overall job well done….”

      Good thing he hadn’t heard about the basketballs, or the little white dog, or the library fire.

      “I hereby reward you for your efforts with this token of my appreciation.”

      He opened his palm flat to show me a bright red kazoo.

      “Cool!” Deeter exclaimed.

      I accepted the kazoo from the Ragman, who beamed at me.

      “See?” he said. “Working for me isn’t so bad. The job has some payoffs.”

      Payoffs? Seriously? I’d lost everything and everyone I loved, I’d been blamed for something I didn’t do, I’d been nearly killed over some stupid book, and now he was talking to me about perks?

      “Use it well!” he said with a wink, and then he left the room.

      “Wow, can I give the kazoo a try?” Deeter asked. “Please!”

      It was definitely a Collectible—my hand tingled as I held it—but come on, a magical kazoo?

      “What’s it for?” I asked.

      “The Red Kazoo lets you imitate voices,” Deeter said. “All you gotta do is think the words you want to say in the voice of the person you want to say it. Then you blow into the kazoo, and the kazoo takes care of the rest. Obviously, it only works if you’ve heard the voice before.”

      I pressed the kazoo against my lips and blew. “Ah, man!” came out the other end, and it sounded exactly like Deeter, just like I had thought it in my head.

      A huge grin appeared on Deeter’s face. “Let me try!”

      I gave it to him, and he put it to his lips. When he blew, a voice like the Ragman’s said, “I’ve just wet my pants!”

      We both laughed. Not bad. Even I had to admit this Deeter kid had style.

      “When you two have finished playing games,” Sweet Pea said, “I’d like to remind you that we have a job to do.”

      “Hey,” Deeter said, handing me back my kazoo, “why’d you volunteer us to go find the eight ball? Everyone knows that’s a fool’s hunt.”

      Sweet Pea uncovered The Book of All Words from beneath the sofa cushion. “It was a ruse to buy us time. We have to investigate who was trying to steal The Book of All Words. We have our names to clear.”

      Deeter shrugged. “My name’s fine.”

      “No, it isn’t. The newspaper article only said that one of the Ragman’s Finders was the thief. It didn’t say which one. Now every Artisan on the planet is convinced you might have had something to do with the theft. Think finding Collectibles was hard before? Just wait. Especially now that there’s a reward offered for the culprit.”

      Deeter punched me in the arm. “Thanks a lot, Rookie.”

      “Ow! Like you would have done any better!” I said.

      “I would’ve known better than to make trouble! And now I’ve got to go and clean up your mess!”

      “Do you see me asking you to? You want to stay here? Fine! I don’t need your help. I don’t need anyone’s help!”

      “Enough!” Sweet Pea said. “Fighting will only make things worse. Besides, I have an idea.” She rested her hand on the book’s cover. “Book of All Words, please show me a copy of The Complete Encyclopedia of Forbidden Collectibles.”

      “Are you out of your mind!” Deeter said. “Do you have any idea what the Artisans would do to us if they knew we’d read that?”

      Sweet Pea flipped through the book, ignoring him. “Found it. The Bronze Crown. Maker: unknown. Date of creation: unknown. Origin: likely Macedonian. First known possessor: Alexander the Great. Last known possessor: The Bandit King.”

      “The Bandit King? Who is that?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t say, exactly. There’s a second name listed beside it, though. In fine print, it says AKA John Ketter.”

      “Who is John Ketter?”

      Sweet Pea gave me an exasperated look.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I won’t interrupt again.”

      She cleared her throat and continued reading. “Last known occurrence of usage: May 1, 1885. Current location: unknown. Classified forbidden by the Artisans’ Council with special recommendation from the Higher Authorities in 1886. Special abilities include….”

      Her eyes got really, really wide.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She put the book down, and then she looked at Deeter and me.

      “We’re in a lot of trouble.”

      “Shoot. Don’t need a book to tell us that,” Deeter said.

      “No, you don’t understand. The Bronze Crown allows whoever is wearing it the power to make people obey the wearer’s commands.”

      “So, I could command you to do a thousand jumping jacks or a thousand cartwheels, and you’d have to do it,” I said. “Is that what you mean?”

      “Doesn’t sound so bad.” Deeter chuckled. “I could order the Ragman to pick his nose while standing on his head singing nursery rhymes.”

      That’d be a sight I’d love to see for myself. Deeter was annoying, sure, but maybe he was capable of the occasional stroke of genius, too.

      “This is serious, you guys!” Sweet Pea said. “In the wrong hands, the crown could be a terrible thing. Someone could enslave you for life and command you to do all sorts of horrible acts, like vandalism or theft or murder.”

      “I wouldn’t do it,” Deeter said.

      “Then you’d die. The power of the crown is so strong that resisting it eventually strains the body too much and causes a stroke or a heart attack. The crown’s magic is unbreakable and irresistible.”

      Finally, it made sense what Sweet Pea was trying to say.

      “With that kind of power,” I said, “a person could rule the world.”

      Sweet Pea closed The Book of All Words and folded her hands on her lap.

      “Exactly.”

      “So all we gotta do to find the culprit is figure out who’s got plans for world domination.” Deeter snorted. “That should be easy.”

      “I think we can safely rule out any of the Artisans,” Sweet Pea said. “They don’t generally bother with other Artisans’ Collectibles, especially forbidden ones. They’re too busy with their own. That leaves the Collectors.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Deeter rolled his eyes. “That narrows it down a lot.”

      “We can probably rule out the Ragman, too. I’m pretty sure we would have noticed if he was up to something like this. Besides, I doubt he’d have the guts to risk so much. Most Collectors wouldn’t. It must be a rogue Collector.”

      “A rogue Collector?” I asked.

      Listening to Deeter and Sweet Pea, I was starting to feel pretty stupid.

      “Sorry,” Sweet Pea said. “I forgot you’re new. There are rules that every Collector swears an oath never to break. It’s the only reason why they’re allowed to collect so many magical items without interference.”

      “Let me guess. Having forbidden Collectibles is against the rules,” I said.

      “So is taking over the world,” Deeter added. At first, I thought he was kidding. Then I realized he wasn’t.

      “Right,” Sweet Pea said. “So some Collector has decided to break the Collector’s Oath. Some Collector’s gone rogue.”

      “The question is,” I said, “how do we find him? How do we catch him?”

      But none of us knew.
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      You’re rather young to have an enemy.

      In my dream, I was standing in the aisle of forbidden books, holding the Professor’s map in my hands. Above my head, the single light bulb flickered twice as the map’s words appeared on the nearest bookshelf. And as if that wasn’t strange enough, the aisle of forbidden books wasn’t in the Librarian’s library. It was on a stage, like at a theater.

      “Map?” I said. “Please help me find the rogue Collector.”

      I waited for the map’s golden arrow to point the way, but it didn’t.

      Then I heard barking. Loud, too. Somewhere nearby. So I followed the sound, right to the edge of the stage. The rows and rows of theater seats beyond the stage lights faced me, silent and empty like ghosts. Finally, the map’s words appeared on one of the front row seats.

      The best way to find the right answers is to ask the right questions.

      The red stage curtain shifted as if something was moving behind it. But when I ran to that side of the stage, there was nothing.

      “Map, please!” I cried. “Who is the rogue Collector?”

      The map’s words appeared on the curtain.

      Are you sure that’s the right question?

      Barking again. This time off stage. I expected to see the little fluffy white dog there. Instead, I saw a golden retriever.

      “Caspian?” I said.

      It was my dog. It had to be. Then Caspian growled, but not at me, so I turned. Caspian was growling at a man who stood behind the curtain, waiting for his cue. The shadows obscured his face too much for me to recognize him—I could only see his smile. In his hands, he held the Magic Eight Ball, which he tossed in the air a few times.

      “Want to play fetch-the-ball?” he asked.

      He tossed the Magic Eight Ball in my direction. It bounced twice, then rolled to a stop right in the center of the stage. Beside it, the map’s words appeared.

      Ask the right question, young scholar.

      I woke up.

      Great. Even my dreams were taking weird to a whole new level.

      I couldn’t sleep after that. There was something I’d missed, something important. Was it something I’d seen in the library? Something I’d read in the newspaper?

      So much for a good night’s sleep.

      As soon as the sun rose, I went down to the living room. Maybe food would help me think. Sweet Pea was already there at the table with breakfast laid out. She was wearing a purple dress and munching on a bowl of corn flakes. In front of her, The Book of All Words was open, and she was flipping through its pages.

      She looked up when I entered the room. “Good morning. Sleep well?”

      “Naw.” I sat next to her at the table and helped myself to some toast. “I couldn’t stop thinking about the Bronze Crown, or the rogue Collector.”

      “Me neither. So I came down here for breakfast. I’ve been looking through past issues of The Artisan Times, just in case there might be some clues.”

      “Any luck?”

      “Nothing. The week before the library fire was pretty dull for the Artisans. That Monday, the Gardener won first prize for growing a watermelon the size of a school bus.”

      The piece of toast I was about to eat didn’t quite make it to my lips. I just sort of held it stupidly half raised in the air with my mouth hanging open.

      “For the Artisans, that’s dull,” Sweet Pea said. “Welcome to the world of magic.”

      She thumbed past a couple more pages.

      “Here it says that the Park Ranger has announced the date and location of 544th annual Artisans’ summer picnic. Exciting, huh?”

      I tried to imagine a bunch of Artisans, like the Professor and the Librarian, dressed in bathing suits, running through park sprinklers and eating warm potato salad.

      I set my toast back down on my plate. “What else?”

      Sweet Pea turned another page. “The Critic wrote a really nasty review of a theater performance of Richard the Third. See? Pretty boring, really.”

      “Richard the Third?”

      Why was that familiar?

      “Yeah. It closed after only one night. Probably thanks to the Critic’s review. She was pretty vicious.”

      Deeter came into the room and stood near the doorway.

      “You’re wearing a dress?” he asked. “You never wear dresses.”

      Then he started giggling.

      “Shut up, Deeter!” Sweet Pea looked like she was about to throw The Book of All Words at him.

      “I think you look nice in a dress,” I said.

      “Really?” Sweet Pea glanced at me.

      “Um, yeah.”

      I’m not sure whose face turned redder, hers or mine. Deeter giggled even louder. I cleared my throat.

      “Look, I’ve been thinking about a plan,” I said. “The Magic Eight Ball—does it answer any question you ask it?”

      “Theoretically, yes,” Sweet Pea said.

      “So, if I ask it about the Bronze Crown, or about the rogue Collector, it’d give me the answer?”

      Sweet Pea sat up in her chair. “I suppose it would.”

      “And if I ask it how to defeat an enemy, it’d answer my question about that as well?”

      “Brilliant.” Sweet Pea grinned. “Not only could we know the identity of the thief, we could also know how to stop him.”

      Well, that too. If the Magic Eight Ball could help me solve both this mess with the Bronze Crown and my troubles with the Ragman, then the sooner I could find it, the better.

      Deeter stopped giggling. “Wait. Are you two serious? You actually want to find the Magic Eight Ball? That’s not a plan. That’s just stupid. Pea, why are you listening to the new kid’s ideas? He don’t know nothin’! It’s his fault we’re in this mess in the first place.”

      “Listen up, world’s most annoying boy,” I said. “If you don’t have any better ideas, then maybe you should keep your mouth shut and stay home.”

      “And trust my good name and reputation to you? Dream on, goth kitten. I’m comin’ to make sure you don’t mess up—again!”

      Sweet Pea sighed. “Is it always going to be a fight with you two?”

      Deeter and I glared at each other. Unless Deeter permanently lost his ability to be an annoying jerk, then yeah. It probably would.

      Sweet Pea shook her head and handed Deeter a backpack.

      “I’m not giving you anything from mine,” she said, “so you’d better start packing. And if you fill your bag with useless junk like the last time when you went looking for the Purple Ukulele, it’s your problem. Not mine, and not Rookie’s. Got it?”

      Judging by the look he gave her and the way he muttered as he filled his bag, he got it.

      Spare clothes, food, money, a few random Collectibles that Sweet Pea said might come in handy. They all went in our bags. The last thing to pack was The Book of All Words. Sweet Pea picked it up off the table and frowned.

      “If we bring it, we might lose it,” she said, “or it might fall into the wrong hands, but if we leave it, we might need it.”

      A tough choice.

      “Bring it,” I said at last, so she stuffed it in my pack. We were ready to go before Deeter had even finished his breakfast.

      “You can eat breakfast while we’re out hunting,” Sweet Pea said. “I’ve packed a bunch of your favorite granola bars.”

      Deeter grimaced. “Granola bars for breakfast? You gotta be kidding me!”

      She flashed her feather at him, which was enough to make him run into the hallway, where the three of us stood before the front door. He grabbed the doorknob and huffed.

      “Fine. Sooner gone, sooner back. Let’s get this over with, so I can get some real breakfast.”

      But Deeter never had the chance to turn the doorknob. Right then, a knock sounded at the front door, three sharp, quick raps that made us all jump back. Me, I only jumped because I was caught off guard, but Sweet Pea and Deeter looked completely freaked out.

      “How is that even possible?” Sweet Pea whispered.

      “What?” I asked. “It’s just someone at the door.”

      “You don’t understand, Rookie,” Deeter said, looking at the door like it might eat us. “This house doesn’t get visitors.”

      “The Ragman doesn’t have any friends?”

      “Well, no. He doesn’t,” Sweet Pea said. “But that’s not what Deeter means. He means the house doesn’t get visitors. Remember how I said the house is everywhere and nowhere at the same time? That’s just it. No one can find it because it’s nowhere to be found. Period.”

      A second knock, louder.

      “Someone found it,” I said.

      Sweet Pea and Deeter exchanged looks.

      “What should we do?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “No question about it.” Deeter shook his head. “We ignore it.”

      “But what if it’s something important?” I asked. “If someone went to all this trouble to find the house….”

      “It could be someone dangerous,” Sweet Pea said. “There are loads of people who are after us—”

      “Loads of people after Rookie, you mean,” Deeter said.

      “Loads of people after us.” Sweet Pea shot him a look. “Like the Detective, and maybe the rogue Collector, or someone working for him, and other people too, like anyone interested in the reward money that’s been offered.”

      There was a third knock. It ricocheted up and down the hallway, an echo searching for an ear.

      “Who is it?” Sweet Pea called out, her voice shaky.

      Deeter gave her a nudge, but it didn’t really matter. There was no answer anyway. The door had no peephole, and the front hallway had no windows, so it was impossible to see the knocker’s identity. But whoever it was seemed pretty determined.

      “We should open it,” I said.

      “What!” Deeter said. “No way.”

      “But not unarmed.” I glanced at Sweet Pea, the Swan Feather still in her hand. “One of us opens the door, while the other two stand close by out of sight, ready to strike if need be.”

      Deeter grumbled something, then shifted his gaze around the hallway. Off to the side of the door stood an antique umbrella holder. There weren’t any umbrellas in it, though. Instead, it held all kinds of Collectibles—a ruler, a kitchen ladle, a peacock feather, a candlestick. Strange stuff like that. Deeter riffled through the jumble until he selected a blue-handled golf club.

      “Always gets a hole in one, does it?” he said, swinging the club in the air a few times. “We’ll see about that.”

      Which left the door opening to me. I took up my place in front of the door while Deeter stood to the left of the door and Sweet Pea stood to the right.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      Sweet Pea clutched her feather, and Deeter raised the golf club over his shoulder like a baseball bat. They both nodded. With a deep breath, I reached out my hand for the doorknob. Sweet Pea’s eyebrows furrowed like she was concentrating really hard while Deeter gritted his teeth.

      I opened the door.

      Okay. Not what I expected.

      A young guy dressed in a navy blue uniform stood waiting at the doorstep. On his head, he wore a blue cap, and his blond curly hair stuck out under it in every direction like his curls were trying to escape. He was blowing an enormous pink bubble of chewing gum, which popped the moment I opened the door.

      “Well, it’s about time,” he said. “Package delivery.”

      He showed me the package he was carrying in his right hand. Sweet Pea slowly peeked around the doorway, but the deliveryman didn’t seem to think it odd or even pay any attention. He was too busy checking the clipboard in his left hand.

      “You’re the Messenger, aren’t you?” she said. And something about the way she said it made me realize this deliveryman wasn’t just a deliveryman.

      He was an Artisan.

      “Score one for you little miss,” he said. “I’ve got this here package for….” The Messenger checked his clipboard again. “Young Scholar? Any of you answer to that?”

      “Um, it’s not my name exactly,” I said, “but I think that means me.”

      Everyone stared.

      “What?” I shrugged. “Like none of you have ever gotten a package before?”

      The Messenger’s eyes studied my face for a moment—strange, hazel eyes that were just a little too bright to be human.

      “Yeah, you’re him,” he finally said. “Whew! Boy, am I glad I found you. When I saw the address on the delivery receipt, I ’bout had a heart attack. I haven’t made a delivery to the Packrat House for a couple hundred years at least. And this place is not easy to find, I can tell you. Even for me.”

      “How did you find it?” I asked. “I thought no one could.”

      “I can’t tell you exactly how. Trade secret.” The Messenger winked. “Just let’s say I can go anywhere, even to the Packrat House, as long as there’s a package or a message that needs delivering. Course, some places are harder to get to than others. And some places….”

      His expression darkened briefly, but then he blew another pink bubble. It popped with a loud snap, and he grinned again.

      “Ah, well. There aren’t very many deliveries to those places.” He extended his clipboard. “Okay, then. Sign here.”

      I signed next to the X on his clipboard, and he handed me the package.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      The Messenger tipped his cap at me—and vanished.

      Deeter, lowering his golf club, stood beside me as Sweet Pea shut the front door and then joined him. They both stared at the package.

      “What’s in it?” Deeter asked.

      It was smaller than a shoebox and wrapped in brown paper. On the front were the following words scribbled with black ink in a thin, quick scrawl: To Young Scholar, C/O the Ragman, at the Packrat House. Nowhere and Everywhere.

      “The Packrat House?” I looked at Sweet Pea.

      “That’s the real name of this house,” she said. “Or at least that’s what the Artisans call it.”

      I tore open a corner of the brown paper, and Sweet Pea placed her hand on my arm.

      “Be careful,” she said. “If it’s magic, it might be dangerous.”

      I nodded, then ripped off the rest of the brown paper and opened the white box’s lid. My fingers started tingling.

      “Well?” Deeter asked.

      “It’s a doorknob,” I said. “A gold doorknob.”

      “A what?”

      Deeter peered into the box at the doorknob like he was looking for the door that went with it. When I touched the doorknob, it felt cold and heavy.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Deeter said.

      “Wait, there’s something else.” I reached into the box and removed a small white envelope. “There’s a letter. From the Professor.”
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      “A message from the Professor?” Sweet Pea said. “That’s strange. What does he want?”

      I tore open the envelope and studied the letter. The handwriting clearly belonged to the Professor. It looked exactly the same as when the Professor had written all those words on the library map.

      Hello, Young Scholar. I heard you’ve had a bit of trouble with your research. As it happens, I’ve run into some problems with my own inquiries since the library fire. What do you say we combine our efforts? Here’s the Gold Doorknob. Come join me in my private study. Perhaps we can make better headway as two scholars working together. Regards, the Professor.

      Sweet Pea asked to see the Gold Doorknob, so I handed it to her. She examined it closely, turning it upside down and right side up again several times.

      “It’s definitely one of the Professor’s Collectibles.” She pointed at two tiny engravings on the underside of the doorknob—the encircled hand symbol, and the symbol of a scholar’s cap. “Here’s the Professor’s Artisan mark. This doorknob must somehow lead to the Professor’s private study like he mentions in his letter.”

      “Do either of you know how to use it?” I asked.

      Both Deeter and Sweet Pea shook their heads. I read the letter again, but I didn’t see any directions that would help.

      “Maybe it’s for the best,” Sweet Pea said. “I mean, you said one of the Professor’s students set fire to the library to get The Book of All Words, right? So, what if the Professor is in on the plot? This could be a trap. Maybe he wants the book.”

      “Or maybe he wants the reward,” Deeter added.

      They both had a good point. And it made a lot of sense, what Sweet Pea said. Sure, the Professor hadn’t seemed like a villain when I’d met him. But what if that was an act? Maybe he and the rogue Collector were working together. Maybe he’d sent his student to steal The Book of All Words at the library, and when his student failed, maybe he decided to get the book himself by luring me to his study.

      There were too many maybes.

      “Forget the Professor,” I said. “We’ll stick to our plan. We’ll find the Magic Eight Ball.”

      Deeter and Sweet Pea nodded. Still, I shoved the Professor’s letter and the Gold Doorknob into my backpack. Just in case. Then Deeter opened the front door.

      “After you, Rookie,” he said, motioning with a sweep of his hand.

      The barren field I’d seen before was gone. Instead, the door led to a busy street corner in the middle of a city. Cars honked at cabs, while cyclists peddled past pedestrians who hurried to cross the street before the traffic light changed.

      “Where is this?” I asked.

      Deeter sniffed the air. “Smells like Florida.”

      No way to tell if he was kidding or not.

      I stepped out, followed by Deeter and then Sweet Pea, who shut the door behind her. The three of us arrived in an alleyway near the street corner, mostly out of sight so no one noticed us. A few feet away, a crow picked through some garbage, but he only flapped his wings at us and went back to his meal. Nothing unusual here. Still, this place made my stomach lurch, like the uncertain feeling that comes from a wrong turn.

      My glance landed on a building across the street—Pancake Bob’s Gourmet Pancake House.

      Sweet Pea frowned at Deeter.

      “Sorry.” Deeter shrugged. “Just at the last second, I thought of pancakes. I couldn’t help it. That’s what you get for interrupting a man’s breakfast.”

      She shoved a granola bar at him.

      Even with a pancake house detour, we weren’t far away from the Magic Eight Ball. I could feel it, like a pull deep inside me, drawing me straight ahead. Maybe I was finally getting the hang of this Finder’s instinct thing.

      “I think it’s this way,” I said.

      Sweet Pea and Deeter both stared at me.

      “I don’t feel anything,” Deeter said.

      “Good,” Sweet Pea said. “Then this time we won’t end up at some silly restaurant.”

      We started walking down the sidewalk. Deeter shuffled along, eating his granola bars and dragging his feet. Sweet Pea whistled some song until her shoulders started to sag. Finally, when Deeter had devoured ten peanut butter granola bars and the sun was in the middle of the sky, we ended up in front of a huge, rusty iron gate surrounded by old, gnarled trees. At the top of the gate, there was a sign with the words, “Hiddleburg Memorial Park.”

      This was the place, no question—so why did I feel like we’d taken another wrong turn?

      “It should be here,” I said. “I think….”

      But the Magic Eight Ball definitely wasn’t here now. How could it be here, and then not be here?

      “Ah, man. He’s messed up again,” Deeter said, leaning against the gate.

      “Quiet, Deeter. This happens to everyone.” Sweet Pea looked at me. “Don’t feel bad. This would have happened to Deeter too if he had taken the lead, and he knows it.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Everyone who’s ever tried to find the Magic Eight Ball always senses it someplace, but when they get there, the Magic Eight Ball is gone.”

      A fool’s hunt. So that was what Deeter had meant. Maybe my plan to find the eight ball wasn’t such a good one after all. At this rate, we could be searching for years.

      “May as well go back to the Ragman’s house and get a real breakfast,” Deeter said.

      “But it’s late in the afternoon,” Sweet Pea said.

      “So? There’s no bad time for breakfast.”

      “Wait,” I said. “There might be some clues inside the park that could help us figure out what went wrong. The gate’s open. We should go in and take a look. Sweet Pea?”

      She nodded. “Why not? We’ve come this far.”

      But we didn’t get much farther. Not two steps past the open gate, the three of us halted, then looked around. We must’ve all been thinking the same thing.

      “Hey Sweet Pea,” I asked. “What day is this?”

      “Sunday.”

      Parks were made for Sundays. Or maybe Sundays were made for parks. Either way, there should have been children playing on the swings. There should have been pet owners walking their dogs. There should have been picnics and kites and Frisbee tournaments.

      In other words, there should have been people.

      “Let’s split up,” Sweet Pea said. “We’ll cover more ground faster.”

      And then get out of this creepy place. Something about this park was not right. No one said it, but it was pretty obvious.

      “Meet at the slide in ten,” she added.

      We each went in different directions. Me, I took the path that skirted the edge of the park, down a small grassy hill to a jungle gym. Its dull metal bars made it look almost like an empty cage.

      I walked faster.

      No birds. No squirrels. No living grass. The only sounds were my breath and the crunch of the dry leaves beneath my feet, loud in the park’s peculiar silence. Near the end of the path was a rickety wooden message board with a bunch of notices stapled to it. Flyers for yard sales and lost pets. Stuff like that.

      Finally, something worth looking at.

      Pinned to the center of the message board was an advertisement for a carnival. The hot pink flyer really stood out with shiny blue writing in big block letters that said, Come join us for the Hiddleburg Memorial Carnival! Friday and Saturday only. Rides, food and entertainment!

      We must have just missed it. They’d probably packed up and left early this morning. Hard to believe a carnival had ever been here. Hard to believe anyone had ever been here. This place was more like a cemetery than a park.

      “You seem lost, young man,” an old woman’s voice said somewhere behind me. “Perhaps I can help?”

      I turned. There, sitting on a nearby bench, was a short, plump woman wearing a long, black dress. On her head, she wore a broad-brimmed black hat that had a thick black veil draped over the rim, completely hiding her face.

      “Well, I’m looking for a…um…well….”

      I mean, really, how could I possibly complete that sentence? Tell her I’m looking for a strange magical eight ball that has mysterious powers? Or any clue to its whereabouts?

      “I guess I’m just looking,” I answered.

      “How delightful. Not many people come to the park of my dearly departed husband these days! And now that he’s dead…there is no creature loves me, and if I die no soul will pity me. I am so alone. Won’t you sit with me for a while?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “There are a couple kids expecting me to meet them soon.”

      “Ah, but I’m being selfish. Of course, you want to go play with your friends. You’re too young to know what life is like without them!”

      She gave a breathy sigh that made her black veil flutter.

      Sweet Pea and Deeter probably wouldn’t mind if I arrived a few minutes late. I walked over to the bench and sat down on the very farthest edge of the seat.

      “I knew it! I knew you were a good boy,” Mrs. Hiddleburg said.

      “Well, they’re not exactly my friends, I guess,” I said. “I mean, I only just met them.”

      “All the more reason for you to sit with me, then. Perhaps you and I can be friends. It will be so wonderful to have someone to talk with besides Stanislavski.”

      “Who?”

      She pointed at a fat black pigeon scratching and pecking the dirt near her feet.

      “Isn’t he a darling? I come here every day to feed him.”

      Then to prove her point, she reached into a brown paper bag beside her on the bench, drew out a handful of food, and tossed it to Stanislavski a single piece at a time. Right next to the bag was a paperback book. The book was upside down, though, so it took me a minute to figure out the title.

      Richard the Third.

      “I love Shakespeare,” Mrs. Hiddleburg said, watching me. “Especially Richard the Third. Such an excellent play! Do you like to read, dear boy?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “A youngster who likes to read! How wonderful! What sorts of books do you enjoy, young man?”

      “Um, I don’t know.”

      And honestly, that was the truth since I couldn’t remember any books I liked without my memories. Stanislavski gazed at me with his shiny black eyes while Mrs. Hiddleburg leaned closer.

      “Do you have any books with you now, young man?”

      Stanislavski flapped his wings, and with a quick shudder of movement, he perched on my arm. Then he made a gurgling, croaking sound in the back of his throat. Sort of like a pigeon-coo. If the pigeon had laryngitis.

      Mrs. Hiddleburg glanced at my backpack. “We could start a reading club! Perhaps you have some books in your little bag there?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer. The question seemed innocent enough. Still, I wished I’d let Sweet Pea keep The Book of All Words in her backpack instead of mine.

      “The stuff in my backpack is private,” I said.

      “Oh, yes, of course. I forgot how much young boys like to keep their secrets!”

      Stanislavski made a stumbling hop, heaving himself up my arm inch by inch, flapping and clinging, until he finally reached my shoulder. I felt a tug at my backpack, but as I turned to look, Stanislavski pecked my cheek.

      “Ow! Hey!” I cried.

      Another tug at my bag, harder. At the same time, Stanislavski pecked my cheek again.

      “Ow!”

      I jumped to my feet. Stanislavski landed in the dirt, a crumpled mess of black feathers. Once he was upright, he glared at me as much as a pigeon can. Something trickled down my cheek, so I lifted my hand to feel what it was.

      Blood.

      And my backpack? It was open.

      I felt the inside of my backpack, then let out a breath. The Book of All Words was still there. The zipper hadn’t been unzipped enough for the book to fall out. Mrs. Hiddleburg sat patting her hands and humming a tune like she had no idea about any of it. Was she trying to search my backpack? Why would she do that?

      Had she seen The Book of All Words?

      “Good Stanislavski!” she said.

      She tossed him another handful of treats—squishy, red chunks that the pigeon gobbled up the moment they landed. No ordinary breadcrumbs would look like that. Then I realized exactly what Mrs. Hiddleburg had in the bag.

      She was feeding the pigeon ground beef.

      “I gotta go,” I said. “I don’t want to be late.”

      “Of course,” Mrs. Hiddleburg said. “Mustn’t keep your friends waiting. I see how it has to be.”

      She chuckled like she’d cracked a joke, but I didn’t see anything funny. I left as quickly as I could, and when I finally glanced back to see if she was following me, the bench where she’d been sitting was empty.

      I raced to meet with Deeter and Sweet Pea at the slide.

      “Anything?” Sweet Pea asked me as I joined them. “Oh! What happened to your cheek?”

      I told them about creepy Mrs. Hiddleburg (and her carnivorous pigeon), along with everything that had happened, while Sweet Pea fetched a tissue from her pack and held it against my cheek to stop the bleeding.

      “That doesn’t make sense!” she said. “Why would Mrs. Hiddleburg, of all people, try to take The Book of All Words?”

      “Maybe she wasn’t trying,” Deeter said. “Maybe she was just a snoopy old lady. Wanted to pry into Rookie’s private stuff. Or maybe she was a pickpocket looking for cash to take.”

      “Yeah, so she can buy more meat to feed her pigeon,” I said.

      Whatever was going on, this was a bad idea, coming here. I shouldn’t have suggested it.

      “We tried,” Sweet Pea said. “Let’s go back and—”

      A crash of thunder resounded around us, causing Deeter to jump while Sweet Pea made a small cry. Then the sky darkened as if someone had thrown a gray wool sweater over it. Raindrops started to fall, first one.

      Then another.

      Then a downpour, hard and cold. It was weird how fast the storm was growing. The clouds above us billowed and swirled while lightning streaked overhead. But worst of all was the jumpy feeling I got deep inside me. Like trouble was coming.

      Magical trouble.

      “It must be the Black Umbrella!” Sweet Pea shouted over the sudden downpour. “Someone’s using it against us!”

      “Oh, man! It’s a trap!” Deeter said. “We better get out of here!”

      “Run! Run for the gate! Run for the exit!”

      We took off as fast as we could, splashing through the spreading puddles of mud on the path.

      “What’s the Black Umbrella?” I yelled. “What does it do?”

      “It’s a Collectible that can control the weather over small areas!” Sweet Pea said. “We’ve got to escape! There’s no time—”

      She was interrupted by a huge roar coming from behind us. It grew louder and louder, so we looked back. A giant wave of brown, muddy water careened through the park, swallowing up playground equipment and park benches as it rushed right towards us.

      “Too late!” Sweet Pea cried.
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      “We’ll never make it to the gate in time!” Sweet Pea shouted. “Run for the pavilion!”

      Maybe the sight of that out-of-control killer wave had made Sweet Pea lose her mind. The pavilion? That was just a large gazebo in the center of the park, sort of like a covered stage for theater performances.

      Honestly, how would such a place protect us from a flash flood?

      I glanced at Deeter, but he was already running in the pavilion’s direction, his sneakers splashing through the flowing stream that used to be the path. Sweet Pea was right behind him, so I followed too. Crazy or not, she was right about one thing—we’d never make it to the park exit.

      When we reached the pavilion, Sweet Pea swung her backpack off, unzipped it and searched inside.

      “Whatever you’re planning, you better make it quick!” Deeter yelled, hopping from one foot to the other. “There’s no time!”

      The wave engulfed the slide where we’d been standing only moments before. Its dark water roiled and churned, spraying flecks of brown-speckled foam and uprooted grass as it roared its way closer to the pavilion.

      Sweet Pea held up a small tin box. “Found it!”

      Whatever was in the tin box, it was definitely a Collectible. My skin prickled the moment she took it out of her pack.

      “The Sidewalk Chalk?” Deeter said. “Does the Ragman know you brought that?”

      Sweet Pea didn’t answer. Instead, she tossed Deeter a piece of brown chalk.

      “We need a ship!” she said. “Big enough for the three of us! Don’t forget the rudder!”

      Then she tossed me a piece of white chalk, and she snatched a gray piece for herself.

      “You draw the sails, Rookie! I’ll make the anchor!”

      Draw a ship. Right. Not exactly the last thing I thought I’d be doing before dying. At least now it made sense why Sweet Pea had chosen the pavilion—it was the only place in the whole park with cement rather than grass or dirt for ground. Deeter was already sketching madly, and his drawing was starting to look like a ship while Sweet Pea began drawing the anchor.

      “Do it!” she shouted at me.

      No reason to argue. No time, either. The chalk made my fingers tingle as I crouched and tried my best to draw some sails. They turned out pretty pathetic and wobbly, but no one else seemed to notice. When we’d finished, we stood next to the chalk ship. Sweet Pea shouldered her backpack again while Deeter chewed his nails. I waited.

      Nothing happened.

      The wave crashed through some trees, uprooting them as it went. They had been the last things between us and the wave.

      “Um, Sweet Pea?” I said, my voice shaking. “It’s a nice ship and all…but how is this suppose to save us?”

      “There must be a gap!” she cried. “All the chalk lines have to connect! Quick, find the gap!”

      The ground trembled beneath our feet with the oncoming wave. Deeter hunched over, examining the lines he’d drawn and mumbling, “Oh, man! Oh, man!”

      Sweet Pea studied her own lines with quick precision, her lips pursed and her eyes intent. I walked along the lines I’d drawn, looking at the way they slanted and wiggled where they should have been straight. It was hard not to glance at the approaching wave. Was it just me, or was it speeding up?

      A gap. There, right where my sails should have connected to Deeter’s mast, a slight break in the white line I’d drawn. It was less than half of an inch, but maybe even that was enough.

      “Found it! Sweet Pea, Deeter, I—”

      I made the mistake of glancing up. First, I saw Deeter’s face, his eyes wide, and Sweet Pea too, her face as pale as my white chalk.

      And then, the wall of water.

      In that last second, I retraced the broken line with a slash of my chalk, right as the wave crashed into the pavilion. The shock of cold chaos hit me, and the current yanked me in every direction. I clawed at the water, trying my best to swim. Which way was up and which was down? I fought, but it was no good. My black coat was too heavy underwater, and I had no more breath.

      I started to sink.

      A hand grabbed the scruff of my coat, and I had the oddest sensation that I was rising. At first, I thought the wave was causing it, but then something hard underneath the water pushed up against the flood, pushing me up with it.

      Air, at last.

      The thing, whatever it was, broke through the water’s surface, and I gasped for breath. There was a tremendous creaking sound, like wood strained almost to breaking, and the thing beneath me rolled like a barrel. A tall mast lifted into the sky, with its sails dripping wet and flapping loose, until suddenly they caught the wind and billowed out.

      Unbelievable.

      The ship we’d drawn was real. Real and surging forward, driven by the wind. It looked like a Viking ship, long with tall sides, but the hull was shallow. On each side, oars poked out and in the back, a side rudder steered the ship. The waves crashed against the ship’s sides, but the ship skimmed past them like they weren’t even there.

      Not bad for a chalk drawing.

      Somehow, I’d ended up on the ship’s deck—half-drowned, shivering, and gasping for breath, sure, but I was alive. Sweet Pea was near the anchor, coughing. She grinned at me, and for some reason I stopped shivering when her eyes met mine. But then her face fell. It took me a minute to understand why.

      Deeter.

      Sweet Pea and I both scrambled to the sides of the ship and looked out at the water, but there was no sign of him amongst the torrent full of snapped tree branches and broken playground equipment.

      The world’s most annoying boy was gone.

      Which should have been cause for celebration. No more fights. No more insults. No more whining. It should have been history’s greatest day.

      So why did I feel like throwing up?

      I cupped my hands to my mouth and shouted, “Deeter!”

      “It’s no use,” Sweet Pea said. “He’s gone. I tried to grab onto him, but the current was too strong! I couldn’t hold him.”

      I gazed at the water again, searching for the orange speck of Deeter’s T-shirt. Or some sign to show me he was alive. But there was nothing. Just brown, murky water.

      He couldn’t be drowned. He couldn’t be.

      Sweet Pea sat down and hugged her knees to her chest. She started to cry.

      “I always knew something like this would happen someday,” she said. “That I’d let him down somehow. I always let everyone down.”

      “It’s not your fault, Sweet.” I eased myself down beside her. “If I’d made my lines straight, the ship would’ve been ready in time. I’m the one who messed up. Not you.”

      “But it was my idea to use the sidewalk chalk in the first place! I should have thought of something else. The chalk was too risky!”

      “We wouldn’t have even needed the chalk if we’d stayed out of the park to begin with. It was my idea to come here and look for clues. Deeter just wanted to go back to the Ragman’s house and eat breakfast.”

      I swallowed, my throat tightening. Deeter had said I’d mess up again, and he’d been right. Now he was dead.

      Because of me.

      “No,” Sweet Pea said. “It was my idea that all three of us should hunt for the eight ball together. I should have gone looking for it by myself….”

      “Yeah, but I’m the one who thought we should find the Magic Eight Ball first. We should have tried finding the rogue Collector some other way.”

      “Hey!” Deeter shouted. “How ’bout you two pull me up, and then you can decide who drowned me!”

      Sweet Pea and I both jumped to our feet. We looked around, but Deeter was still nowhere to be seen.

      “Where are you?” I called.

      “Over here!”

      Deeter’s voice seemed to come from ahead of us, so I glanced at the ship’s figurehead—a dragon with a gaping mouth and massive horns.

      “I’m here!”

      If it hadn’t sounded so much like Deeter, I might have thought the dragon had spoken. For all I knew, in this weird world of Collectibles it might not be so unusual for a ship’s figurehead to talk, especially one made from a chalk drawing.

      “Man, you gonna pull me up, or what!”

      No, it was definitely Deeter.

      Sweet Pea and I rushed to the dragon’s head. There was Deeter, hanging from the dragon’s left tooth, his feet kicking and dangling over the water beneath.

      “You grab one arm. I’ll grab the other!” Sweet Pea said.

      We both reached over the side and hauled him onto the deck. Good thing Deeter didn’t weigh much.

      “Took you long enough!” he said, clambering to his feet.

      Sweet Pea punched him lightly in the arm, and he laughed.

      “A Viking ship, Deeter? What were you thinking?” she asked.

      “I saw a picture in one of the Ragman’s books, and I thought it looked cool.”

      “If you’re part of a barbarian horde who’s out to pillage and plunder, maybe.”

      Deeter laughed again. Probably now was a good time to say it.

      “Hey, Deeter, listen,” I said. “I know you hate me and all. But still, I’m glad you’re alive. Sorry I’ve been a jerk.”

      Deeter stopped laughing, and he looked at me for a minute. “I don’t hate you…I talk a lot, but I don’t mean it. We don’t have to fight all the time. If you don’t want to.”

      I held out my hand. “How about a truce?”

      “Deal.”

      We shook hands.

      “Just for the record, though,” I said. “I still think you’re the world’s most annoying boy.”

      “That’s all right, Rookie.” Deeter grinned. “I still think you’re going to mess up again.”

      Fair enough.

      “Hey guys,” Sweet Pea said, “you might want to see this.”

      The flash flood’s current had carried our ship away from the park, and now we were sailing down some quiet neighborhood street. Fortunately, the houses were mostly built on hills, a safe distance from the water. Still, mailboxes and garden gnomes floated in the river while surprised homeowners peeked out of their houses’ windows.

      “Does anyone know how to sail this thing?” I asked.

      “We don’t have to,” Sweet Pea said. “Everything made with the Sidewalk Chalk is self-animated.”

      “Self-animated?”

      “It will sail itself.”

      “Oh.”

      “The real thing we gotta worry about,” Deeter said, “is who started this flash flood in the first place.”

      “Right.” Sweet Pea nodded. “Someone used the Black Umbrella against us. That’s serious. We could easily have been killed. Who would do such a thing? And why?”

      “What about that crazy old lady Hiddleburg?” Deeter asked. “Did she have the Black Umbrella when you saw her?”

      “No,” I said. “She didn’t have any Collectibles on her. I would have felt them.”

      Besides, it was hard to believe a sad little widow, even one as creepy as Mrs. Hiddleburg, could be capable of attempted murder. Or causing a natural disaster.

      “What about the Detective?” I asked. “The newspaper article said he was hunting me, right?”

      “Hunting you to catch you. Not to kill you. There’s a difference.”

      “What about the rogue Collector?” Deeter asked. “Maybe it was him.”

      “How would he have known where we were, though?” Sweet Pea frowned. “We hardly knew where we were ourselves.”

      “Maybe it was someone else, then,” Deeter said, “who happened to find us and knew about the reward. Some really mean Artisan, like the Bounty Hunter. Or, maybe a rival Collector, or some other group of Finders, like the Choir Boys.”

      Deeter and Sweet Pea went on and on, talking about the possibilities. The more they talked, the less sense it made to me. For a while I just stood there, listening to them discuss all the things I didn’t know.

      Like I didn’t know any opportunistic Artisans who’d be after the reward. I didn’t know any suspicious Collectors or their Finders. I didn’t know why someone would want to kill us. I certainly didn’t know why any Collector would decide to break the Collector’s Oath.

      I didn’t even know my own name.

      When I realized how completely useless I was, I wandered to the back of the ship and leaned against the side. The rain had stopped, and the air was warming. To make myself feel better, I decided to make a list of all the things I did know.

      It was a short list.

      “A mind with no memories is a ship with no anchor,” I said.

      “What’s that Rookie?” Deeter asked.

      “Nothing.”

      I glanced back at the park—or what was left of it—and that was when I saw him.

      A man stood near the park’s front gate on a hill, just above the waterline. He wore a black business suit, and he held an opened black umbrella over his head, obscuring his face. He gave the umbrella a twirl, spinning it like a wheel as he turned his back to us. Wherever he stepped, the waters in his path rushed out of his way, so that he walked on dry ground.

      I held my breath, waiting for another flash flood, or maybe a blizzard or a hurricane. The man halted at the gate, spun around—and closed the umbrella. I strained my eyes, but still I couldn’t quite see his face. The distance was too far, the shadows too dark. For a second, I could’ve sworn he took a bow.

      Then he exited beyond the gate and was gone.
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      “Anyone know where this ship’s going?” I asked.

      We’d left the Hiddleburg Memorial Park and the surrounding neighborhood far behind us, as the waters flowed along flood channels and rivers and drainage outlets. At first, we seemed to sail adrift. But then I started noticing how the ship would glide one way, even though the current was heading for another. The ship was definitely sailing itself.

      “Who cares,” Deeter said, “so long as we can find a good dinner when we get there.”

      Must’ve been late in the afternoon. Deeter’s stomach was turning out to be a pretty reliable clock.

      “Everything that’s made by the magic of the Sidewalk Chalk acts true to its nature,” Sweet Pea said, “so the ship will head for the sea, I guess.”

      “The sea!” I said. “Are you serious!”

      Deeter laughed. “We’ll be lucky if it only sails to the sea. It might try to sail all the way to Greenland, or Iceland, or Valhalla, or wherever it is Viking ships come from.”

      “But how do we make it stop? How do we get off?”

      A nice sea cruise to Valhalla wasn’t exactly my idea of a fun time.

      Sweet Pea’s ears reddened. “I’m still working on that part of the plan.”

      “Besides,” Deeter said, “I say we put as much distance between us and that creepy guy you saw back at the park as possible.”

      The man with the Black Umbrella. I’d already told Deeter and Sweet Pea about him, how I’d seen him standing near the park’s entrance. They’d both looked worried. But neither of them had been able to guess who it’d been, even with my description, or why he’d tried to kill us. Only one thing really seemed certain about him.

      He’d probably try again.

      When evening came, we sailed along a marshy outlet during the highest point of the tide, and just as an orange sunset colored the horizon, we reached the ocean. A sweet-salt smell tinged the air, and seagulls soared on the sea-driven breezes. Soon the purpling sky turned black, and then the stars came out.

      Now that the night had come, there wasn’t much to do. Sweet Pea sat near the front of the ship, reading The Book of All Words with a flashlight. Deeter snoozed near the mast, his hands behind his head. Every once in a while, he’d mumble something like, “Pass the peanut butter pancakes, please.”

      After that, he’d start smacking his lips.

      Me, I lay on my back near the anchor, trying to count the stars. Seemed like there were a million of them. In this peaceful quiet, it was almost possible to forget every crazy thing that’d happened to me.

      Almost.

      Until I’d think about the rogue Collector and his schemes, like maybe the flash flood in the park, or even the fire in the library. Whoever the rogue Collector was, he seemed pretty keen on disasters and destruction.

      And I still wasn’t any closer to outwitting the Ragman.

      “You look miles away,” Sweet Pea said as she came over and sat beside me.

      I shrugged. “Just thinking.”

      “Whatever it is, you shouldn’t let it get you down.”

      “Thanks.”

      Good thing she didn’t ask what my thoughts were. Like how maybe searching for the Magic Eight Ball would only get us killed. Like how maybe I was wrong about the whole thing. And like how maybe for all our plans, maybe, just maybe, we were in over our heads.

      Then for some reason, I thought about the Professor.

      “Sweet Pea? What do you know about the Artisans?”

      She took a big breath, and after she let it out again, she spoke really slowly.

      “Who knows what’s true when it’s all gossip? Artisans don’t really talk about themselves much, so it’s hard to say. I think most of them are pretty old. I don’t know how old, but they don’t seem to age.”

      “Do they die? Are they human, or immortal, or what?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve heard so many things—most of it completely ridiculous. I’ve heard they’re ghosts. I’ve heard they’re time-traveling inventors. I’ve even heard they’re aliens.”

      I pictured the Professor with alien antennas.

      “They have some sort of special powers, though,” she continued. “Magic or something. How else would they be able to do the things they do? Make the Collectibles they make?”

      “Have they ever gone bad? You know, done things that were hurtful or destructive?”

      “I don’t know. I guess it’s possible.” She tilted her head. “You’re thinking about the Professor, aren’t you?”

      “I’m just wondering if we’ve made the right choice. I’ve already messed things up the first time.”

      Sweet Pea was quiet for a while. When she spoke again, her voice was real soft.

      “I have one memory. The one the Ragman showed me, you know, to prove he had them. I was alone at a beach. I was flying a kite. I was happy.”

      She stopped talking like maybe she wasn’t going to say any more. Instead, she watched the dark waters ahead of us. The sails flapped in the breeze while the waves lapped against the side of the ship.

      “How old were you?” I asked. “In the memory, I mean.”

      “I don’t know. Ten, I guess. Old enough to fly a kite by myself. It was a beautiful kite, too. A red dragon with gold horns. I was horrible at flying it.” She laughed. “But every time it crashed, I didn’t give up because of the advice someone had given me. I don’t remember who. A grandma? I must have a grandma. Everyone does, right?”

      Did I have a grandmother? Maybe with oatmeal cookies and doilies and a pet canary? I tried to remember. No luck.

      “Yeah, probably,” I said. “I never really thought about it.”

      “Anyway, that person told me success never favors a quitter. So I kept trying, and it worked. Eventually, I got my kite to fly.”

      “You think we should keep trying to find the Magic Eight Ball?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t matter if the first time didn’t go well. Maybe the second time will be better.”

      Besides, if we surrendered now, we’d hardly wake up tomorrow morning to find the Magic Eight Ball stashed under one of our pillows as if the Tooth Fairy had left it there by mistake. Sweet Pea was right—we had to keep trying.

      “Isn’t it the most beautiful sight you’ve ever seen?” she asked, her eyes on the stars.

      “I guess,” I said, gazing at her. Then I started wondering. If I’d ever seen anything more beautiful, how would I know it without my memories?

      “Is Sweet Pea your real name?” I asked.

      She stiffened, and it was a long time before she answered.

      “It’s my name now. That’s all that matters.”

      There was a pause.

      “You really don’t care?” I asked.

      “Care about what?”

      “Your real name. Your past. Your family. Your memories. All of it. You really don’t care that you can’t remember any of it?”

      “I told you. It doesn’t matter. After a while, you won’t miss it.”

      There was another pause.

      “I miss it,” I said.

      “Have you ever considered that maybe it’s not worth missing?” She stood up. “You might have a stupid name, and you might have a boring past, and an abusive family and no memories worth keeping. Have you ever thought of that!”

      She stomped to the front of the boat and turned her back to me. Great. When was I going to learn to keep my mouth shut? Now Sweet Pea was mad at me.

      I didn’t notice when Deeter came up to me at first. Guess he wasn’t as sound asleep as I thought.

      “You don’t ask those kinds of questions ’round here, Rookie,” he said quietly. “Not while you’re a Finder. You won’t last a week if you do. It hurts too much. Thinking ’bout what you lost—you’ll lose your mind, too. And there’s no Collectible on earth that’ll help you get it back.”

      I glanced over at Sweet Pea. She had taken out The Book of All Words and was reading it again with her flashlight. Or at least it looked like it. She seemed to be ignoring me completely.

      “Don’t worry. She’ll get over it.” Deeter lowered his voice. “And between you and me? She misses it. But you didn’t hear that from me.”

      “Do you miss it?” I asked.

      Deeter shrugged, and I knew his answer without him saying it.

      He missed it.

      I stood and leaned against the side of the ship, my face wet from the ocean spray. Maybe what Sweet Pea had said was true, but I still wanted to know. Even if I had a stupid name, it was my name. Even if I had a boring past, it was my past. Even if my life before this was worse than I could possibly imagine.

      It was my life, and I wanted to remember it.

      Deep down inside me, I felt a tug. It was so slight, I hardly thought about it, until I felt it again. A little stronger. Then I couldn’t stop feeling it. This longing to go…that way, somewhere. I clutched at the side of the ship.

      “You okay, Rookie?” Deeter asked. “You’re lookin’ kind of ill. Are you gonna lose your lunch over the side? Because if you are, I’m going to the front of the boat—”

      “The Magic Eight Ball,” I said, pointing. “It’s that way.”

      Sweet Pea set down the book. “You can feel it this far away?”

      “That’s impossible,” Deeter said. “We’re in the middle of the ocean.”

      “I’m telling you, it’s there.”

      Sweet Pea glanced at Deeter, and Deeter shrugged. For a long time, neither of them said anything. Sweet Pea shut The Book of All Words and then tapped her finger on the book’s spine absentmindedly. Deeter stared out into the blackness of the sea.

      “I suppose it’s possible,” Sweet Pea said.

      Still, neither of them looked me in the eye. I couldn’t blame them for not believing me. And even if they believed me, I couldn’t blame them for not wanting to take any directions from me. After all, the last time they followed my lead at the Hiddleburg Memorial Park, I nearly got them killed.

      I sighed. “Look, guys, if you want to go back to the Ragman’s house—”

      Sweet Pea stood. “If the Magic Eight Ball is over there, then we’d better figure out how to turn this ship.”

      “You still tryin’ to figure that out?” Deeter asked. “I worked that out hours ago.”

      He jogged to the front of the ship and patted the dragon on the head.

      “Hey, Viking ship,” he said, “would you please-pretty-please take us wherever Rookie says? We’d really appreciate it. The destiny of the world is at stake.”

      As Sweet Pea and I joined him, he leaned over and whispered to us. “Always better ask for what you want politely. Isn’t that what they say about Collectibles?”

      We waited, holding our breaths. At first, it seemed like the ship was still sailing on its original course until even Deeter started to shift his feet and look uncertain. But then, there was a change—almost imperceptible at first—as the sails flapped differently and the ship gradually started to swing around, altering its course.

      Deeter shrugged. “See? Nothin’ to it.”

      We sailed through the night, holding a clear line on this new course until the gray morning sky showed that sunrise was coming. By then, Sweet Pea and Deeter could feel the Magic Eight Ball, too. At dawn, we saw on the coastline a fishing pier jutting out like a finger pointing at the sea.

      “There,” I said. “It’s there. On that pier.”

      Most people would have laughed at me if I’d told them the Magic Eight Ball was on a fishing pier where it had no business being, but Sweet Pea nodded.

      “Right,” she said. “We can’t go sailing up to it, three kids in a Viking ship. We’d draw too much attention. We’d better find a place to beach the ship, somewhere out of sight, so no one will see us. From there, we can walk.”

      With its shallow bottom, the Viking ship had no problem landing on the beach, and everything seemed fine at first. But as soon as we got off the ship, that feeling came back again. We all sensed it. Exactly the same way we felt back at Hiddleburg park.

      Like it was a trap.
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      “Should we risk it?” I asked. “Should we go to the pier?”

      Sweet Pea, Deeter and I stood there in the sand next to the beached Viking ship, looking at each other and wondering what to do. Seemed like there were no good options.

      “If it’s a trap,” Sweet Pea said, “we’ll be expecting it now, so we’ll be ready for it. I vote we go take a look.”

      “Man, that’s asking for trouble,” Deeter said. “I vote no.”

      Which left the deciding vote to me.

      “I vote we go to the pier,” I said, “but we stick together. No splitting up this time. Any sign of trouble, anything weird or creepy, we leave.”

      “Agreed,” Deeter and Sweet Pea both said.

      “What about the ship?” I stared at the dragon’s head grinning down at us. “Is it okay to leave it? What if someone sees it?”

      “I doubt we’ll have to worry about that,” Sweet Pea said. “It probably won’t even be here when we return.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it’s mostly an illusion. It looks real, and it acts like a real ship, but it’s made of chalk and magic. It’s not a true Collectible. Things like the Viking ship only last a little while, usually just as long as you need them.”

      Glad I hadn’t known that before. At least the ship hadn’t vanished while we were still sailing in it.

      By noon, we’d reached the pier—a long, wide boardwalk reaching out to the sea. A few gray-haired couples strolled along the entrance, while a woman with a stroller sat on a wooden bench and fed crusts of bread to the seagulls. The sign at the entrance called it “Jetsam Pier.”

      Deeter looked around. “Seems normal to me.”

      He was right. Nothing stood out about this place. Not even the hot dog seller with his cart, though he was pretty perplexed when Deeter asked him to substitute a pancake for the bun. And I thought he might have a heart attack when Deeter asked him to spread peanut butter on the bun instead of mustard.

      “No Magic Eight Ball here,” Deeter said through a mouthful of hot dog.

      So it was happening—again. Last night, I’d felt that the Magic Eight Ball was here for sure. How could a Collectible be in a place one moment, and then gone the next? I glanced at Sweet Pea.

      “Clues,” she said. “We need to investigate.”

      The only things Deeter spotted were a tangled knot of old fishing line, a half-eaten donut, and a deflated beach ball. Sweet Pea’s luck wasn’t any better—just an empty soda can and a single green flip-flop.  Me, I only found a blue, plastic fishing pole that’d been snapped in half right in the middle. I examined it, but it was a regular fishing pole, not a Collectible.

      So much for clues. I tossed it aside.

      The broken fishing pole landed next to a hot pink paper flyer, crumpled and torn. I wouldn’t have thought anything of it except that the flyer looked familiar. Especially the shiny blue writing on it. Like I’d seen it somewhere before.

      I bent down and picked it up.

      “Hey, guys—” I said.

      Sweet Pea elbowed me hard in the side, then pointed at the hot dog seller. He was waving his arms, gesturing like he was saying something important. Standing next to him, listening, was a man wearing a tan trench coat and a brown fedora hat tilted down low over his eyes.

      The Detective.

      Yikes. The last thing we needed was an Artisan catching us now. We all ducked behind a large trash bin and held our breaths.

      “How did he find us?” I whispered.

      “He’s the Detective,” Deeter said. “He always finds what he’s looking for if there’s a case to solve.”

      Unfortunately for us, the Detective and the hot dog seller were right near the entrance of the pier, so the only way we could escape was farther down towards the pier’s end. We started walking as fast as we could without drawing attention to ourselves.

      “Maybe he won’t go this way,” Deeter said. “Maybe he’ll go down by the beach.”

      After a few seconds, Deeter risked a glance back.

      “Is he on to us?” I asked.

      “Naw, I don’t think—oh, wait.”

      I started to look back, but Sweet Pea gave me a nudge.

      “Don’t let him see your face,” she said.

      Deeter let out a cry. “Man, he’s coming down the pier behind us!”

      We walked faster, past a group of tourists and a bunch of lampposts covered with seagull droppings. No good hiding place anywhere. We were completely exposed.

      “Maybe we could jump into the water and swim away,” Deeter said.

      “The waves are too rough.” Sweet Pea frowned. “We’d be crushed like sand dollars.”

      “Is he still behind us?” I asked.

      “He’s there, but he’s walking pretty slowly. I don’t think he’s seen us yet. Wait a minute. He’s stopped.”

      This was driving me crazy, not being able to see for myself. I tried to turn my head, but Sweet Pea only nudged me again.

      “What’s he doing now?” I asked.

      “He’s talking to an elderly couple sitting on one of the benches.”

      We’d arrived at the middle of the pier. If there’d been more people, we might have escaped by blending into the crowd, but the closer we got to the end of the pier, the fewer people there were. Sitting on one of the benches to our left was a businessman eating a sandwich, and walking towards us was a young couple holding hands. Down at the end of the pier was a lone fisherman. That was all.

      Hardly what you’d call a crowd.

      “What about a Collectible?” Deeter asked. “Sweet Pea, you got anything we could use to get us out of here?”

      We paused at one of the benches, and Sweet Pea started digging through her backpack.

      “How about the Paper Airplane?” Deeter asked. “You bring that?”

      “No.”

      “The Pocket Flashlight?”

      “No.”

      While Deeter kept rattling off Collectibles and Sweet Pea kept searching, I chanced a look at the Detective. He was walking away from us, back to the entrance. A few more steps, then he’d be at the beach, and we’d be free to escape.

      “Hey guys,” I said, “I think he’s leaving.”

      Deeter and Sweet Pea both looked up. The Detective took one step, then another, but more slowly, like maybe he was having second thoughts.

      He stopped.

      Seemed like the ocean tide had enough time to go out and come back again while we waited for him to move. He sniffed the air, and then he scratched his forehead with his thumb.

      “Go on, go on,” I whispered.

      The Detective shook his head and took another step towards the entrance of the pier. Finally, he’d made up his mind to leave.

      Or maybe not.

      At the entrance, he turned and gave the pier a long, hard stare. Then, reaching into the pocket of his trench coat, he drew out a large magnifying glass. Definitely a Collectible, a really powerful one. My stomach lurched, and the hairs on the back of my neck bristled. Sweet Pea grabbed Deeter and me by our elbows and hurried us towards the end of the pier.

      “Right. Here’s the plan,” she said. “Deeter, you slip the Sneak’s Ring onto Rookie’s finger so he’ll disappear. When the time comes, I’ll use my feather on the Detective. Then we’ll all make a run for it.”

      “What! No way!” Deeter shook his head. “No way am I giving my ring to Rookie, and no way am I gonna be anywhere near you if you use the Swan Feather on the Detective. That’s crazy talk. He’ll haul us off to the Artisans’ Council for sure!”

      “Think about it, Deeter. The Detective is using the Magnifying Glass. There’s no chance we’ll be able to hide or sneak away now.”

      “Which is exactly why I’m keeping my ring!”

      “But it’s Rookie he’s truly after. Neither of us was anywhere near the library, and eventually the Artisans’ Council will figure that out. In the meantime, Rookie can escape. But if the Detective catches him, he’s toast. The Artisans will stick him in the Penitoria for a crime he didn’t commit. Maybe for life!”

      The Penitoria? That didn’t sound like a fun time. Just the word alone made Deeter shudder—even more than the mention of some mysterious Artisans’ Council.

      “All right,” he said. “But only if we have to. And if I give you my ring, you better not lose it, Rookie, or you’re gonna wish you’d been sent to the Penitoria!”

      At the pier’s end, I looked over the railing. Sweet Pea was right—there was no way we could jump. Far below us, the waves rose like mountains that crashed into the pier, sending huge sprays of foam into the air. Even if we did survive the violence of the waves, we’d be shredded on the sharp barnacles that encrusted the pier’s support posts.

      “Mighty powerful waves there. I hope you three kids aren’t thinkin’ o’ jumpin’,” a man’s voice said in a weird accent.

      We gasped and spun around, but it was only the old fisherman at the end of the pier, and he seemed normal enough. Well, mostly normal. He wore a black fisherman’s cap and a long, black raincoat. A pipe stuck out between his lips though his bushy gray beard hid most of his face. Beside him on the bench perched a fluffy white seagull.

      “Um, no sir,” Sweet Pea said, her eyes shifting from the fisherman to the Detective. “We won’t jump.”

      The fisherman gazed at the Detective, who was walking towards us in a hunched over sort of way, peering through the Magnifying Glass. He’d almost reached the middle of the pier. I shifted my feet. There wasn’t much time. The fisherman must have noticed my movement because he fixed his dark eyes on me. Then he smiled.

      “Bit o’ trouble?” he asked.

      Sweet Pea opened her mouth, but no words came out. Like she wasn’t sure what to say.

      “No need to explain. Ol’ Jack’s seen a bit o’ trouble too in his younger days. Tell you what. Why don’t you let ol’ Jack lend a hand? You there,” he motioned at Deeter, “you ought to be small enough to fit in the ice chest since it’s empty. Then we’ll see about hiddin’ the rest o’ you.”

      What other choice did we have?

      Jack lumbered over to the giant red ice chest sitting next to the bench and opened the lid. He motioned to Deeter.

      “In you go, then. Smallest catch o’ the day!”

      He laughed until his laughter turned into a booming cough. Deeter wrinkled his nose like maybe the ice chest smelled fishy.

      “There now,” Jack said, shutting the lid. “You girl, you look the right size to slip under the bench and keep hidden there. And you boy, you curl up on the bench as small as ya’ can, and I’ll cover ya’ with my rain slicker.”

      Sweet Pea ducked under the bench, and I scrunched up into a ball on the bench’s seat. My head was right next to that fluffy white seagull. It ruffled its feathers and snapped its sharp beak at me a few times.

      “No worries,” Jack said, chuckling. “He won’t bite. ’Less I tell him to.”

      Then everything went dark as Jack draped his raincoat over me. The fabric smelled like old fish and cigarette smoke.

      “Now, don’t you worry,” he whispered. “If that fella’ comes near, ol’ Jack will send him away.”

      I held my breath and listened. It wasn’t long before I heard footsteps, and then Jack’s voice.

      “Three kids, you say? No, no. There are no children out this end o’ the pier. If they went anywhere, I’m sure it must have been to the beach.”

      Jack’s voice sounded so smooth and pleasant, despite his weird accent. Suddenly he was a friend, a guide. And he knew exactly what to do, exactly where to go. Everyone else was confused and lost, but not Jack. All anyone had to do was follow Jack’s advice—go to the beach and look there instead. Then everything would be fine.

      The feeling was so strong, even I could’ve believed we weren’t here.

      There was a brief pause, followed by another man’s voice—the Detective’s probably—though it was too quiet to hear what it said. Jack’s voice started again.

      “Nothing for a kid to do on the pier, except maybe fish, and I’m the only fisherman here today.”

      Another pause followed. This time when Jack answered, his voice sounded slightly off. Strained, maybe.

      “Familiar? Well, don’t know as I’ve ever met you before. Can’t imagine a crusty old fisherman like me ever havin’ any business with an important man the likes o’ you. Folk say I have a familiar face. Maybe that’s what’s fooled you.”

      One last pause. A long one.

      “Ah, well. The best of luck to you, sir,” Jack said. “I’m sure you’ll find those three rascals soon.”

      After a minute or so, Jack slipped the raincoat off me while Sweet Pea climbed out from under the bench. Then Jack lifted the ice chest lid, and Deeter climbed out, still wrinkling his nose.

      The Detective was gone.

      “Thanks, Jack,” I said, shifting the backpack on my back. “We owe you one.”

      “Aw, now, you aren’t planning on leaving already, are you?” he asked.

      “Uh, yeah. We have things to do.”

      He stood in front of us, blocking our path, so I tried to edge my way around him. That fluffy white seagull, which had been so quiet this whole time, made a strange noise in the back of its throat.

      Almost like a growl.

      Things were already weird and creepy, which meant that trouble was next in line. I glanced at Sweet Pea to see if she was beginning to feel as nervous as I was. She nodded.

      “We have lots of things to do,” she said. “We’re very busy.”

      “Ah, it’s a pity. Not many folks stay and have a word with poor ol’ Jack. No one has any time anymore.”

      Jack waved his pipe at us—a pipe, but his raincoat smelled like cigarettes.

      “There is one thing before you go,” Jack said. “Just one small thing. Won’t take any time at all.”

      Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a blue tin box. On the front was a picture of a goldfish along with the words “French’s Fish Food,” but that wasn’t what made my stomach lurch.

      The tin canister of fish food was a Collectible.
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      Well, at least this settled one question—the pier had definitely been a trap.

      Maybe we would’ve been better off with the Detective, after all. Sure, he might have locked me up in some dark, scary dungeon, but at least he hadn’t tricked us—not like this Fisherman Jack guy. Who knew what Jack had planned for us?

      As Sweet Pea, Deeter, and I stood there staring at him, the ocean waves crashed into the trembling pier. Those waves were the only things that moved or made any sound for a long time.

      “Do you think he’s the rogue Collector?” I whispered to Sweet Pea. She shook her head.

      “Give ol’ Jack the book,” Jack said, stalking closer, “and there’ll be no need to use this.”

      He waved the tin canister of fish food at us.

      But Deeter only laughed. “Or what? You’ll force us to eat fish food?”

      “We don’t have any books,” Sweet Pea said. “We’re here for a school field trip. We left our books at school.”

      “And I suppose that trenchcoated fellow was your teacher?” Jack asked.

      “Um, yes. That’s right.”

      Jack smiled, and his weird accent was suddenly gone. “You should leave acting to the professionals, sweetie. You’re not very good at it.”

      He stepped forward, so the three of us stepped back, closer to the edge of the pier.

      “The fish haven’t been biting this morning,” he said, “but let’s see if they’re a bit hungrier now.”

      That jumpy feeling came over me as Jack opened the canister and tossed the fish pellets into the ocean with a big dramatic swoop of his hand. At first, nothing happened. Then a monster bubble gurgled up to the surface from the depths of the ocean, followed by a splash.

      And another.

      “Ah, excellent,” Jack said. “Their appetite’s grown. Along with a few other things.”

      A dark shape swam beneath us, circling in the water under the pier. Whatever the shape was, it probably didn’t belong to the cute and cuddly category. It had friends too, at least four others, but we were right against the railing with nowhere else to go.

      Doomed.

      “I will shortly send thy soul to heaven,” Jack said, “if heaven will take the present at my hands. But first, I’ll give you one last chance. Give me the book.”

      I glanced at Sweet Pea, and Sweet Pea glanced at Deeter, but none of us spoke or even moved. There had to be some way out of this, some escape—I just couldn’t see it. At least not for me.

      But Sweet Pea and Deeter, on the other hand….

      “I’m the one who has the book,” I said. “These two don’t have it, and they don’t know anything about it. This is between you and me. Let them go first. Then we can talk.”

      “What!” Sweet Pea cried.

      “No way.” Deeter crossed his arms.

      “Look, guys,” I said, “there’s no reason for you both to—”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Sweet Pea said. “If you even try, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what? Use your feather to stop me?”

      She glared at me.

      “Such fuss over a book.” Jack clicked his tongue. “The book means nothing to you, does it boy? You don’t hold loyalties to anyone. So why pretend you do? Give me the book, then everyone can go.”

      In the water, there was a tremendous splash. A fish as big as an elephant had jumped out of the water. Sweet Pea screamed, and at first I thought it was because of the giant fish. I glanced at her, but she wasn’t beside me anymore.

      Jack had grabbed her, and now he was holding her over the railing.

      “Enough talk, boy,” he said. “The book, or the girl.”

      I’d nearly lost Deeter once. No way was I going to lose Sweet Pea now. I tore off my backpack, unzipped it, and yanked out The Book of All Words.

      “No, don’t!” Sweet Pea struggled to free herself. “Imagine what will happen if you do!”

      But all I could imagine was what would happen if I didn’t.

      “That’s right. Give it here,” Jack said.

      “Don’t you dare, Rookie!” Sweet Pea cried. “He could destroy the world with that book!”

      “So? What’s the world ever done for me!” I yelled.

      But still, I couldn’t quite surrender.

      “What’s wrong, boy?” Jack asked. “Don’t you believe me? That I’ll feed your friend to the fishes? I’m so sick of people saying I’m unconvincing! Very well—I’ll prove it!”

      He dropped Sweet Pea over the side of the pier.

      “No!” I yelled.

      She let out a scream that made my stomach lurch more than any Collectible ever had. There was no way I could grab her in time, but Deeter was closer and quicker. He dived over the railing after her, and somehow he managed to grab the pier’s side with one hand and Sweet Pea’s wrist with the other.

      “Gotcha, Pea!”

      He gritted his teeth and held her tight. But he wasn’t strong enough to pull himself or her back up, so they both were left dangling over the water.

      Jack laughed at the sight.

      “Do you believe me now, boy? Give me the book, and I might be persuaded to help your friends climb back up. Otherwise….”

      Another giant fish leaped out of the water and snapped at Sweet Pea’s shoe, missing her foot by inches.

      “Just like a worm on a hook!” Jack said.

      I couldn’t let Sweet Pea and Deeter die. I couldn’t give away the book.

      What was I going to do?

      Deeter’s hand clenched at the splintered railing, his fingers slipping. There was no help, no one near. Only the giant fish swimming around in the rolling waves. I could just make out their faces breaking through the surface of the water, with their lidless eyes and big gaping mouths. One face was particularly ugly, with huge black eyes, a leering grin, and horns.

      A fish with horns?

      “Well, boy?” Jack asked. “We haven’t got all day.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “We don’t.”

      I shouldered my backpack. For once, that sly smile on Jack’s face slipped.

      “What are you doing, boy?”

      “You want the book? You’re a fisherman. Try fishing for it!”

      With that, I threw The Book of All Words over the railing.

      Jack cried out and rushed to the edge of the pier. The distraction gave me enough time to climb onto the railing myself.

      “You have to let go!” I shouted to Deeter. “Now!”

      At first, I didn’t think he would. Honestly, why should he trust me? But then, with a grin from Deeter and a nod from Sweet Pea, we held our breaths and let go. For one moment, as we fell, I thought we’d be fish food after all. Then we landed with a hard thunk on the Viking ship’s deck.

      Safe.

      No way Jack could get us now. He watched us from the railing, his seagull flapping and squawking by his side, but we were already sailing away from the pier fast. Soon, Jack became an angry, cursing speck in the distance.

      Deeter gave me a high-five. “Nice one, Rookie.”

      “It wasn’t me,” I said. “It was the ship. Somehow it sailed to the pier. I was lucky I saw it in time. But I don’t understand how it got there.”

      “It must have felt our need,” Sweet Pea said.

      “One of the things you gotta learn about magic, Rookie,” Deeter said, “is that it’s completely unpredictable. Collectibles have minds of their own.” He patted the ship’s mast. “Good ship.”

      “But what about the book?” Sweet Pea asked. “You threw it into the ocean! You lost it.”

      “Not quite,” I said, walking up to the front of the ship. There, right between the dragon’s horns, was The Book of All Words. Right where I’d intended for it to land.

      “I may not be good for much,” I said, “but at least I can aim.”

      I raised the book for Sweet Pea to see, and she grinned.

      “Nice one,” she said.

      “So what now?” Deeter asked. “We’re right back where we started. No Magic Eight Ball, and no clues.”

      Clues. Like the pink and blue flyer I’d found near the entrance to the pier when the Detective had arrived. I’d stuffed the page in my pocket and completely forgotten about it.

      “Wait a minute,” I said, handing the flyer to Sweet Pea. “What about this? I found one exactly like it at the Hiddleburg Park, too.”

      “What’s it say?” Deeter asked Sweet Pea.

      “It’s for a carnival that was set up at the pier last night. It says…oh!” She pointed to the bottom right corner of the paper. “Look!”

      Two small symbols stood out at the bottom of the page. The first one I’d seen before—that same strange hand surrounded by seven interwoven circles. Beside that was an image of a Ferris wheel.

      “Artisan’s marks,” Sweet Pea said. “This flyer isn’t for any normal carnival. It’s for the Artisans’ Carnival!”

      Deeter let out a whistle like he was impressed, but none of this made any sense to me.

      “The Artisans have their own carnival?” I asked.

      “Yes, but it’s difficult to find,” Sweet Pea said, “because it’s always moving and changing locations. It’s never in the same place twice, and it never stays at any place longer than a day or two.”

      “Sort of like the Magic Eight Ball?”

      Deeter and Sweet Pea both stared at me, their mouths hanging open.

      “Brilliant,” Sweet Pea said. “The Artisans hid the Magic Eight Ball in a traveling carnival. Small wonder no Finder’s ever been able to get it. To do that, you have to find the Artisans’ Carnival first. And that’s nearly impossible.”

      “But not for us,” I said, pointing to the flyer. “Look, here in the fine print it lists the carnival’s next stop. Some place called Edge Island. It says the carnival will be there tomorrow.”

      Sweet Pea frowned. “Edge Island. I wonder where that is. I’ve never heard of it.”

      “Let’s see if the Viking ship knows,” Deeter said. He ran up to the front of the ship and patted the dragon’s head. “Hey, Viking ship. Do you have any idea where this Edge Island is? We need to be there in time to catch the carnival tomorrow. Could you take us, please?”

      There was a pause, and then the ship surged forward so hard we were nearly knocked to the ground.

      “Guess that’s a yes,” Deeter said.

      The Viking ship stayed true to its course and sailed throughout the night. Sweet Pea and Deeter spent much of the time trying to figure out who Jack was. Did he have any relation to the Professor’s student? Did he have any relation to Mrs. Hiddleburg or the businessman with the Black Umbrella at the park? Sweet Pea felt pretty confident that Jack wasn’t the rogue Collector, but maybe Jack knew him, or worked for him in some way?

      Who were these people?

      In the end, neither Sweet Pea nor Deeter could find any answers. And I was no help to them, of course. When morning came, we were jarred awake by a big, hull-shaking thud. The Viking ship had beached itself.

      Deeter rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Where are we?”

      “Edge Island, I guess,” I said.

      There were no people on the beach. Just a bunch of driftwood and huge fly-infested mounds of rotting seaweed. The waves smashed against the shoreline, scattering bits of broken shells and turning the water muddy. Not exactly a prime vacation spot—the whole place stank like dead fish.

      “Great place for a carnival,” Deeter said with a snort.

      “It’ll probably be up on that hill.” Sweet Pea pointed. “Beyond those cliffs.”

      “Carnival food for breakfast,” Deeter said, shaking his head. “There’d better be a good pancake stand up there. I’m tired of granola bars. A man’s gotta have real food to stay strong. Especially if he’s trying to save the world!”

      We didn’t find any pancake stands at the top of the hill, though. Only an empty field. In the distance, a couple of pelicans flying in the air swooped and plunged into the ocean. They were the only other living creatures in sight.

      Where had we gone wrong?

      “I don’t understand. Where’s the carnival?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “I’m about to give that Viking ship a piece of my mind,” Deeter said. “Then I’m gonna tell it to take me to a place where they serve an excellent breakfast!”

      With a huff, Deeter started to trudge back down to the beach. Sweet Pea shrugged at me and trailed after him.

      “Wait!” I called. “Don’t you hear that?”

      They both stopped to listen. The waves crashed below us, and the wind whistled through the gorse. I could have sworn I’d heard music, but maybe I’d imagined it. No. There it was again. Really soft and distant. I couldn’t tell what direction, though. Finally, Sweet Pea heard it too.

      “Carnival music,” she said. “But where’s it coming from?”

      “It’s all around us,” Deeter said. “Weird.”

      “What a minute. I have an idea.”

      Out of her backpack she pulled a red silk coin purse.

      “Hello?” she called. “We’d like to buy three tickets for admission please!”

      There was a tremendous white flash. But when my eyes could see again, I could hardly believe them. A huge carnival now filled the once-empty field, with red- and white-stripped tents and spinning rides and cotton candy carts and ball-game booths. The whole place gleamed with blinking lights and colorful signs. Banners and flags flapped in the wind while the smell of popcorn and hot dogs filled the air.

      And we were standing in front of the ticket booth.

      Deeter patted Sweet Pea on the back. “How’d you come up with that one?”

      “Well,” she said, “I figured if we…oh, no.”

      Whatever it was that made her frown, Deeter saw it too. He shook his head.

      “Man! We come this far, go through all this trouble, and now the competition’s gotta show up!”

      “Competition?” I turned around.

      Four boys about my age had climbed up the beach path. They each dressed exactly the same—black slacks and white, pressed dress shirts with black blazers and black ties. They looked like they should be going to some gourmet restaurant or some expensive concert performance.

      “Betcha every peanut butter granola bar we’ve got left that they’re after the Magic Eight Ball same as we are,” Deeter said. Then he kicked at the dirt with his shoe. “Man!”

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      Sweet Pea rolled her eyes. “Choir Boys.”
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      “Um, who exactly are the Choir Boys?” I asked.

      “They’re another group of Finders,” Sweet Pea said. “They may look angelic, but they’re actually big creeps. They work for the Maestro, one of the Ragman’s rival Collectors.”

      Deeter cocked his head. “Which means they’re our rivals too.”

      By then, the Choir Boys had joined us at the ticket booth. They regarded us for a minute, and then one of the boys stepped forward.

      “Well, well,” he said, “if it isn’t the Ragman’s little Ragdolls.”

      Everything about this kid was perfect. Besides his fancy suit, he had a perfect round face with perfect blue eyes and perfect white teeth. His perfect blond hair swept over his forehead, and not a single strand was out of place on his perfect head. The sun shining behind him even made it look like he had a perfect halo. Sweet Pea was right about him looking like an angel.

      Except for the perfect smirk on his face.

      “Back off, Allegro,” Deeter said. “This one’s ours. We got here first. We call it.”

      “Relax, Ragdolls. We’re merely here to enjoy this excellent carnival.”

      Allegro’s smirk grew even bigger, and the other three boys behind him snickered.

      “Of course, if we happen to find any magical souvenirs along the way,” Allegro added, “you can hardly blame us for taking them home.”

      He turned to one of the other boys, a real thick kid with red hair and a cherub’s face. Well, a cherub with the flu, maybe.

      “Get the tickets, Forte,” Allegro said.

      Forte shoved his way forward, pushing Deeter aside and knocking Sweet Pea to the ground.

      “Hey, jerk!” I yelled. “Watch it!”

      Forte spun around, sneering, but I didn’t care. No one treated Sweet Pea like that and got away with it. When I didn’t back down, he grabbed my coat collar and yanked me closer to his face. I caught a whiff of his breath—and it definitely was not the breath of a cherub.

      “Where are your manners, Ragdoll?” he asked. “Someone should teach this Ragdoll it’s rude to call people names.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Allegro said.

      He reached into his coat pocket for a strangely shaped piece of metal. On one end, two prongs connected in a U-shape to a single thin center handle. Like an alien’s dinner fork. It was a Collectible, though, no question. My skin started tingling the moment he took it out. He waved it in the air a few times as if the sight of it alone should be enough to scare me.

      “Not so fast, Allegro!” Sweet Pea shouted.

      She grasped the Swan Feather in her hands, ready for a fight. Then she pointed it at his face.

      “Remember last time?” she asked.

      For a moment, I could’ve sworn he started blushing.

      “Put the Tuning Fork away,” she said. “Now.”

      But that only seemed to make the situation worse. One of the other Choir Boys grabbed a red harmonica from his pocket and held it near his lips. Deeter readied his ring while Forte dropped me so he could take out a pack of chewing gum. The air buzzed with the energy of the Collectibles that everyone pointed at each other.

      This could get ugly.

      Then a deep male voice yelled at us from the ticket booth.

      “Hey! You kids gonna buy some tickets or what?”

      There was a pause. No one seemed willing to make the first peace. Finally, Allegro nodded once at Forte and the others to pocket their Collectibles. Then he straightened his tie and smoothed his hand over his hair.

      “Yes, sir,” he said. “We’re so sorry to keep an important Artisan like you waiting. We wish to buy four tickets for admission to this lovely carnival.”

      Not only was he a creep, he was also a smoocher. He gestured at Forte, who went up to the window of the ticket booth and paid for the tickets. Then, with a backward glance at us, the Choir Boys passed through the carnival gates.

      “Wow, that was close,” Sweet Pea said. “I’ve never seen Allegro back down so quickly before.”

      “That’s because he’s a coward,” Deeter said.

      I frowned. “That’s because he’s smart. By backing down, he got a head start to beat us to the Magic Eight Ball.”

      Allegro may have been a jerk, sure, but he clearly wasn’t stupid. Looked like he was already thinking three steps ahead, which made our job even harder.

      “What about you kids?” the male voice asked. “Ya gonna buy tickets too?”

      “Yes, sir,” Sweet Pea called. She turned to us. “We’d better not keep him waiting any longer.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “The Carnie. He’s the Artisan who runs the Artisans’ Carnival.”

      We approached the window of the ticket booth where the Carnie counted coins. He was a beefy, clean-shaven guy wearing a dark green windbreaker and a brown knit beanie. He leaned forward, his strange amber eyes glowing.

      “Boy, am I glad to see you kids, even if you are Finders,” he said. “I tell ya, no one’s got any time for a carnival anymore. I go around settin’ this place up day after day, night after night, and no one attends! I got so desperate, I started opening the place up to Ordinaries.”

      “Ordinaries?” I asked.

      “Normal people,” Sweet Pea said. “Non-magic.”

      The Carnie went on like he hadn’t even heard us.

      “See? That’s how low I was. Started postin’ flyers to advertise for Ordinaries. Started goin’ to places where the Ordinaries go. A lot of good that’s done me. Like that fiasco at Hiddleburg Park. Kept the carnival open all the way to Sunday morning. Just hoping, ya know? And not a single person came, Ordinary or Artisan. Can ya believe it?”

      I almost suggested that he might get more attendees if he stopped going to places like the Hiddleburg Park and Jetsam Pier and Edge Island. But that didn’t seem polite.

      “Ah well, you kids are here at least. Three tickets, all right. Here you go. Don’t forget, tonight we close at midnight. The Management ain’t responsible for anything or anybody left in the park after that and lost subsequently thereof. Got it?”

      “Sure thing, Mister Carnie,” Deeter said. “Be out by midnight.”

      “You kids have fun!”

      The moment we entered the carnival gates, my stomach started doing loop-de-loops. Not quite as bad as in the Librarian’s library, but it was a close second. There was magic in everything here. The tents, the rides, the foods, the games, the flags, the lights—all of it was Artisan-made. Finding the Magic Eight Ball in this chaos would not be easy.

      Deeter and Sweet Pea peered at every corner and every shadow as if they expected an ambush.

      “No sign of the Choir Boys,” Sweet Pea said.

      Deeter snorted. “For now.”

      “Right. Their presence changes things.”

      “How do you suppose they found the Artisans’ Carnival?” I asked. “I mean, we only found it because of the flyers. Do you think they found the flyers too?”

      “Don’t count on it,” Deeter said. “Somebody must’ve tipped them off.”

      “But who?” Sweet Pea asked. “The Maestro? Do you think he could be the rogue Collector?”

      “Absolutely. Why else would his Finders be hunting for the Magic Eight Ball? Right when we’re hunting for it too. Suspicious, if you ask me.”

      “You’re right. We have to find that eight ball before they do. We need a plan.”

      Then, for some reason, they both looked at me.

      “Does the carnival have a fortune teller?” I asked. “If the Magic Eight Ball can be used to tell the future, then maybe she’s got it.”

      “Good thinking, Rookie,” Deeter said.

      Sweet Pea nodded. “I say we split up. We’ll be able to cover more ground.”

      “Split up?” Deeter huffed. “With a bunch of Choir Boys running around on the loose? That’s crazy talk.”

      “Think of it, Deet. We’re outnumbered even if we stick together, and they already have a head start.”

      Deeter only crossed his arms in front of him.

      “Oh, honestly,” Sweet Pea said. “I promise I’ll buy you a peanut butter funnel cake at the nearest funnel cake stand. All right?”

      That settled it pretty quick.

      Deeter decided to take the way leading to the left (he said it smelled like funnel cake). Sweet Pea decided to go right, so I wandered up the center path. It was edged on both sides by vendors’ tents and game booths and food stands. Nothing really seemed to match. Like a jigsaw puzzle that a four-year-old had jammed together using the mismatched pieces of five different puzzles.

      Strangest of all, though, was the emptiness.

      The rides clanked and growled while loud calliope music floated in the air. But there was no laughter, no joyful screams, no excited talking.

      No people.

      At least that meant there were still no Choir Boys in sight.

      Near the jungle fun slide, the path split into two separate directions. They both looked the same—more tents, more rides, more games. I decided to go left. Not the best choice. Just past the swinging carousel, I heard footsteps shuffling up behind me. Great. I’d walked into an ambush.

      I spun around, my shoulders tense, and I waited.

      A slight breeze whispered across the empty path and then everything was still again. The sun-faded banners drooped above me, listless in the afternoon heat, while the huge stuffed gorillas on the prize racks leered at me.

      This empty carnival was really beginning to wig me out.

      By the flip-the-turtle game booth, I heard it again. Footsteps. They seemed to be matching mine.

      “Sweet Pea? Deeter? Is that you?” I called.

      But it wasn’t them, and deep down I knew it. Maybe a Choir Boy?

      “Listen, Allegro, or Forte, or whoever you are. If you’re trying to mess with my head, it’s not going to work. I’m on to you.”

      I waited a minute. No sound. No movement. No Choir Boys.

      Fine. Maybe Allegro or Forte thought they could trick me, but I’d show them a trick of my own if I could just make it to the house of mirrors up ahead. I passed the shooting gallery, and then the frozen lemonade stand. I passed the train ride and the bottle-toss. I passed the churros cart and the face-painting tent.

      Finally, the house of mirrors.

      Near the entrance was a long, shiny mirror meant to entice visitors, so I glanced at the reflection in the glass to see which Choir Boy was stalking me. Problem was, it wasn’t a Choir Boy.

      It was a clown.

      And not some happy-smiley-bunny clown, either. This clown looked like he worked at a funeral home. He wore a black button-up coat and long, floppy black shoes. His face was covered with white makeup like other clowns, but instead of wearing a big red bozo nose, his was black. His eye makeup was black too, drawn in pointy arches like some evil Halloween pumpkin.

      Yikes. Who’d have ever thought I’d wish for a Choir Boy instead?

      Staring at that clown, I could think of only one thing.

      Run.

      I dashed ahead, then made a quick cut between the swinging pirate ship and the cotton candy booth. The clown’s shoes slapped against the path as he chased after me. But I could beat him—if I could find some tight corner, some unexpected turn. With those long, floppy shoes, he wasn’t as fast as I was. Maybe I could lose him with a dodge.

      I took another cut, this time by the hamburger stand. That cut led right into a row of tents, but I was on the wrong side. All the tent entrances were in front, and I was behind.

      The path had ended.

      I ran to the left, to the right. No good. I couldn’t go back—that way was blocked by the evil clown. There was nowhere to go. The sound of the flapping shoes grew closer. Suddenly, a hand grabbed my left shoulder, and I cried out.

      “Whoa, easy Rookie! What’s wrong with you?” Deeter asked.

      Maybe he was the world’s most annoying boy, but right then I could have given him a big hug, just for not being that clown instead. Only there wasn’t time.

      “Quick! There’s a creepy psycho clown,” I said. “We’ve got to get out of here!”

      “A clown at a carnival? Man, clowns belong at a circus. You’re nuts.”

      “I’m not kidding!”

      “What’d you do to make a clown chase you?”

      “Nothing! I swear!”

      Deeter scrunched his mouth up like he was thinking.

      “All right,” he said. “I can handle this. You have your kazoo?”

      I pulled the Red Kazoo out of my coat pocket and handed it to Deeter.

      “You sure you know what you’re doing?” I asked.

      “I trusted you at the pier. Now you gotta trust me. Watch and learn, Rookie.”

      The flappy footsteps were only a few tents away. With a quick nod, Deeter slipped the Sneak’s Ring onto his finger and vanished. Then he raised the side of the nearest tent and shoved me underneath.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” he said. “I’ll be back as soon as I lose this loser.”

      For a while I lay there in the dirt and straw, listening. There was no way to tell what was happening though I strained to hear. What was Deeter planning to do? What if that creepy clown caught him?

      I lifted myself to my feet. I had to help him.

      Then a woman’s voice spoke somewhere in the tent.

      “He won’t catch your friend today. You may as well come over here and sit at my table.”

      I turned around. For the first time, I noticed what was inside the tent.

      And more importantly, who.

      The whole interior was swathed with thick flowing scarves in deep jewel colors—sapphires, rubies, emeralds. In the center of the tent was a round table with a crystal ball, and in the ball’s murky depths I could see everything that was happening at the carnival. The Carnie counting ticket stubs. Sweet Pea walking up to a basketball toss game booth. Allegro smirking at the Ferris wheel. Even the creepy clown, heading back to the house of mirrors.

      No way.

      Sitting there at the table was a woman dressed as a gypsy. She leaned forward so that her long black hair flowed down her shoulders, and she rested her elbows on the table’s edge. I didn’t know if I was finally getting the knack of things or what, but I could tell that she wasn’t any regular Ordinary.

      “You’re the Fortune Teller,” I said. “You’re an Artisan.”

      “Ah, yes,” she said. “And you’re late, Boy of Destiny!”
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      If the Magic Eight Ball was here in the Fortune Teller’s tent, I sure didn’t see it. Or feel it. I tried my best to sneak a look around, in case the eight ball was hidden somewhere amongst the scarves and wisps of incense, but the Fortune Teller laughed at me.

      “You won’t find what you’re seeking in my tent, Boy of Destiny. I don’t keep ridiculous plastic trinkets like the Magic Eight Ball in here.”

      “Will you tell me where it is?” I asked.

      She batted away my question with a wave of her hand. “You don’t need me to tell you that.”

      “Then what do I need you to tell me?”

      “Ah, at last. You’re starting to ask more sensible questions. Come over here to my table if you really want an answer.”

      I paused. Somewhere out in the carnival, a psycho clown was chasing Deeter. Sweet Pea was out there, too, along with the Choir Boys. Who knew what trouble those creeps were planning? And here I was about to get my fortune told?

      The Fortune Teller made a noise of disgust like a cough that wanted to be a sneeze.

      “Ercgh! How disappointing! Go on then to your business and leave me to mine! Go on! Get out of my tent!”

      I sure didn’t need any more Artisans angry with me. The Librarian was enough. And even if the Fortune Teller wouldn’t tell me the Magic Eight Ball’s location, she still might give me some other answers. Like maybe the identity of rogue Collector. Maybe she could even tell me how to defeat the Ragman.

      How to get my memories back.

      “All right,” I said. “If you answer a few questions, I’ll sit at your table with you and let you tell me my fortune.”

      “What’s the point!” She threw up her hands, her bracelets jangling. “Always I am asked the same questions. Does he love me? Will I be rich? When will I die? How do I defeat my enemies? How do I solve my problems? Questions, questions, questions! I’m tired of giving the same answers!”

      “Just one question, then,” I said.

      She pushed her crystal ball aside and leaned across the table.

      “I’ll give you an answer if you give me a question I’ve never been asked.”

      Which probably ruled out every question I had.

      “You see?” she said. “You are no different.”

      She slumped down in her chair, her arms folded across her chest. There were no sounds in the tent. No people except us. It felt empty. Just like the carnival outside. Just like the Librarian’s library too. All empty.

      “Do Artisans ever get lonely?” I asked.

      She tilted her head. “That, I have never been asked before.”

      Beneath her colored scarves and stinky incense, she almost sounded sad. Must’ve been tough for her when everyone who came to see her only wanted something from her. Maybe she only wanted a friend.

      I walked over to the empty chair at her table and sat down.

      “Ah, Boy of Destiny,” she said. “You understand compassion. There’s hope for you yet.”

      “Why do you keep calling me that? Boy of Destiny. It’s not my name.”

      “Dramatic flare.” She paused. “And yet, there is something curious about you…a great secret…hidden mysteries, waiting to be revealed.”

      A peculiar look came into her bright, gray eyes like she was looking at me but seeing something else. She hugged her crystal ball closer to her and caressed its surface.

      “Very well. Let us see what your future holds.”

      I would’ve been lying if I’d said I wasn’t curious. A light began to glow within the crystal ball, and my stomach gave a jolt. That ball was definitely one powerful Collectible. Good thing the Ragman didn’t have it. I could only imagine what he’d do with it if he did. Those online bidding wars of his would never be the same.

      That strange light faded to brown, and then it suddenly turned black.

      The Fortune Teller gasped. “How tragic!”

      “What? What is it? What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Next, she was going to tell me that I would soon die some horrible death in a freak accident, or catch some terrible disease. When she didn’t say anything more, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I took a deep breath.

      “Is it really that bad?”

      “Terrible! My fingernail is chipped. Such a pity.”

      My heart was still skipping beats. “Is that all?”

      “In a way, yes. My crystal ball has darkened, which can only mean one thing. You have no past. Or at least no memory of it.”

      Well, she was right about that, though I still didn’t see how it made any difference.

      “The cup of the future is filled from the wellspring of your beliefs,” she continued. “But since you have no clear memory of your past, my crystal ball finds your beliefs to be a bit murky. I cannot see where they will lead you.”

      “Then, what should I do?”

      “What all people should do. Make the right choices in life, Boy of Destiny. Choose compassion instead of cruelty, mercy instead of vengeance. So you don’t know your future any more than you know your past. Who cares? Knowledge isn’t wisdom! Too many people seek one when they really should seek the other.”

      Just then, the tent flap opened and Deeter rushed in. He had a huge grin on his face, and he opened his mouth to speak, but when he saw the Fortune Teller, he jerked to a stop right there in front of her table.

      “Whoa,” he said, and his mouth stayed hanging open. He must have realized who the gypsy lady truly was same as I did.

      “Did you lose him?” I asked. “Did you get rid of the creepy clown?”

      “Yup. Left him wandering around inside the house of mirrors.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Something didn’t feel right. It sounded so simple and easy. Too easy.

      “Absolutely,” Deeter said. “It’ll be a long time before he finds his way out of there. And look what I pinched off him before I ditched him.”

      From the back pocket of his pants, Deeter handed me a paperback copy of Shakespeare’s play Richard the Third.

      “I’ve seen this book before,” I said. “In the Librarian’s library. The Professor’s student had it. So did Mrs. Hiddleburg in the park. But why?”

      The tent flaps opened again, and in came Sweet Pea.

      “There you two are!” she said. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I found the Magic Eight Ball! It’s on a prize shelf at a game booth. The only way to get it is to win it. I tried my best, but I’m terrible at throwing. So I thought that Rookie should try since his aim is so good….”

      Her voice faded when she saw the Fortune Teller. Then she just stared.

      The Fortune Teller seemed amused by the reactions she was getting. There was a twinkle in her eyes, and her lips twitched as if she was keeping down a grin.

      “Well, Boy of Destiny,” she said, “it seems our conversation must end.”

      “Thanks for your help,” I said. “I can’t pay you….”

      “Ercgh! If I’d wanted money, I would have demanded payment up front. Oh, one last word of advice.” She motioned at the copy of Richard the Third. “I think you’ll find Shakespeare’s Richard the Second was a much better play. Certainly much more useful. Especially on stage.”

      Then she finally did grin.

      “Um, thanks.” I turned to the others. “Let’s go.”

      Sweet Pea led us through the twists and turns of the carnival until we arrived at the basketball hoop toss, where players had three chances to throw the basketball through the moving hoop in order to win.

      “Ugh, not basketballs again,” I muttered.

      Inside the booth, the Carnie waved his arms at us.

      “Step right up, kids!” he said. “Have a try! Three balls to win!”

      “How did he get here?” I whispered to Sweet Pea. “I thought he was at the entrance ticket booth.”

      “He’s the Carnie. He can appear anywhere he wants within the carnival’s boundaries.”

      “Easy win, kids! Come on over!” he shouted.

      Then he noticed Sweet Pea.

      “Ah! Went to get your friends to help you? Good strategy, little lady!” He offered me a basketball. “How about you, kid? Come win a prize!”

      My gaze drifted to the prize rack filled with stuffed bears and toy dolls. But the more I looked at the prize rack, the more worried I got. Sweet Pea must have noticed too.

      “Um, sir?” she said. “What happened to the Magic Eight Ball?”

      “So you were after that particular prize, were you? Well, you’re too late, little lady. The Magic Eight Ball has already been won.”

      “Please, sir, can you tell us who won it?” I asked.

      “Some boy in a suit. Quiet kid. Polite. Said please and thank-you. Looked real clean and respectful.”

      “A Choir Boy,” Deeter said in a low voice.

      “Was there anyone with him, sir?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “Nope. It was just his lonesome.”

      “Can you tell us which way he went?”

      “You barely missed him.” The Carnie pointed down the path. “He went that way.”

      Sweet Pea looked at us. “If we can catch him before he reaches the others, we still might have a chance. Come on!”

      “You kids have fun!” the Carnie yelled after us as we ran.

      We didn’t have to go far. We rounded a couple of turns, then spotted the Choir Boy. He was kind of small, and his hair was black and curly, so it wasn’t Forte or Allegro.

      “Staccato’s got it,” Deeter said. “This’ll be easy. I’ll put my ring on and get ahead of him. Then you two come up from behind, and we’ll corner him.”

      With that, Deeter slipped on his ring and vanished.

      Sweet Pea gave me a quick nod, which was the signal to move. We both crept as quietly as we could along the path, always keeping Staccato just in our sight while keeping ourselves just out of his. Finally, right by a caramel popcorn stand, Deeter removed his ring. He appeared in front of Staccato, blocking his way.

      “You’ve got something that belongs to us,” Deeter said. “We called it. We saw it first. We want the Magic Eight Ball.”

      Staccato stepped back, but by then Sweet Pea and I had approached from behind.

      “And we demand some answers,” Sweet Pea said. “Why does the Maestro want the Magic Eight Ball now that we’re after it? That’s too strange to be a coincidence.”

      “While you’re at it, you can tell us how you Choir Boys found the Artisans’ Carnival,” I said. “Did someone give you a tip?”

      I expected Staccato to make a sarcastic joke or a clever insult like the other Choir Boys would have, but he only hugged the Magic Eight Ball closer to his chest. He took one last look at each of us, then rammed his way past Deeter’s block, knocking Deeter aside. Staccato was gone before Deeter even knew what hit him. So much for answers. Or the Magic Eight Ball.

      There was the sound of a whistle being blown.

      “Oh man,” Deeter said, “he’s calling the others! We gotta catch him quick!”

      The three of us raced after Staccato, but already another Choir Boy had arrived. Staccato tossed him the Magic Eight Ball like it was a football, and they both darted farther down the path together.

      “Adagio’s got it!” Deeter shouted. “If Forte or Allegro gets it, we’re doomed!”

      We ran harder. When I glanced behind us, I could see Forte catching up fast. Deeter had almost reached Adagio, but as he tried to snatch the eight ball from Adagio’s arms, Forte tackled Deeter to the ground.

      “Go!” Deeter yelled as he scuffled with Forte. “Take him, Pea!”

      Sweet Pea was quicker than I was. She was quicker than Adagio too, and he seemed to know it. He tossed the Magic Eight Ball back to Staccato right before she could grab it.

      “Take it, Staccato!” he cried. “Run!”

      Staccato didn’t need any encouragement. He charged ahead like he was running for his life. Allegro joined us from a side path, but he seemed uncertain about which of us to stop first. Finally, he decided to tackle Sweet Pea since she was closest. They both landed on the ground with a crash.

      So it was up to me.

      Adagio started coming after me, but he wasn’t very fast. Soon Staccato and I left everyone far behind. At last, I got close enough to Staccato that I could hear him panting.

      I lunged.

      We fell.

      And when the cloud of dust settled, as we lay there on the ground, he was holding the Magic Eight Ball with his right hand, and I was holding onto it with my left. Everyone else gathered around us and stared like no one knew what to do.

      “We declare a Finder’s duel!” Deeter said. “For rightful claim on the Ragman’s behalf!”

      Whatever that meant. Allegro was the first to recover his composure. He straightened his tie and brushed the dust off his jacket.

      “We request a time-out to discuss the matter,” he said.

      The Choir Boys circled up, whispering amongst themselves, so I went over to Deeter and Sweet Pea. The Magic Eight Ball stayed on the ground where Staccato and I had landed.

      “Are you insane?” Sweet Pea asked Deeter. “Rookie can’t fight a Finder’s duel with a Choir Boy. Even if it’s Staccato. You can’t trust any of them to fight fair.”

      “What’s a Finder’s duel?” I asked.

      “Whenever there’s a dispute between two Finders over the rightful claim of a Collectible, the Finders can fight a duel to settle the claim,” Sweet Pea said. “They’re each allowed two Collectibles to help them fight. The last Finder left standing takes the claim.”

      “A duel with magic?”

      I didn’t like the sound of that.

      “It’ll be easy,” Deeter said. “All Rookie has to do is slip on my ring, sneak up behind Staccato, and touch him with your feather. No way’s Staccato gonna win against that!”

      Sweet Pea shuffled her shoe in the dust and glanced at the Choir Boys.

      “Is there any other way to get the Magic Eight Ball?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Then I’ll fight the Finder’s duel.”

      Soon, the Choir Boys finished their own discussion. They walked over and stood before us.

      “We accept your challenge,” Allegro said, “and we hereby issue a counterclaim on behalf of the Maestro.”

      “All rules and proper traditions will be followed by both parties,” Sweet Pea insisted. “No exceptions.”

      “Of course. I suggest we ask the Carnie to act as overseer.”

      “Agreed.”

      Allegro got that smirk back on his face. “Since we are the ones who have been challenged, we exercise our right to declare the time and place of the duel.”

      He was up to something, but it was too late to back out now.

      “The duel will take place at eleven o’clock tonight,” he said. “Unless that’s past the Ragdolls’ bedtime.”

      The other Choir Boys laughed. Sweet Pea glared at Allegro, and Deeter gritted his teeth.

      “Eleven’s fine,” I said.

      “Good.” Allegro arched his eyebrow at me. “I’m glad we’re agreed. Then there’s just one last thing. The duel will take place up there.”

      He pointed at the top of the Ferris wheel.
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      “What!” Sweet Pea cried. “You can’t have a Finder’s duel on a Ferris wheel!”

      “You of all people know the rules, Sweet Pea,” Allegro said. “I could order that the Finder’s duel take place on the bottom of the ocean if I wanted. You should be grateful it’s only on the Ferris wheel.”

      Grateful? Yeah, right.

      In the late afternoon sun, the Ferris wheel stood out like a big, round peppermint candy—only it wasn’t made of sugar. It was made of metal beams and bars and bolts and wires, with big red and white swinging cages that swayed back and forth high up off the ground.

      “Unless you Ragdolls want to call off the duel,” Allegro added, “and forfeit the Magic Eight Ball to us.”

      Then he grinned, like maybe that’d been the plan all along—set the stakes so high that we’d back out and they’d win without lifting a finger.

      Not if I could help it.

      “The top of the Ferris wheel is fine,” I said.

      The grin slipped off Allegro’s face. The other Choir Boys glanced at him as if they expected him to say something, but he didn’t. Staccato’s face turned so pale I thought he was going to be sick.

      “Unless you Choir Boys want to call off the duel,” I added. “You know, forfeit the Magic Eight Ball to us?”

      Deeter choked back a laugh, but Allegro didn’t seem to think it was funny. He shoved his way past me, hitting me with his shoulder as he went. The other Choir Boys followed after him. They disappeared into the labyrinth of the carnival.

      “Think they’ll be back?” I asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” Deeter said. “You caught them off guard, but they’ll just go think of some other rotten trick to play. They’ll be back.”

      “Then I guess I’d better think of something too,” I said.

      We sat at one of the tables near the funnel cake stand and tried to come up with a plan. Well, Sweet Pea and Deeter did, at least. They emptied their backpacks of every Collectible they’d brought. Not that there were many. Still, Deeter and Sweet Pea talked about possible strategies.

      “I say the Swan Feather is best,” Deeter said, munching on a funnel cake.

      Not even my impending doom could dampen his appetite, apparently.

      “The Swan Feather would kill Staccato for sure,” Sweet Pea said. “If they were going to fight on the ground, it’d be okay. But on the Ferris wheel? The feather would make Staccato fall.”

      “No,” I said. “I’m not going to hurt Staccato to win some stupid duel.”

      Deeter shrugged. “Whatever you say, Rookie. Staccato would hurt you in a heartbeat, though, and you’d better not forget it.”

      The two of them went back to planning, but I stopped listening. My heart was pounding like I was a few minutes away from a trip to the dentist. Exactly what was Staccato planning to do to me? Turn me into a frog? Make my head explode? I didn’t know anything about this magic stuff.

      How was I supposed to win a fight against it?

      “Are you all right?” Sweet Pea asked.

      Sweet Pea and Deeter had both paused their conversation, and now they were looking at me.

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      I could tell she didn’t believe me, though.

      When dinner time came, we bought some tacos to eat. The Carnie was working the taco stand, and he gave me my taco for free, just in case it might be my last meal.

      “You look glum, kid. You need to lighten up,” he said, as he handed me the taco. “Hey, knock-knock.”

      “Huh?”

      “You know, knock-knock. It’s a joke.” He rolled his eyes.

      “Oh. Who’s there?”

      “I am.”

      Seriously? Here I was, possibly a few mere hours away from a horrible death, and the Carnie was cracking knock-knock jokes at me?

      He cleared his throat.

      Fine. After all, he did give me a free taco. “I am who?”

      “Ha! Don’t you even know who you are?”

      Probably the corniest knock-knock joke in the world, but I laughed. Wasn’t much of a laugh, more like a puff of breath really. The Carnie heard it, though.

      “There you are, kid.” He slapped me on the back. “Even if these next few hours are your last, that’s all the more reason to go out and enjoy them!”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Half an hour before the duel, and we still didn’t have a plan to win. So we sat on a bench near the taco stand and waited. Now that it was nighttime, every souvenir tent, game booth, ride, and food stand twinkled with lights—some colored, some white, some flashing, some steady.

      Kind of pretty, actually. Like stars.

      Then, right next to the balloon wall, a shadow moved. I only saw it out of the corner of my eye, so I turned and stared, but I didn’t see anything else.

      “Hey Deeter,” I said, “what happened with that psycho clown?”

      “I told you,” Deeter said. “I lost him in the house of mirrors.”

      “I know. I mean, how? How’d you lose him?”

      “I used the Red Kazoo to imitate your voice. Made him think I was you. Then I lured him to the mirror house and convinced him you were hiding inside. Here’s your kazoo back.”

      Sweet Pea hadn’t heard about the clown before now, and she demanded to know what had happened. When we told her about it, she seemed pretty worried.

      “You’re sure you lost him?” she asked.

      “Yup. We ain’t seen him since, right?” Deeter grinned.

      Maybe the Red Kazoo could be useful after all.

      I stood. “I know how to win the Finder’s duel. Come on!”

      We arrived for the duel just in time. The Choir Boys were standing to one side of the Ferris wheel, talking amongst themselves. The Carnie was standing on the other side, humming. In the center of it all was the Ferris wheel, lit up with red and white flashing lights.

      It looked even taller than I remembered.

      The Carnie checked his wristwatch. “Yup, that’s eleven o’clock. Will the two Finders in question please step forward and present your Collectibles so I can inspect them. We don’t want no tricks or foul play. Clean fight. Got it?”

      I turned to Deeter. “I’ll need your ring.”

      He gave it to me, and then he shook my hand. “Good luck, Rookie.”

      Sweet Pea tried to smile. “You’ll be fine.”

      I inhaled a deep breath and entered through the small front gate that led to the Ferris wheel. By the time I arrived, the Carnie had already examined Staccato’s two Collectibles.

      “That’ll do,” he said to Staccato. “Please step aside while I inspect his.”

      Staccato moved away, and the Carnie held out his hand for the Sneak’s Ring and the Red Kazoo. He studied them both for a minute, carefully running his finger along their surfaces, holding them up to the light, even sniffing them.

      “Yup,” he said. “No signs of tampering. They’re good.”

      He returned them to me as he called Staccato over.

      “Right,” he said. “I’ve placed the Magic Eight Ball on the very top of the Ferris wheel. You’ll both start at the gate, and when I give the word, you’ll take ten paces in the opposite direction. That way, you’re both equal distance from the Ferris wheel. Whoever gets the Magic Eight Ball at the top first wins. Or whoever is alive at the end. If it comes to that.”

      Staccato and I both trudged to the gate and stood back to back. Other than the slight hum coming from the Ferris wheel’s idling engine, the place was silent. Everyone watched us as we took ten paces in the opposite direction.

      “Duelists ready? Begin!” the Carnie said.

      I spun around, ready to fend off whatever magic Staccato intended to use against me, but nothing happened. He only stood there, looking at me. There was no smirk, no smile, no frown. His expression was blank.

      Was he scared? Did he freeze up? Why wasn’t he doing anything?

      The Choir Boys were up to some trick. They had to be. I glanced at Sweet Pea and Deeter, but they both shrugged. After that, Deeter motioned for me to start climbing the Ferris wheel.

      What else was there to do?

      The middle of the wheel looked easiest to climb, so I grasped the bar and took my first step. This wasn’t too hard—like climbing a very tall ladder with the rungs spread out. When I gazed back at Staccato, he’d reached into his pocket for a pack of chewing gum. My skin tingled as he tossed a stick of gum into his mouth and started chewing.

      I winced, just in case my head exploded, but nothing bad happened.

      The next bar was like the first one. I hoisted myself up with no problem, and I was making good progress. Then Staccato drew out a second stick of gum to chew on. Reminded me of a chipmunk with that big wad of gum filling his cheek. He still hadn’t climbed a single bar, though. And I hadn’t been turned into a frog yet.

      Maybe I’d win this thing after all.

      Whatever trick Staccato had in mind, it wouldn’t matter if I reached the top before him. Speed was my best chance. The third bar didn’t seem so high until I looked down. Definitely a stupid thing to do. I was getting pretty far up, and the fourth bar was even worse. Everyone appeared so small from this height, like those toy dolls at the game booth prize racks.

      By now, Staccato had walked to the base of the Ferris wheel. Why he’d given me such a head start I had no idea, but I figured he’d finally start climbing.

      He didn’t.

      Instead, Staccato spit his chewing gum into his hand and stuck half the wad on the bottom of his left shoe and the other half on the bottom of his right. Why stick chewing gum to the bottom of a shoe?

      But that wasn’t all. He’d fished something else out of his coat pocket, something long and shiny. My stomach gave a small flip, but not because of the height.

      Staccato had the Tuning Fork.

      He turned his head towards Allegro, and Allegro gave him a single nod. Like a signal. Then Staccato struck the Tuning Fork against the Ferris wheel with a light tap and held the Tuning Fork’s base against the lowest bar. After such a head start, I was starting to think Staccato wouldn’t use any magic against me.

      So much for that.

      First, the Tuning Fork sang out a clear, high note. It got louder and louder until everyone winced. Next, the Ferris wheel trembled—nothing big at first. Just a slight vibration running along the bars and wires. Holding onto the bars made my hands tickle, but other than that it was no big deal.

      Until the shaking worsened.

      The Ferris wheel creaked and groaned with the growing strain while the cages swung back and forth, back and forth wildly. The whole wheel shook like there was an earthquake. A big one. It got so bad, I couldn’t hold on anymore. My hands were too sweaty, and the shaking was too strong.

      I lost my grip.

      Then I was tumbling through the air—it seemed to take forever—and I could hear Sweet Pea screaming. She sounded so far away, though. Suddenly, I jolted to a stop. The third bar had caught me as I fell, and somehow I’d managed to grab onto it.

      I shut my eyes. If I could just hold still for a minute to make my world stop moving. Make my lungs work again. Finally, I opened my eyes. But what I saw next…had I hit my head? Was I hallucinating? Staccato was walking along the Ferris wheel’s bars like he was strolling on a sidewalk.

      Upside down.

      He could walk anywhere he wanted, anyway he wanted. The shaking didn’t bother him at all. He sauntered past me on the third bar, and then up along the fourth. At this rate, he’d reach the top of the Ferris wheel in a few minutes.

      But I wasn’t finished yet. Now it was my turn.

      I slipped on Deeter’s ring. When I peered at the bar in front of me and didn’t see my hands, I nearly freaked. Like maybe I wasn’t holding on anymore. But the ring’s magic was working—Staccato didn’t have a clue. He kept peering at the ground as if maybe he’d thought I’d fallen.

      Good. Let him think that. It would only play in my favor.

      The Ferris wheel was still shaking pretty bad, but I managed to climb the fifth bar, which I used to brace myself. Then I drew out the Red Kazoo and pressed it against my mouth. This would be tricky. I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate.

      “Hey, Staccato!” I called. “Staccato!”

      Staccato perched on the sixth bar, within easy reach of the seventh, but he hesitated.

      “Allegro?” he called.

      It worked.

      “There’s been a change of plans,” I said. “We no longer need the Magic Eight Ball. You may as well let the Ragdoll have it.”

      Poor Staccato seemed thoroughly confused. He gaped at the top of the Ferris wheel, then down at the ground.

      “What change?” he asked.

      “I’m hardly going to shout the details to you! You’re only wasting valuable time. We have to go!”

      Staccato inched his way to the edge of the bar, but then he stopped. He didn’t seem totally convinced yet. Time to take a chance. There was no way to know if this would persuade him or ruin my plan completely, but I didn’t have much choice.

      “We have to go, Staccato! The Maestro’s called us!”

      That sure did it. Staccato climbed down so frantically he nearly ran. And while he was climbing down, I started climbing up. It wasn’t until Staccato had arrived at the bottom that Allegro realized something was wrong. Even near the top, I could hear snatches of their conversation.

      “Did you get the Magic Eight Ball?” Allegro asked.

      “You said we didn’t need it,” Staccato said. “You said we have to go. The Maestro’s called.”

      “What! No, I didn’t!”

      “Yes, you did. I heard you.”

      There was a long pause, and then Allegro pretty much exploded.

      “That Ragdoll tricked you! Get back up there and get the Magic Eight Ball! Now! Go!”

      Staccato scrambled up the bars, but it didn’t matter. Even with his chewing gum shoes. I had way too much of a head start. And the Ferris wheel wasn’t shaking so bad now, like the effects of the Tuning Fork were wearing off. Climbing wasn’t so hard.

      A few more bars, and I’d win.

      I lifted myself up one. Then another. I could see the Magic Eight Ball, right at the edge of the very top. I reached out my hand to take it—not quite. One more bar. Almost. Then I heard a scream.

      Staccato’s scream.
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      Staccato was a goner.

      After a scream like that, how could he be anything but a flat smudge on the pavement? The taco I had for dinner started threatening to make a reappearance as I peered down at the ground for a glimpse of his smashed, dead body.

      I let out a breath. There was no sign of him below. Looked like maybe he’d escaped certain death after all. But if he hadn’t fallen to the ground, then where was he?

      “Staccato!” I shouted.

      “I’m here! Help me! Please!”

      With only a single hand, he clutched one of the Ferris wheel’s wires that supported the main bars. There weren’t any other main bars or beams close enough for him to stand on, though, so his legs dangled in the air. He kept trying to grab the wire with his free hand, but he couldn’t quite do it.

      No way he could hang on like that for much longer.

      Staccato was near enough that if I hurried, I might make it in time to help him. But the Magic Eight Ball—we’d worked so hard to find it. Risked our lives for it, even. And now, with only one bar left to climb, I almost had it.

      The Magic Eight Ball, or Staccato?

      I had to choose.

      We needed the Magic Eight Ball to save the world, didn’t we? Besides, it wasn’t my idea to have this stupid duel on the Ferris wheel. Sorry Staccato. You fight a duel, you take risks. This was my chance. I was invisible, so no one would ever know that I could’ve saved him. No one would know, except me.

      And not even the Ragman could make me forget it.

      I gave the Magic Eight Ball one last good-bye sigh, then climbed down the Ferris wheel. On the bar nearest to Staccato, I wrapped my legs around the beam for support. This wasn’t close enough—I’d have to inch my way out to him.

      A small push forward. Another, just a little farther. There. I could reach his hand if I really stretched. His black shoes were stuck upside down to the bar above his head as if they hadn’t been tied tightly enough and he’d slipped out of them. Looked like that weird magic chewing gum wasn’t such a great idea after all.

      “Staccato, I’m here! Hold on!” I called.

      He jerked as if I’d startled him. I’d forgotten I was still wearing Deeter’s ring. I slipped it off my finger and tucked it inside my pants pocket. From this close, I could see Staccato had been crying.

      “Are you hurt?” I called.

      He shook his head, so I offered him my hand.

      “Grab on!” I said. “Quick!”

      He swung up his free arm, and I stretched out to snatch it, but all I caught was air. He tried again, and I seized his fingers, but that wouldn’t be enough to save him. He tried once more, and this time I caught his hand in a firm grasp.

      “Now pull!” I shouted.

      With a grunt, he strained to heave himself onto the bar while I hauled him up as best as I could. He was almost there. He even had one hand on it, when suddenly that hand slipped, and then my grip was the only thing keeping him from falling.

      This was the worst carnival ever.

      Down at the base of the Ferris wheel, everyone was freaking out. Even the Carnie. He paced back and forth, ranting about how we were ruining his ride safety record.

      Sweet Pea shouted at him. “Do something! Bring them down!”

      “No can do, little lady. If I rotate the Ferris wheel now, they’ll both fall.”

      Sweet Pea spun around to face Allegro. I’d never seen her look so fierce.

      “This is your fault!” she shouted. “Look at them! They could die!”

      It didn’t take a genius to see that Allegro and the other Choir Boys were regretting their choice of the duel’s location. They pressed against the gate and pointed at us, but there wasn’t much they could do to help.

      “Hang on, Staccato!” they shouted. “Don’t let go!”

      As if that was something he actually wanted to do.

      “I’m not strong enough!” he said, his voice shaking like he might cry again. “My grip…I can’t hold on!”

      “You have to!” I called.

      He looked down—bad idea—and when he looked up again his eyes were wide and his breaths were shallow. Like maybe he was about to freeze up or something. If he did, I’d never get him to safety. I reached out my other hand to grab him, but it was no good. Unless he pulled himself up, I wouldn’t be able to save him. There had to be a way to shake him out of it.

      “Hey, Staccato,” I said. “Knock-knock.”

      His face was blank, so I tried again.

      “Knock-knock. It’s a joke.”

      “Wh-who’s there?” he asked in a real small voice.

      “I am.”

      “I am who?”

      “What? Don’t you even know who you are?”

      It worked. Slowly, very slowly, the corners of his mouth started to lift until he was grinning.

      “Ready for another try?” I extended my other hand.

      He grabbed it.

      “Together on three,” I said. “Ready? One, two, three!”

      We both heaved. He’d make it this time. He managed to get his elbows over the bar, and then his right leg. Just a little more….

      Things went pretty quick after that. So quick, I hardly knew what was happening. I gave one last pull, which made him shoot up onto the bar, which made me lose my balance, which made me tip backward off the bar.

      And yes, I fell off the Ferris wheel. Again.

      My stomach lurched, but this time I didn’t fall as far. I landed on the roof of one of those swinging cages—the ones people sit in when they actually want to ride the Ferris wheel instead of fighting crazy duels on it.

      Staccato’s face peeked over the edge of the bar at me.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      My ankle was hurt, my back was killing me, and my head was pounding. I could see five Staccatos dancing around on the bar above, as if one wasn’t enough. Still, I was alive, so I gave him a thumbs-up. It was the best I could do since I’d had the wind knocked out of me.

      And what did he do next?

      Did he tell me to hold on, assure me that everything would be all right?

      Did he climb down to help me out and see if I was injured?

      Did he say, “gee thanks, you’re my new best friend, and I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me tonight”?

      Nope.

      He climbed to the top of the Ferris wheel and claimed the Magic Eight Ball for himself. By the time I’d finally caught my breath, Staccato had already given it to Allegro, and the Choir Boys had left the Ferris wheel.

      So much for gratitude.

      “Tough break, kid,” the Carnie said when I reached the bottom. “Ah, well. You win some, you lose some. In the end, it’s the heart that matters, and you’ve got plenty of that! Plenty of courage, too. You’ll win next time.”

      Sweet Pea and Deeter came rushing at me. I figured they’d start telling me what a moron I was. But Sweet Pea caught me up in a big hug, and Deeter patted me on the back. I winced, even though I tried not to, and they both let go.

      “Sorry,” Sweet Pea said. “Are you hurt badly?”

      “I lost,” I said. “I lost the Magic Eight Ball.”

      “You saved Staccato’s life. What else could you have done?”

      “It’s all right, Rookie,” Deeter added. “We’ll find another way.”

      “Hey, kids.” The Carnie pointed at his wristwatch. “Fifteen till midnight. You might want to start heading home.”

      “Um, sir?” I asked. “What exactly happens at midnight?”

      “We pack up! Head on to the next place. This carnival ain’t meant to stay in one spot. We move on. And anything in the carnival moves with us. Or anyone. Remember, the Management ain’t responsible for lost items or lost people.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Sweet Pea said. She glanced at Deeter and me. “We’d better hurry.”

      Fortunately, the carnival’s exit wasn’t too far away. And I tried to hurry. I really did. But the fastest I could manage was a slow, halting limp. Deeter and Sweet Pea each looped their arms under mine and helped me walk, so the three of us hobbled along the path together. All in all, it wasn’t exactly my best and brightest moment.

      “I’m sorry guys,” I said.

      “Man, it’s no big deal,” Deeter said.

      Losing the one thing that might have given us some answers. That might have helped us save the world. That might have helped me get my memories back.

      Yeah. No big deal.

      “At least I didn’t have to see Allegro’s gloating face when Staccato gave him the Magic Eight Ball,” I said.

      “You didn’t miss much,” Sweet Pea said. “They were pretty quiet about it. Allegro only nodded when Staccato gave it to him, and then they left.”

      We rested for a moment on a bench. Well, I rested. Sweet Pea and Deeter waited for me patiently while I groaned. My ankle was throbbing. So was my back. And my head—definitely I’d knocked something loose in my brain when I’d landed on that swinging cage. Now wherever I looked, I could see flashes and dark swirly things.

      Like over by the fake tattoo tent. There I saw the biggest dark shape of them all. It wasn’t swirling, though. It stepped out of the shadows, so I could see it better.

      And then, it smiled.

      “Guys,” I said, “we need to go. Now!”

      Deeter and Sweet Pea both turned and saw the clown, too.

      “Oh, man!” Deeter shouted. “The psycho clown’s back!”

      That clown must have changed out of his long floppy shoes because now he was moving quick. In fact, he was gaining on us as we ran. And it was because of me. I was the one slowing us down. I just couldn’t limp any faster.

      “Hey, Rookie, you still got my ring?” Deeter asked. “Use it. Put it on! Disappear!”

      “Deeter’s right,” Sweet Pea said. “Put on the ring! That way you can escape!”

      “But what about you guys?” I asked.

      “Man, don’t worry about us!” Deeter said.

      The ring was still in my pocket, and sure, if I slipped it on I could disappear. Maybe the clown wouldn’t get me, and he wouldn’t get The Book of All Words if that was what he wanted. Instead, he’d get Deeter and Sweet Pea.

      No. I’d never let that happen. Never.

      But we had other problems besides the clown. Around us, the tents and booths were starting to look weird. Sort of wavery. Shimmery, like they might appear if they were underwater. The colors weren’t as bright, and the lights were dimming. When I glanced at any of the tents or booths sideways, they seemed transparent, as if they were fading.

      Closing time.

      And after that, the Management wasn’t responsible for anything or anybody left in the park and lost subsequently thereof. Wasn’t that what the Carnie had said?

      I sure hoped so.

      “I have an idea,” I said. “Deeter, what do you have in your backpack? Anything besides peanut butter granola bars?”

      “Nope! Everything else is in Sweet Pea’s pack.”

      “Swap backpacks with me!”

      “What! Man, are you hungry now?”

      “Just do it!”

      We rounded a corner where the clown couldn’t quite see us, and then we switched backpacks. The exit was in sight, the path lined with last-minute souvenir tents and an overhead sign with big, colorful letters.

      Come back real soon!

      “When you get to the exit,” I said, “keep going! Take The Book of All Words and go to the Viking ship! Don’t wait for me! If you have to, set sail without me!”

      “What! We can’t!” Sweet Pea said.

      “You have to save the book! Don’t worry about me! I’ll be fine!”

      “But—”

      “Trust me!”

      The carnival lights were flickering now, and all the carnival sounds—the noises of the rides, the calliope music—all of it was softening, growing more distant.

      “Go!” I said. “Now! You have to!”

      Sweet Pea and Deeter raced on ahead of me, and when they reached the exit, they continued running down the path that led to the beach where we’d left the Viking ship.

      So far, so good.

      I limped the rest of the way to the exit, but I didn’t make a dash for the beach like the others. I’d have never made it anyway. Instead, I stopped outside the boundary of the carnival, my feet inches from the gate, and I turned. I dropped Deeter’s backpack onto the ground beside me. Then I waited for the clown to arrive.

      It was time to stop running.
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      Mister Creepy Clown wasn’t so creepy anymore. The black and white makeup on his face was smeared with sweat, and his black wig drooped around his ears. Near the last souvenir tent he halted, his gaze shifting to the backpack on the ground beside me.

      “You want this?” I nudged the backpack with my sneaker.

      Oh, yeah. Definitely, he wanted it. He didn’t have to answer me—the look in his dark eyes was enough.

      “Well, it’s your lucky day,” I said. “I’ve decided to give it to you.”

      The souvenir tent was growing blurry around the edges as it faded. Good thing I wasn’t looking to buy a t-shirt. Only a minute or so was left before the carnival closed, but the clown didn’t seem to care.

      He was too busy staring at my backpack.

      “We were stupid,” I said. “I mean, what were we thinking? That we honestly could beat someone like you?”

      The clown stepped closer. I had to keep talking. Just a little longer.

      “Even if it means you get the Bronze Crown,” I said, “why should we care?”

      That worked better than I thought.

      The clown froze. By now, he was close enough that I could see the smile on his face was a trick of his makeup. When I’d mentioned the crown, he’d stopped smiling.

      “I know about the crown,” I said. “How The Book of All Words is the only way to find it. And I know what the Bronze Crown does.”

      The clown took another step forward, but he seemed hesitant. And he was starting to waver around the edges. Just like the rest of the fading carnival. I picked up the backpack, so he wouldn’t notice.

      “But hey, that’s not our business, right?” I shrugged. “We’re just Finders. You win. I’ll give you this backpack and everything in it. I only want to know one thing. I want to know who you are. After all, where’s the fame and glory if no one even knows your name?”

      Finally, Mister Creepy Clown spoke. His words were soft, more the echo of a voice than a voice itself.

      “I could ask you the same question. One of the Ragman’s poor, pathetic, nameless Finders. You’ve got no memories. No identity. But I know a lot about you. Oh, yes. I’ve been doing a little, shall we say, research.”

      Was he lying? Was this a trick? Or was it the truth?

      “What could you possibly know about me?” I asked.

      “Oh, everything. I know about your family. I know where you live. I know about your school and your hobbies. I know why you always wear black. I know your favorite thing for breakfast in the morning—cold macaroni and cheese. Just think what you could learn about yourself if you and I spent some time together.”

      A strong, sharp gust of wind blew in my face, whisking the carnival smells away—the buttered popcorn, the taco spice, the cotton candy sweetness. An odor of dead fish rose up from the beach, instead, and I shivered in the wind’s ocean chill.

      “There’s nothing you could say that would make me want to spend time with you,” I said.

      “Really? That’s a pity. I may need a Finder’s help, and you impress me. You’re determined, resourceful, not to mention particularly gifted with the Finder’s instinct. Yes, you and I could go far. And just think. Think! Oh, what we could accomplish if we had the Bronze Crown.”

      He leaned forward, and his every word had the power of a whisper in my ear. I couldn’t move or blink. All I could do was listen.

      “With the Bronze Crown, you could force the Ragman to return your memories,” he said. “The memories of your friends, too. You could all go home again, back to your old lives. You could prove to your friends that you’re not useless and worthless. Recognized as a hero at last!”

      I could see it in my mind, how it could work out. I could see the Ragman in his study, giving us back our memories. Deeter would slap a high-five with me, and Sweet Pea would give me a hug, maybe even a kiss. I could see myself walking up to my own home and opening the door. I could see my parents there, waiting for me. I could see it all.

      But crowns are only big enough to fit one head, not two.

      “I don’t believe you,” I said. “You’re lying.”

      The clown sneered, but then he finally noticed how blurry everything had become, how faded everything was.

      How faded he was.

      He let out a sound that was a cross between a snarl and a cry, and he leaped at me, his arms flailing to snatch the backpack. Or me. I wasn’t sure which. So I did the only thing I could think of.

      I threw Deeter’s backpack right in the clown’s face.

      The clown stumbled backward, tripped, and landed hard on the ground. Poor Deeter—there went his peanut butter granola bars. But it was worth the sacrifice. Because by the time the clown rolled over and sat up, midnight had arrived.

      With a quick flash, the Artisans’ Carnival vanished. The clown vanished right along with it, leaving me alone in the empty field. Just like I’d planned. Only one problem, though. I still had no answers. And no chance to get any, either.

      “Who are you?” I cried at the darkness.

      Silence.

      I plodded down the path to the Viking ship, where Sweet Pea and Deeter were waiting for me. They both rushed to help me climb on board.

      “Are you all right?” Sweet Pea asked. “What happened? Is he gone?”

      “Man, what’d you do with my backpack!” Deeter said.

      I told them what had happened, how I failed to learn the clown’s identity. They said everything would be all right, but that was just to make me feel better. It didn’t work. With the clown gone and the Magic Eight Ball lost, we’d never know any answers. And I told them that, too.

      “Well, we have one answer at least,” Sweet Pea said. “The Choir Boys’ Collector, the Maestro. He must be the rogue Collector.”

      “The Maestro doesn’t know anything,” Staccato said, his voice muted in the night.

      We jumped and spun around since none of us had heard him board. He stood at the front of the ship, near the dragon’s head. Who knew how long he’d been there, listening? Sweet Pea clicked on her flashlight, but we didn’t see anyone else with him. Staccato was alone.

      “And the Maestro didn’t send us to find the Magic Eight Ball,” he continued, walking closer. “He thinks we’re out looking for the Wooden Tennis Racket.”

      Was this another Choir Boy trick? Hard to know.

      “So who did send you, then?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “I don’t know. We never saw his face or knew his name.”

      He didn’t honestly expect us to believe that, did he? But maybe he didn’t care what we believed. He turned towards me.

      “Up on the Ferris wheel. You risked your life for me. Why?”

      I shrugged. “It was the right thing to do.”

      “The right thing to do? You Ragdolls are dumber than I thought.”

      Then he shook his head and reached into his jacket pocket. Sweet Pea, Deeter and I tensed, ready for a fight. But Staccato simply took out the Magic Eight Ball and tossed it to me.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “What does it look like?”

      “You’re giving this to me? Just like that? What’s the catch?”

      “Let’s just say it’s the right thing to do.”

      A Choir Boy doing the right thing? Sure. Maybe on the last day of the world. But then our eyes met. And there was something about the look on his face.

      He was serious.

      “Now we’re even,” Staccato continued. “Besides, we were never really after the Magic Eight Ball anyway.”

      “So what were you after?”

      “You. Get the boy in black—that’s what our employer ordered. And some forbidden Collectible, too. A book. The Magic Eight Ball was supposed to be our reward.”

      Sweet Pea moved in the direction of our stashed backpacks, and her hand went into her pocket. Probably getting the Swan Feather ready, just in case.

      “Don’t worry, Ragdoll,” Staccato said. “We called the deal off. Allegro said we Choir Boys should never have agreed to it in the first place. Said it wasn’t worth our lives.”

      “That’s a crazy story,” Deeter said. “Why should we believe you?”

      “Believe what you want.” Staccato straightened his black tie. “I’m happy to wash my hands of it. I don’t know what trouble you Ragdolls have gotten yourselves into. But whatever it is, it’s big. Like, Artisan big. And it’s dangerous.”

      “What do you mean, Artisan big?” I asked.

      “Whoever hired us told us exactly where to find the Artisans’ Carnival. And the only ones who know that kind of information are the Artisans themselves.”

      “But why would an Artisan get mixed up in this?” Sweet Pea asked.

      Staccato shrugged. “Like I said, whatever trouble you’ve gotten yourselves into, it’s big.”

      “Do you think it could be the Professor?” I asked.

      “The Professor?” Staccato looked thoughtful. “The word on the street is, he hasn’t been seen in a while. Not since the library fire. What makes you think it’s him?”

      “It was his student who started that fire,” I said.

      “The Professor doesn’t have a student. Hasn’t in a long time.” Staccato shook his head. “Besides, I heard you started that fire.”

      “I didn’t. It was the Professor’s student.”

      Staccato tilted his head and kind of squinted at me.

      “Whatever,” he said at last. “It’s none of my business.”

      Great. If I couldn’t even convince a Choir Boy that I was innocent, how was I going to convince a bunch of Artisans? Like the Librarian? Or the Detective?

      “Look, you said the Professor’s missing, but we might know where he is,” I said. “He sent us a note inviting us to his private study, along with the Gold Doorknob.”

      “He sent you the Gold Doorknob?” Staccato’s eyebrows lifted. “Impressive.”

      “It would be if we knew how to use it.”

      “Can I see it?”

      By the looks on Deeter’s and Sweet Pea’s faces, I could tell they thought I’d said too much already. But we needed answers. So I unzipped my backpack and showed Staccato the doorknob. He stared at it for a long time.

      “The Professor doesn’t give that Collectible out to just anyone, you know,” he said at last.

      “We thought the invitation to his study might be a trap. We have to know if we can trust him. Or if he’s behind all this, we have to know that too.”

      “I’ve never heard of the Professor playing crooked, but anything is possible.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      No help there. Not sure why I thought Staccato could give us some answers. He’d probably go and stab us in the back later. I sighed.

      “You don’t know how to use it?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “The Gold Doorknob. You don’t know how to make it work?”

      I looked up at his face. “No. Do you?”

      “Well, it didn’t come with a door, right?”

      “No. Only the doorknob.”

      “Have you ever considered that maybe it doesn’t need one?”

      What kind of sense was that? How could a doorknob not need a door?

      Staccato buttoned his coat. “It’s been lovely chatting with you Ragdolls, but time’s up. Allegro says we’re going to lay low for a while. Keep our heads down till all this blows over. If you’re smart, you’ll do the same.”

      With that, Staccato climbed over the ship’s side onto the beach and disappeared into the night.

      “What do you think?” I asked Sweet Pea. “Can we trust him?”

      Deeter snorted. “Man, you can never trust a Choir Boy.”

      “There’s one thing we can trust,” Sweet Pea said. “The Maestro’s not involved.”

      “How can you possibly know that?” I asked.

      “Sorry. I forget you’re still kind of new. Look, there’s a saying we Finders have—as loyal as a Choir Boy. Their loyalty to the Maestro is legendary. If he had given them an order, they would have done it. No questions asked. They had plenty of chances to get the book, or us. But they didn’t. Which means the Maestro has nothing to do with it.”

      “Why be so loyal to the Maestro?” I asked. “Why be so loyal to someone who’s kidnapped them?”

      “Because he didn’t kidnap them. Not every Collector works like the Ragman does. The Maestro gets his Finders from the streets.”

      “Wait, you mean Staccato’s an ex-street kid?”

      “And an orphan, too. All of them are. No home. No food. No family. Nothing to lose. The Maestro gives them a place to live, good food, nice clothes, even a kind of family, I guess.”

      “You mean he gives them something to lose.”

      “I guess you could look at it that way. Maybe it’s loyalty from fear. Maybe it’s loyalty from gratitude. Maybe both. But whatever it is, they don’t go against his wishes. Ever.”

      “Man, why are we wasting time talking about the Choir Boys?” Deeter asked. “We got the Magic Eight Ball. Let’s use it!”

      Deeter was right. Time to get some answers.

      “Magic Eight Ball?” I cleared my throat. “Who is the rogue Collector?”

      I shook it, then flipped it over and waited for the answer to appear in the little round window on the bottom of the ball.

      Better ask again, the words said. So I did.

      Answer hazy. Cannot predict now.

      Seriously? I tried a few more times, but the Magic Eight Ball wouldn’t give a straight answer.

      “Try a different question,” Sweet Pea said.

      “Um, okay. Is the Professor involved in the plot to get the Bronze Crown?”

      Better not tell you now.

      Over and over, it was like that. The Magic Eight Ball wouldn’t tell us a thing.

      “Well, are we going to win? Are we going to save the world?” I asked.

      Future uncertain—ask again later.

      We’d come all this way, gone to all this trouble, risked our lives—for this? A piece of magical junk that didn’t even work?

      Sweet Pea laid her hand on my arm. “It’s pretty late. Maybe we’ll have better luck in the morning.”

      We set a watch between the three of us—just in case—and went to bed. During my watch, I tried my luck with the Magic Eight Ball again. This time, I asked about the Ragman. How could I defeat him?

      Future uncertain—ask again later.

      Unbelievable.

      When morning came, Deeter was really grumpy without his breakfast. And with no peanut butter granola bars to appease him, Sweet Pea figured it’d be best if we asked the Viking ship to take us to the nearest pancake restaurant. Without the Magic Eight Ball’s help, we didn’t know what else to do or where else to go, anyway.

      As we were sailing out of the cove, I heard Sweet Pea gasp. “Look!”

      She pointed to the cliffs.

      The Detective stood at the cliff’s edge, watching us sail away. Seemed like we made it out just in time. So I decided to ask the Magic Eight Ball one more question. Was the Detective ever going to catch me?

      Yes.
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      The Magic Eight Ball was completely useless.

      Oh, I’d suspected as much when I’d tried to use it in the Viking ship the night before, but the next day just confirmed it.

      That morning, the Viking ship brought us to some tiny beach café called the Pancake Shack. Then, the ship vanished like Sweet Pea said it would when we didn’t need it anymore. After the ship disappeared, we entered the Pancake Shack where a tired, saggy waitress named Martha showed us to a booth.

      “You look a million miles away,” Sweet Pea said to me as we read our breakfast menus. “Penny for your thoughts?”

      “Cold macaroni and cheese,” I said, but Sweet Pea only looked confused. “It’s nothing. Never mind.”

      Martha returned to help us with our order, but when our food arrived, I wasn’t hungry. So I tried using the Magic Eight Ball again to take my mind off things.

      “Who is the rogue Collector?” I asked.

      Cannot predict now.

      “How is the widow Hiddleburg involved in all this?”

      Better not tell you now.

      “Who was the man with the Black Umbrella?”

      Answer unclear.

      “How is Jack the fisherman involved in all this?”

      Signs uncertain. Ask later.

      “How is that creepy clown involved in all this?”

      Ask again later.

      “How is the Professor’s student involved in all this?”

      Reply hazy. Try again.

      “Is the Professor the mastermind behind the whole thing?”

      Outlook unclear.

      “Who hired the Choir Boys to hunt us down?”

      My sources are uncertain.

      “Well, what should we do next?”

      Concentrate and ask again.

      “Do you ever give any helpful, straight answers?”

      Yes.

      “Will you ever give me any of those helpful answers?”

      Future uncertain—ask again later.

      I slammed the Magic Eight Ball down on the table, making the silverware rattle and the dishes clank. The people sitting in the booth next to us glanced over at me and shifted in their seats.

      “You’ll wear yourself out, you know,” Sweet Pea said. “Maybe it’d be best if we put it away for now. You know, just for a little while. To give it a rest.”

      “Have a pancake,” Deeter said. He even offered me one of his.

      “No thanks.”

      Messing things up and nearly getting us killed—those were the only two things I seemed to be any good at. I’d led us on a wild goose chase for nothing. Finding the Magic Eight Ball had been a complete waste of time. Maybe I should have visited the Professor first that day after all.

      Of course—the Professor. How could I have missed it? The one question I hadn’t yet thought to ask. And it made me want to slap my head. I reached for the Magic Eight Ball, but Sweet Pea grabbed my wrist.

      “Rookie….” she said.

      “It’s all right. Just one last question. If it doesn’t work, I’ll stop. I promise.”

      She looked at Deeter, who shrugged.

      “Why not?” he asked. “So long as he stops after that. I want to finish my pancakes in peace.”

      Sweet Pea released my wrist and sighed.

      “Magic Eight Ball?” I said. “Should I go see the Professor in his study?”

      I gave it a shake and waited for the answer.

      Yes—definitely.

      “Wow,” Deeter said. “It actually gave you a real answer.”

      “Going to see the Professor?” Sweet Pea asked, frowning. “Are you sure? I mean, he’s one of our suspects. He might be behind the whole thing. Remember?”

      “One way to find out,” I said.

      Sweet Pea’s frown got a whole lot bigger.

      “I’ll be careful,” I said. “Any sign of trouble, and I’ll leave.”

      “How? We don’t even know the way to use the Gold Doorknob.”

      “Maybe the Magic Eight Ball can tell us,” I said.

      “Hasn’t told us anything before,” Deeter said.

      “Maybe we were asking the wrong questions.” I paused. “Magic Eight Ball, how do we use the Gold Doorknob?”

      Are you seriously asking me how to use a doorknob?

      “Are you seriously expecting me not to punt you across the room?” I shot back.

      “Easy, Rookie,” Deeter said. “Remember, you gotta be polite with Collectibles. Or you won’t get nowhere.”

      Maybe he was right. Still….

      “Yes, I’m asking how to use a doorknob,” I said to the Magic Eight Ball. “It doesn’t have a door. Would you please tell us how to use it? Please.”

      Grab, turn, and pull.

      Could it really be that simple? I fished the Gold Doorknob out of my backpack and placed it on the table where we could all examine it again.

      “Remember how Staccato said the Gold Doorknob doesn’t need a door?” I asked. “What if he was right?”

      Deeter stopped eating his pancakes. For once, he’d found something more interesting than food. Sweet Pea glanced around to see if anyone was watching. Martha stood at the cash register, ringing up some customer’s bill. The other diners ate their breakfasts and chatted with friends. We were just three kids sitting alone in the corner, so no one paid any attention to us.

      I decided to risk it.

      “Grab….”

      I grabbed the doorknob and held it on the side as if it had a door attached to it.

      “Turn….”

      All this time, the Gold Doorknob had felt cold and heavy, but now it started to feel warm and light against my palm as I gave it a slight turn. Something was definitely happening.

      “And pull….”

      I moved the doorknob towards me like I would to open a door. The moment I did, my stomach plunged like I’d gone down the last drop of a roller coaster ride. At the same time, the café and everything in it whooshed past me—the tables and booths, Sweet Pea and Deeter, even Deeter’s plate of pancakes.

      Good thing I didn’t eat much breakfast. I’d have lost it for sure.

      When everything jerked to a stop, I stood on the landing at the top of a broad staircase, which led to a cavernous room filled with books. Stacks and stacks of books. Everywhere, books. Of every color and every size. Some were Collectibles. Others weren’t. They rose up like trees in a forest, all pressed together.

      Weird.

      “Hello?” I called.

      The shuffling sound of turning pages caught my attention. Then, there was movement above me, so I looked up. Books flew lazily in the air, flapping their covers like birds’ wings. They’d land on the book stacks for a moment while other books would take off again.

      Books that could fly?

      How was that even possible?

      At the end of the room was a large, round window with the sun shining through the glass. And beneath the window sat a huge, wooden desk covered with papers. There didn’t seem to be anybody in the room, so I made my way down the stairs.

      “Professor? Are you here?”

      The room was quiet. Not an unsettling quiet. Just muted.

      I wove my way through the rising columns of books. Some of the stacks were so high, they nearly touched the ceiling. Others were chest high, or knee high. There had to be millions of books. Seemed like the Professor really loved his research. But maybe I should’ve expected something like this in the Professor’s study.

      Well, not the flying books. Those were just whacked-out weird.

      Finally, I reached the desk, its surface hidden by a bunch of old, yellowing newspapers. Some of them were open and spread out while others were rolled up and set aside, but there didn’t seem to be much order to them. The dates on the newspapers ranged from 1884 to 1885, and all the papers had big red circles drawn around certain articles. The first one was from a newspaper called The Arizona Champion.

      Astounding Bank Robbery Shocks Small Town!

      The article told the story of some daring bank heist. A lone bandit strolled into the bank and carried out a fortune. No one was hurt, and no one knew who he was. The sheriff led a posse to track him down, but they returned a few days later empty handed. All in all, it sounded like a pretty normal bank robbery. Nothing caught my eye until the last sentence.

      “Witnesses say the robber was wearing an odd metal crown during the robbery. Authorities suggest the shock of the event may have caused the witnesses mental strain.”

      Odd metal crown?

      That paper had been dated March 15, 1884. The next article was from a newspaper called The Arizona Sentinel. It was dated a few months later, on June 9, 1884.

      Bank Heist Leaves Local Authorities Baffled!

      This article was much more interesting. The robber was unarmed, yet no one tried to stop him. He entered the bank, demanded the money, and the bank tellers gave it to him. For no good reason at all. Then he walked out again. And apparently, the robber wore a crown.

      The Bandit King—that was what the articles called him from then on.

      Article after article documented his bank heists, but usually the details were the same. Only once, a bank teller refused to hand over the money and then fell down dead of a heart attack. The teller had been an older man with a weak heart, and his death was the first fatality related to the robberies. An unusual event, since the Bandit King never even brandished a gun.

      And always he was wearing a crown.

      The final article in the Professor’s pile came from The Arizona Silver Belt newspaper, and it was the same as the others. So was the heist, which had taken place on May 1, 1885. There was nothing unusual about this robbery at all.

      Except that it was the Bandit King’s last.

      After that, the articles talked about the continued hunt for the Bandit King. The lawmen searched and searched, but they never found any trace of him, or even learned his true identity. The Bandit King had simply vanished.

      May 1, 1885—there was something about that date.

      Sweet Pea had mentioned a date when she read about the crown in The Complete Encyclopedia of Forbidden Collectibles. The last known use of the Bronze Crown—May 1, 1885. The day of the last bank robbery.

      It had to be more than coincidence.

      Obviously, the Professor had been doing his own research on the Bronze Crown.

      But why?

      Then, in the corner of the room, something odd caught my eyes. Odd even for a place like the Professor’s study. There were tools for digging. Shovels. Buckets. Even a pick-ax. And they were dusty like they’d been used recently.

      Why had the Professor been digging?

      I glanced back at the desk and spotted something else half-buried under all those newspapers. An old map of Arizona, with tiny red dots drawn on it. Next to the red dots were dates matching the robberies. On the very corner of the map, a big glass paperweight obscured the last dot. That dot was probably the most important, so I touched the paperweight.

      Then I couldn’t move.

      As soon as my hand grasped it, I felt so heavy that I couldn’t lift my hands or my legs. I was totally stuck. And I felt like a complete idiot. Probably looked like one, too. I should have known the paperweight was a Collectible, but I’d been too busy studying the map to really notice the jumpiness I was feeling.

      At the top of the staircase came the sound of a door opening and closing. Someone had just entered the Professor’s study.

      Oh, no. Now what?

      My instinct was to run and hide. So much for that.

      I listened as the footsteps traveled closer and closer towards the desk. They belonged to the Professor, but he was a huge mess. Even more than usual. His brown tweed jacket was dirty and torn. Around his face, his feathery white hair hung down in dusty straggles. And he had a gash along his hairline that was trickling blood down his forehead.

      “You! What are you doing here?” he asked. “I beat you once, and I’ll do it again if I have to! Don’t think that because I’m old I can’t win another fight!”

      Fight? Why would I fight him? Of course, I couldn’t ask him that. All I could do was make a little mmm-mmm sound in the back of my throat. Like a frog trying to swallow a beach ball.

      Safe to say that fighting was out of the question.

      He must have noticed the predicament I was in. His eyebrows lifted, and the sharpness left his eyes. Then he started chuckling.

      “Well, you’ve got yourself into a pickle, haven’t you, young scholar?” he said. “I should have thought a Finder such as yourself would know better than to touch the Glass Paperweight. Unless….”

      He stood beside me and gazed into my eyes. A long, hard look, like he was peering right into my head. Finally, his shoulders relaxed, and he nodded.

      “Fascinating,” was all he said.

      He gave the Glass Paperweight a very gentle tap on the side with his pinkie finger, and I could move again. I felt so light in comparison to the way I’d felt before that I couldn’t keep my balance, and I toppled to the ground in a heap beside his desk.

      “Clearly, you aren’t who you were in the graveyard,” he said.

      “The graveyard?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes. I had a jolly good battle with someone who looked exactly like you. Right down to your pink earlobes. But he didn’t get your eyes right. His were too dark. Yes, far too dark.”

      The Professor helped me to stand, and then he gave me another appraising look. “No, you’re the same Finder I met in the library. Only you’ve seen an adventure or two yourself since then, haven’t you?”

      “A few,” I said. “But Professor, what were you doing in a graveyard?”

      “Research, of course.”

      Figured.

      He handed me a tiny slip of paper with a single name written on it: Rose Sullivan.

      “Who is that?” I asked. “Who is Rose Sullivan?”

      “My dear boy!” the Professor said. “Who is she? To those of us trying to protect the Bronze Crown before it’s too late? Why, she’s the most important person in the world. She’s the whole key to the mystery. Our last hope!”

      The Professor’s face fell, and he sighed.

      “And unfortunately,” he said, “she’s dead.”
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      “Rose Sullivan is dead?” I asked.

      Of course, I had no idea who Rose Sullivan was, but if she was our last hope, then her death couldn’t be a good thing.

      “I’m afraid so,” the Professor said.

      He staggered to the other side of his desk and shuffled through the newspapers there. When he didn’t find what he wanted, he began searching among his stacks of books instead.

      “Ah ha!” he exclaimed, and he lifted a blue teacup. “Would you like some tea, young scholar?”

      “No thanks,” I said.

      “I hope you don’t mind if I do? That battle in the graveyard has tired me out. Oh, to be five hundred again! In my younger days, I could have given that scoundrel quite a thrashing!”

      The Professor poured himself a cup of tea from a matching blue teapot sitting on the windowsill. Then, after drinking a few sips, he plopped into his desk chair. One of the flying books landed in front of him, but he shook his head.

      “Not now,” he said to the book. “We’ll research homemade lasagna recipes later.”

      The book flew away.

      “Professor?” I said. “What exactly happened in the graveyard? You had a fight?”

      “Yes. I had to know the date, you see. And it could only be found in a tiny, forgotten graveyard in Arizona. But when I arrived there, you ambushed me.”

      “It wasn’t me, sir, I swear!”

      Everyone already thought I was a thief and an arsonist. I certainly didn’t need any more false charges added to the list.

      “Oh, I know. The culprit looked and sounded like you, though. He asked for my help, and when I let my guard down, he attacked me. But I still have a surprise or two up my sleeve that the scoundrel didn’t count on!”

      The Professor chuckled, almost spilling his tea.

      “In the end,” he continued, “I found the date I needed, written on Rose Sullivan’s grave. She died on May 1, 1885.”

      “The date of the last bank robbery!” I said.

      “Correct, young scholar! And the date of the last known use of the crown. That date is very important. You see, even a Collectible as powerful as the Bronze Crown has a weakness—all Collectibles do—and I intend to find that weakness. More importantly, every person has a weakness. For Mr. John Ketter, his weakness was Rose Sullivan.”

      “John Ketter?”

      Why was that name familiar?

      “Better known as the Bandit King. From what I’ve been able to learn in my research, he was an Ordinary who happened upon the Bronze Crown by accident. When he discovered its power, he used it to rob banks.”

      “Wait, he had the power to rule the world, and all he did was steal some cash?”

      “Not a particularly creative use of the crown, it’s true.” The Professor sipped his tea. “But then, something terrible happened, and the crown has been lost ever since. I believe that terrible event involved the death of Rose Sullivan.”

      “How did she die? And what happened to the crown?”

      “No Artisan is entirely sure. I was hoping John Ketter’s private journal might shed further light on the matter, but it was destroyed in a fire. Now, the only way to read his journal is by using The Book of All Words. Did you bring it?”

      “I left it with Sweet Pea and Deeter in the Pancake Shack, but I can get it.”

      “Excellent. I have a hunch his journal will tell us not only what happened that fateful day, but also where the Bronze Crown was hidden at last. However, I suspect I already know what stopped John Ketter from becoming a tyrant as the Bandit King. I think I know what ended the crown’s power over him.”

      “What?”

      “Love. And if I am right—if love stopped the Bronze Crown—then perhaps all is not lost.”

      The Professor set down his teacup, stood, and brushed the dust off his jacket. A few of his flying books gathered around him again, but he shooed them away with a wave of his hand.

      “Now,” he said, “if you’d be so kind as to fetch the book, we shall set to work at once with some very important research.”

      “Not until you give me some answers,” I said. “First, how do I know I can trust you?”

      The Professor beamed at me. “Very good, young scholar! You’re beginning to explore matters of deeper philosophical significance. In fact, how do we know if we can trust anything at all! Yes, very good.”

      “Um, thanks.”

      “Sadly, you can’t know the answer to your question at this moment.”

      Seriously? I crossed my arms in front of me. If the Professor wanted The Book of All Words so badly, he was going to have to do a lot better than that.

      “Trust is as fragile as gossamer,” he continued, “and sometimes just as illusive. Any answer I provide will disappoint you.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because it will likely occur to you that I might be lying.”

      “So, you’re not going to even try to convince me?”

      The light in the Professor’s eyes twinkled like he was holding back a laugh, and he placed his hand on my shoulder.

      “You can’t know everything, young scholar. And for some people, knowing is never enough. This isn’t a matter of trust; it’s a matter of faith. Are you willing to trust me, despite your ignorance?”

      I frowned. “So maybe I can’t know everything. But I want to know about the Artisans, at least. How you do the weird stuff you do. Who are you people?”

      “That question is even more complex than your first. But….” The Professor rubbed his chin with his thumb. “I like to think of the Artisans as muses.”

      “Muses?”

      “Most people believe only painters and poets have muses, but that is quite incorrect. Even dentists have a muse. In fact, I visited her just the other day for a teeth-cleaning. She does very fine work.”

      “But, you use magic.”

      “Yes.”

      “So that makes you a wizard, doesn’t it?”

      The Professor inhaled a breath. “Some Artisans might object to the label, with its images of wands and pointy hats. Still, if that term is easier for you to understand, then it is suitable enough. Like muses, we inspire. Like wizards, we produce wonders. Ultimately, we Artisans seek to accomplish good in this world.”

      “Then why was your student trying to steal The Book of All Words?”

      “My student?” The Professor tilted his head. “I don’t have a student. I haven’t in years.”

      “But I saw him. In the aisle of forbidden books. He set fire to the Librarian’s library.”

      “That is odd. And troubling. Did he say he was my student?”

      Now that I thought of it, he hadn’t. He’d looked like a student. I’d kind of just assumed….

      “This fellow you met,” the Professor continued, “he wasn’t my student. In order to become the Student, one must love learning more than anything else, and there hasn’t been anyone like that in the world for quite some time.”

      He sighed, his gaze moving over the books in his study. Then his eyes focused on the piles of newspapers laid out on his desk, and he adjusted his glasses.

      “Ah, well. Never mind that. Back to the business at hand. I won’t force you to bring me the book, of course. That is a decision you must make yourself. I’ll leave you to think it over while I clean up. I’m sure I look quite the fright!”

      The Professor passed his hand over his wild hair, gave me a wink, and exited through a door in the corner.

      Now what should I do?

      I glanced at the maps, the old newspapers, and the digging tools. The Professor was obviously searching for the crown. He didn’t try to hide that fact. He said he wanted to stop the crown. To find its weakness. But wouldn’t a villain say that, too? Could I really trust the Professor with The Book of All Words?

      But then, on second thought, did I even have to?

      Deeter, Sweet Pea and I could use the book to discover the crown’s location ourselves. Once we’d found the crown, we could give it to the Detective, prove I was innocent, and end this whole mess for good.

      Without trusting the Professor.

      There was the sound of distant footsteps approaching. The Professor’s, probably. If he was the villain behind all this, and he even guessed what I was planning, everything would be ruined. I had to get out of here fast. The Gold Doorknob was still in my pocket, but I hesitated to use it. Would it take me back to the Pancake Shack? Or would it drop me off in some random location?

      That was all I needed—to end up in the middle of the Sahara Desert.

      Boy, if I had any luck left in my good luck account, I sure needed it now.

      I held the doorknob like it was attached to a door, just like the first time I’d used it. Then, after a quick breath, I turned it.

      “Come on, please,” I said to the doorknob. “Please!”

      It worked.

      I felt that weird rush like before, as if I’d been yanked out of space itself and hurled forward. The Professor’s study, his desk, his books—they stretched behind me like a rubber band and snapped out of sight. In their place appeared the Pancake Shack. I landed at our table in the exact same place where I’d been sitting. Sweet Pea and Deeter were still seated opposite me, and even Deeter’s plate of pancakes was untouched, so I must not have been gone too long.

      “Rookie!” Sweet Pea cried so loud that everyone in the restaurant looked at us. Deeter slapped his hand over her mouth. The last thing we needed was attention. She nodded, and he let go.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “How long have I been gone?” I asked.

      “Only a few minutes. Still, we were starting to get worried.”

      “I’m fine. And I have some answers. Did anyone notice how I left? Did anyone see?”

      “The Gold Doorknob’s magic worked too fast. I hardly saw you leave, and I’m right in front of you.”

      “Good. I know what we have to do next. We have to use The Book of All Words to read John Ketter’s journal.”

      “John who?” Deeter asked.

      “John Ketter, the Bandit King.”

      I told them everything that the Professor had said about Ketter’s journal. And I told them my plan.

      “That explains a lot,” Sweet Pea said. “But are you sure we should find the crown ourselves?”

      Deeter shook his head. “Weren’t you paying attention? How do we know we can trust the Professor? He’s an Artisan.”

      “They’re not all bad,” Sweet Pea said. “Or at least, I don’t think they are….”

      “They’re the reason why we’re in this mess.” Deeter stabbed the remains of his pancakes with his fork. “Making those crazy Collectibles. Messin’ around with magic. It ain’t natural. Look. I say, if you’ve gotta trust someone, trust a Finder. And if you gotta trust a Finder, trust yourself.”

      “It’s the Bronze Crown, Sweet Pea,” I said. “With so much at stake, can we afford to take risks? Deeter’s right. It’s best if we keep the Artisans out of it.”

      Sweet Pea nodded, but she was still frowning.

      “We need some place safe,” I said, “so we can read The Book of All Words without being disturbed.”

      “Let’s go back to the Ragman’s house,” Sweet Pea said. “It’s probably safer to read Ketter’s journal there than anywhere else.”

      After paying our bill, Sweet Pea led us to the back of the restaurant to see if the bathrooms had locks. They did. The boys’ bathroom was occupied, so Sweet Pea started to use her house key on the door of the girls’ bathroom.

      “I’m not using that door!” Deeter said. “That’s for the girls!”

      “Oh, Deeter, grow up,” Sweet Pea said, turning the key in the lock. It made a small click.

      “Anyone looking?” she asked.

      No one was, so she drew her key out of the lock and opened the door. The Ragman’s front hallway was on the other side, just like we’d left it. We piled inside and shut the door behind us.

      “Home, sweet home,” Deeter said.

      Strange, but I was almost glad to be back. The crazy clocks, the umbrella stand full of golf clubs and peacock feathers, the dusty smell—it almost seemed friendly. The house may have been bizarre, but at least here there were no flash floods, killer fish, or psycho clowns.

      Sweet Pea raised a finger to her lips, and then she crept down the hallway to listen at the Ragman’s study door. Finally, she tiptoed back to us.

      “I can hear him ranting about his latest bidding war,” she said. “Apparently he just lost the Purple Pie Plate. We’ll be fine.”

      Even in our absence, the Ragman had been busy. Next to the old suit of armor in the living room was a huge fancy picture frame—no picture, just the frame. There were more wooden crates on the floor as well. My fingers tingled when I walked by them, so they must have been full of Collectibles. The Ragman may have lost the Purple Pie Plate, but he must have won a few bids, too.

      “Does he ever stop?” I asked Sweet Pea.

      She rolled her eyes while Deeter laughed.

      The three of us sat on the green velvet sofa to read The Book of All Words, but I couldn’t get the book out of my backpack. The book’s corners had snagged on the zipper, and the book seemed heavier than before. Almost like it didn’t want to be read. In the end, all three of us had to fight to untangle it. Then I held the book on my lap.

      “Here’s hoping,” I said. “Book of All Words, please show us John Ketter’s journal.”

      The book’s cover warmed under my palm, so I opened the book to its first page.

      This journal is the property of John Ketter. April 1, 1879.

      “Oh, man,” Deeter said. “Reading this is gonna take forever.”

      “Maybe not,” I said.

      I flipped to the last page. It was dated May 2, 1885.

      My dearest Rose is dead. The crown’s to blame. No. I am to blame. What a fool I was. Now I have lost her forever. May God have mercy on me for the things I have done. I have come to a decision. I shall bury the crown in Skeleton Canyon, and I shall burn this journal. The crown must never again be found. The crown is—

      There was one last word, but it was blurry and hard to read.

      “What does that last part say?” Sweet Pea pointed at the black smudge of words.

      Deeter tried to read the line. “The crown…is curled. Curled?”

      “The crown…is curried?” Sweet Pea suggested.

      “Curried? That makes no sense,” Deeter said.

      “Well, neither does curled.”

      “Makes more sense than curried.”

      “Guys, wait. Listen,” I said. “It’s cursed.”

      Sweet Pea and Deeter both stopped arguing and looked at me. Then they examined the page again. Sweet Pea covered her mouth with her hand, and Deeter slowly sank back against the sofa. For once he actually seemed at a loss for words.

      The crown is cursed.
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      “This time,” I said, “I’m going alone.”

      The living room got really quiet. Sweet Pea and Deeter had been searching for useful Collectibles to bring on another hunt. But when I made my announcement, they both stopped and looked at me like I’d just told them the Ragman had been turned into a penguin.

      “Rookie, think of it this way,” Deeter said. “First, no one should go alone to a place with a name as spooky as Skeleton Canyon. Second, the Bronze Crown is cursed. It could zap you with a lightning bolt the moment you find it. Think about that.”

      I already had.

      A lightning bolt? Was that the best he could imagine? I could imagine a hundred things the curse might do to kill me. Things way worse than a lightning bolt. And even if the curse didn’t kill me, I could think of a thousand other things it could do to make me wish it had.

      But if Sweet Pea and Deeter stayed here, at least then I’d only have a hundred things to worry about. And that was enough.

      “We don’t know what the curse is,” I said. “Maybe it’s not a big deal. Maybe it makes your nose hairs fall out, or your teeth turn green. I can live with that.”

      Deeter snorted, and Sweet Pea shook her head.

      “It’s not the curse alone,” she said. “Have you forgotten the other dangers? The Artisans. The rogue Collector. And all the people working for him, like the widow Hiddleburg and fisherman Jack and that evil clown. Even the Detective. There are too many people out to get you!”

      All the more reason for Sweet Pea and Deeter to stay at the Packrat House.

      “Look, you guys helped me find the Magic Eight Ball. You’ve done enough. I can do this myself.”

      “We’re coming with you,” Sweet Pea said. “End of discussion. Besides, if you go alone, then I won’t let you use this.”

      She waved a green-handled garden trowel high in the air like it was the most amazing prize in the world.

      “Um, how is a garden trowel suppose to help me find the crown?” I asked.

      “It’s not just any garden trowel,” she said. “It’s the Garden Trowel. One of the Gardener’s best Collectibles. It digs up things in seconds. Even things buried deep. It’ll dig up the crown much quicker than any of us could, even if we used regular shovels.”

      I had to admit, a Collectible like that would make things much easier. Still….

      “Look, Rookie,” Deeter added, “You need all the help you can get.”

      “You’re doing it again, Deet,” I said.

      “Doing what?”

      “Proving you’re the world’s most annoying boy.”

      “Only to stop you from messing up again! That journal didn’t say where the Bronze Crown was buried exactly. So how are you gonna find it?”

      “Well, I have my Finder’s instinct. Right?”

      They both raised their eyebrows at me. I could tell they weren’t convinced. So I held up the Magic Eight Ball and tried my best to look confident.

      “I could use the eight ball to help me.”

      Deeter crossed his arms. “Like I said, you need all the help you can get.”

      “That settles it. I’ll get some packs ready,” Sweet Pea said. “Deeter, you handle the food this time. Make sure you bring lots of water.”

      “Right.” Deeter nodded.

      Seemed like tying them up and leaving them here wouldn’t be an option.

      “Guys, wait,” I said. “You don’t have to do this. Why do you both want to help me so much?”

      They exchanged looks with each other.

      “Why do we….” Sweet Pea put her hands on her hips. “Honestly, Rookie. After everything we’ve been through together. Do you really need to ask?”

      And suddenly, I couldn’t help grinning. This whole time, I’d had an empty feeling inside me that I’d thought was because I’d lost my memories. But now, with Sweet Pea and Deeter there beside me, I didn’t feel it as much. Was this what having friends felt like?

      “Thanks,” I said.

      They both grinned back.

      After that, we finished packing our bags. Sweet Pea was in charge of the Collectibles, and I managed to find some camping gear. Maybe it wasn’t the best idea to let Deeter pack the food, though. Everything he brought had peanut butter, pancakes, and salsa in it.

      At least he remembered to bring marshmallows for s’mores.

      When we were ready, we went into the hallway and stood at the front door. Sweet Pea placed her hand on the doorknob. Then, she let out a big breath and closed her eyes, trying to concentrate.

      “Skeleton Canyon, Skeleton Canyon,” she whispered.

      She turned the doorknob, and with a slight creak, the front door swung open.

      “Oh, man,” Deeter muttered.

      The door led to a desert canyon made of volcanic rock formations that rose up like hands clawing at the sky. Long, dark shadows spread over the sand, mingling with the sun’s red glare, while a lone vulture soared high above the canyon’s rim.

      “Time to find the crown,” I said. “Time to end this.”

      We all stepped over the threshold, and Sweet Pea closed the door.

      From the mouth of the canyon, a gust of hot wind rushed at us to moan in our ears. I waited for my skin to tingle or my stomach to jump, but I didn’t sense any magic here. I turned to Sweet Pea and Deeter.

      “Anything? Do you feel the crown?” I asked.

      Sweet Pea raised her hand to shield her eyes from the sun.

      “Not yet,” she said. “Maybe we’re too far away. Buried Collectibles are always harder to locate. And with the way the canyon walls twist and turn, that will make finding the crown doubly difficult.”

      No kidding.

      The Bandit King couldn’t have picked a better place than this to hide the crown. So many rock crevices and cracks and caves. Great for hiding loot. And great for an ambush or a trap. Plus, there seemed to be only one way in.

      Which meant only one way out.

      “We should start walking,” I said. “If the crown is here, then it must be inside the canyon.”

      “It’s creepier on the inside,” Deeter said. “Looks like a thousand eyes watching us.”

      He was right. The patterns on the canyon walls formed strange faces—sneering, laughing, howling.

      “Try not to look at them,” I said.

      Not that there was much else to look at. Only some scrub brush and low-growing juniper that had been twisted by the heat and the wind. We walked until sunset, but still there was no sign of the Bronze Crown. Finally, we stopped to rest at the base of a dead tree.

      “Man, even my teeth have grit in them,” Deeter said, tugging a burr out of his sock.

      “It’ll be dark soon,” Sweet Pea said. “We may as well set up camp. Maybe our luck will change tomorrow. You guys work on the tent. I’ll gather the firewood.”

      “Don’t go out of sight,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      But she just walked off.

      Deeter handed me one of the tent poles.

      “Is there a Collectible that helps a guy understand girls?” I asked.

      Deeter wagged his head. “Wish there was. Girls are weirder than Artisans and their Collectibles combined.”

      I looked at Sweet Pea again. She had moved to an outcropping of boulders on the left side of the canyon. For a minute, I watched her searching among the scrub brush, stooping every now and then to pick up a piece of wood. Then I sighed.

      “Man, don’t worry about it,” Deeter said. “We’re camping, right? Camping is fun. Remember?”

      He slipped a tent pole through one of the loops of the blue canvas. Then another loop. And another. He worked fast, like he was born to set up tents. He completed his side before I’d even finished setting up my first tent pole.

      “How did you finish so quick?” I asked. “You cheated, didn’t you?”

      Then one of my tent poles flew up and smacked me in the face. Deeter burst out laughing, so I scowled at him.

      “Don’t need to cheat,” he said. “You remember how the Ragman shows his new Finders a memory? My memory was a camping trip. Don’t know who else was there with me. My family, I guess. Anyway. I was pitching a blue tent, exactly like this one.”

      So, he knew how to do it because he’d done it before. That explained a lot. Still felt like cheating to me, though.

      “There was a campfire, too,” he added. “I roasted marshmallows over the flames. I like marshmallows. Almost as good as pancakes and peanut butter.”

      He turned and gazed at the fading sunset. All this time, I’d been so busy fighting with my tent poles that I hadn’t even realized how sad he looked. But now, I paused to notice him. Probably he’d been missing his family a lot longer than I’d been missing mine.

      “How long have you been finding Collectibles for the Ragman?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Not sure. It’s easy to lose track of time in the Ragman’s house. Like maybe he’s keeping time in a cupboard somewhere. And when you’re out on a hunt, well, you’re busy thinking ’bout other things, like finding what it is you’re looking for.”

      “And staying alive.”

      “That too.”

      It didn’t seem fair, really. Here we were risking our lives over and over for a bunch of crazy Collectibles while the Ragman spent his time relaxing in his cozy armchair, bidding on magical junk just so he could hoard it all.

      “If I tell you something,” I said, “would you promise to keep it secret?”

      Deeter crossed his heart. “Finder’s honor.”

      “When the Ragman sent me out on my first hunt to find the encyclopedia, remember? I thought then that maybe I could find a Collectible to help me get free. Find something I could use against the Ragman.”

      “Man, that’s no secret worth keeping. There’s not a Finder alive who hasn’t thought something like that sometime. But it never works. Collectors are expecting it. They’re too tricky. And the Collectibles we find—they aren’t powerful enough for that anyway.”

      “What about the Bronze Crown?”

      Deeter grew quiet. He glanced over at Sweet Pea, who was picking up a piece of wood near a juniper tree in the distance.

      “No Finder’s ever used a forbidden Collectible against a Collector,” he said, his voice low.

      “Is there some rule against it?”

      “Man, there isn’t a single rule that can’t be bent or broken in our world. Anything is possible, remember? I’m just sayin’ it’s never been done before.”

      “But it could work, right? The Bronze Crown would be powerful enough. We could command the Ragman to give us our memories back and let us go.”

      “I guess.”

      So what was the problem? Here was our chance to get our memories. To be free. But Deeter only ran his hands along the tent’s poles, and he didn’t look me in the eye.

      “You want to see your family again, right?” I asked.

      He clenched the tent pole so hard I thought it might snap.

      “Of course I want to see them again! You think I like being away from them? Not even knowing their names!”

      He kicked at the sand. I stared at him for a minute, my mouth open. I didn’t think Deeter ever got angry—not like this anyway.

      “Sorry Deet,” I said.

      He took a breath and blew it out again. “It’s nothing. You just…you don’t understand yet.”

      “Understand what?”

      “Collectibles. Once you want them…once you use them, they change you.”

      “But we use Collectibles all the time. The tablecloth. Your plastic ring. The eight ball. Even my kazoo. And we’re fine.”

      “You think those Collectibles haven’t changed you? Fine. I’ll prove it. Throw the Red Kazoo away. Or smash it under a rock. I dare you.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “Do I look like I’m joking?”

      I slipped the Red Kazoo out of my pants pocket and studied it. Such a shiny red. And all those voices I could imitate. All the sounds I could make. It had been exactly what I’d needed on the Ferris wheel at the Artisans’ Carnival.

      What if I might need it again?

      “See?” Deeter said. “Not so easy, is it? That’s how things go with Collectibles. Every time you use one, you take a risk.”

      “Risk?”

      “Man, what do you think magic is? Just a bunch of card tricks and a bag of pixie dust? Magic is an addiction. The more it consumes you, the more you crave it. And with a forbidden Collectible like the Bronze Crown? Watch out. Some boundaries you shouldn’t cross.”

      “Why? What happens?”

      Deeter smirked. “You turn into the Ragman.”

      “Enough is never enough for him.”

      “Exactly. But he’s not even the worst. I hate to break it to you, Rookie, but magic ain’t the only thing that’s real in this world. So are the monsters.”

      I shook my head. Deeter was definitely overreacting.

      “I’d only use the crown once,” I said. “To free us. After that, I’d stop.”

      “That’s what everyone says. And they’re always wrong. But whatever you do, don’t tell Sweet Pea your idea. She’d lock you up in a closet just to keep you outta trouble.”

      Yeah, that sounded like something she’d do. I glanced over to look at her, but she wasn’t where she’d been a minute ago. In fact, I couldn’t see her at all.

      “Where is she?” I asked.

      Evening was coming on, and the light was dimming in the canyon. Deeter squinted at the scrub brush, and then he lifted his eyes to the jagged line of the canyon’s ridges.

      “You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?” he asked.

      There was enough firewood in this area, so Sweet Pea had no reason to go looking for it elsewhere. And there was no reason why she would wander off. Especially without telling us.

      “Sweet Pea!” I called.

      My voice bounced along the canyon walls.

      “We’ll split up to look for her,” Deeter said. “Meet back here in ten minutes. If we haven’t found her by then, we can search the canyon together.”

      He darted off, but I paused. What about my backpack? The Book of All Words was inside, and no way was I leaving that unattended. By the time I’d slung my backpack over my shoulder, Deeter was nowhere in sight. And when the ten minutes were up, he didn’t return to the tent.

      “Deeter!” I yelled.

      I listened, but there were no sounds except for the dry juniper branches rattling and the hot wind whistling down the canyon. I was alone.

      Sweet Pea and Deeter had vanished.
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      “Sweet Pea! Deeter!” I called. “Where are you!”

      I closed my eyes and tried to think. Even if I couldn’t see my friends here in the canyon, there had to be footprints or something to follow. It’d be hard to find clues now that twilight had arrived, though.

      I had to hurry.

      The first trail I found was Sweet Pea’s. Her tracks wandered near a distant juniper tree in no particular direction. Deeter’s trail joined hers a few feet away. And then, nothing. The prints stopped. Right by a bunch of bushes.

      How could their trails simply disappear?

      Beside me, something scurried unseen under a bramble. Probably just a lizard, but it still made me jump and fall backward. Instead of hitting the hard ground, I kept falling. Everything went dark around me, and then I landed with a thud.

      “Ow! Rookie! Get off my leg!” Deeter yelled.

      “Deeter? Is that you?”

      “Who else do you think?”

      “Hold on, let me get my flashlight.”

      After a few seconds spent hunting through my pack, I found my flashlight and turned it on. Sweet Pea and Deeter both stared at me in the small beam of light. We were inside some deep cavern.

      “Man,” Deeter said, “we were hoping you’d rescue us, but now you’re stuck too.”

      “Don’t squabble, Deeter,” Sweet Pea said, “it won’t help us escape. With Rookie’s flashlight, maybe we can find a way out.”

      We gazed up at the opening of the cavern. It was far too high and far too steep to escape without some kind of help. Around us, the broken remains of an old wooden ladder were scattered everywhere, completely useless.

      “Wait a minute, what’s that?” Sweet Pea asked. “Let me have the flashlight for a moment.”

      I handed the light to Sweet Pea, and she pointed its beam at the cavern walls. Someone had scribbled words on the rock with red paint. The words were faded and rough, but still readable.

      DANGER! MINESHAFT! KEEP OUT!

      “Oh, man! I’m getting out of here!” Deeter said, backing away from the wall.

      Sweet Pea put her hands on her hips. “How are you planning on doing that, genius?”

      “Guys? What if this isn’t a mineshaft?” I asked.

      Deeter glanced at the words on the wall again. “Can’t you read?”

      “That’s not what I mean. Shouldn’t there be mining equipment? Like a mine car or mining tracks? It doesn’t look like a mine. And anyone could have painted those words.”

      “Anyone, like maybe the Bandit King?” Sweet Pea said.

      “Exactly. If he wanted to hide the crown, then painting a bunch of warnings to scare people away would be smart.”

      Sweet Pea nodded, then moved the flashlight’s beam along the cavern walls, making the shadows dance behind the rocks and dusty cobwebs. The tunnel led straight ahead, then turned a corner. No telling where it would end, or what we’d find there.

      “We should take a look,” I said.

      “What!” Deeter said. “No way!”

      Sweet Pea sighed. “Oh, relax, Deeter. Maybe there’s another exit somewhere.”

      We stumbled deeper into the cavern, following the tunnel’s unpredictable path. I tripped so often that it seemed like the rocks were trying to get in my way on purpose. We hadn’t gone far when Sweet Pea slowed.

      “The tunnel narrows,” she said, “but I think we can still make it if we…. Are you okay, Rookie?”

      Sure, as long as breathing didn’t matter. The air was so thick here.

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      “Do you want to rest?”

      Not when we were this close. If I had to, I’d crawl. I forced a breath.

      “Single file,” I said. “You lead.”

      Sweet Pea started down the tunnel. I went second with Deeter behind me. Even though the cavern walls pressed in closer all around us, our footsteps grew louder as we walked. Like there were a hundred feet shuffling along in the dust after us. It wasn’t long before Sweet Pea stopped again.

      “Do you feel that?” she asked.

      Deeter scrunched his mouth like he was thinking. “Sort of tingling, I guess. At the back of the neck. You feel it, Rookie?”

      Feel it? I’d been feeling it for the last ten minutes. Forget the tingling. That was nothing. I felt so jumpy I could’ve been a trampoline. I bent over with my hands on my knees.

      “It’s the magic of the crown,” I said, panting. “We’re close. But there’s something else, too.”

      Sweet Pea tilted her head. “Like what? Another Collectible?”

      “I feel…I feel someone following us.”

      “How could you feel that?”

      “I don’t know. I just do.”

      They both waited while I stared into the darkness behind us. Finally, Deeter shook his head.

      “You’re crazy, Rookie. The Finder’s instinct senses Collectibles. Not people.”

      Probably he was right. After all, how could anyone know we were down here?

      We walked on. Eventually, the tunnel opened into a larger cavern with plenty of room to spread out. It looked like a normal, boring cave, but I knew we’d found the right place.

      “The Bronze Crown,” I said, “it’s here.”

      Deeter knelt and touched the dirt with his fingers. “Yup. Buried. Exactly like the journal said it’d be. There’s more tingling closer to the ground.”

      Just one problem. The Garden Trowel was back at our camp with the rest of Sweet Pea’s stuff. We’d come so far, and yet we still couldn’t get the crown.

      “How do we dig it up?” I asked.

      “We could use our hands,” Deeter said.

      Sweet Pea frowned. “We’ll be here for days if we try to recover the crown that way.”

      A shadow’s movement at the entrance of the cave made us look up, and Sweet Pea aimed the flashlight at the darkness. A man, muscular and clean-shaven, stood there observing us. He wore a familiar tan trench coat and a brown fedora on his head.

      The Detective.

      “So you found the unfindable,” he said. “I’m impressed, kids.”

      Great. He’d caught me at last. I was dead. Not that I could complain—life had been nice while it’d lasted. Was there even time to make a will? Would he at least let me say my final good-byes?

      Sweet Pea and Deeter rushed to stand in front of me.

      “Wait!” Sweet Pea said. “He didn’t do anything wrong!”

      “We swear!” Deeter added. “Don’t take him to the Penitoria! He’s innocent!”

      But the Detective held up his hand. “It’s okay. I’ve already solved the case.”

      “You have?” Deeter asked.

      “I’m the Detective, aren’t I?”

      “So, you know I didn’t start the library fire?” I asked.

      “I know exactly who started the library fire.”

      My name was clear, just like that? It seemed almost too good to be true. Sweet Pea and Deeter both patted me on the back to congratulate me. Then I turned to face the Detective.

      “If you know I didn’t start it, then who did?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” The Detective smiled. “The Librarian. She planned to steal The Book of All Words for herself. Wanted to use it to get the crown. I mean, who’d ever suspect the Librarian would set fire to her own precious library? But you foiled her plan, even if you did it by accident. Good work.”

      He walked to the center of the cavern, knelt down, and placed his hand on the ground.

      “So you think the crown’s here, huh?” he asked. “I never cease to be amazed how you Finders can locate Collectibles so easily. Me, I don’t feel a thing. Not even a tingle. But I know well enough to trust you three, so if you say it’s here, then it’s here. Let’s start digging.”

      Sweet Pea shrugged. “We don’t have any shovels.”

      “Hmm,” the Detective said. “Maybe we don’t need any.”

      He reached into his coat, and when he drew his hand out again, he was holding the Garden Trowel.

      “Where did…that was in Sweet Pea’s bag. How did you get that?” I asked.

      The Detective didn’t answer. Instead, he drove the Garden Trowel into the ground. Deeter and Sweet Pea took a few steps back as if something big was about to happen, so I took a step back too. But the Detective stood unmoved.

      “Find me the crown, Garden Trowel,” he said.

      The Garden Trowel trembled and shook. Then a breeze began to brush against our faces, cooling my cheeks and lifting Sweet Pea’s bangs off her forehead. It blew harder and faster until it seemed to focus on the area surrounding the trowel, like a whirling tornado of dirt. When it stopped and the dust settled, there was a giant hole in the ground in the center of the cave.

      Deeter and Sweet Pea crept to the hole’s edge and peered down.

      “Do you see anything?” Deeter asked. “What is it?”

      “It looks like an old, wooden box,” Sweet Pea answered.

      “Well, let’s climb down and open it!”

      “I think it’s padlocked. Look at it.” Sweet Pea glanced at the Detective. “Do you have anything we can use to open it?”

      “I do indeed,” he said.

      He reached again into his coat pocket, and when he drew out his hand this time, he held a revolver. Deeter’s eyes grew wide, and Sweet Pea backed away from the Detective. They both came and stood by me.

      “You carry a gun?” I asked.

      “Have to,” the Detective said. “I often come across villains in my line of work. This little baby has saved my life on several occasions. Of course, my gun has other uses besides self-defense.”

      He aimed at the padlock and fired, shattering the lock. The sound of the gun ricocheted around the cave, and Sweet Pea let out a cry.

      “Works better than a key,” the Detective said. “Shall we take a look inside?”

      He jumped into the hole and hunched down to examine the box. Deeter and Sweet Pea would have joined him, but I grabbed them both by the wrists and pulled them aside, so the Detective couldn’t hear our conversation.

      “Does something about this seem wrong to you?” I whispered.

      “What do you mean?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “He had the Garden Trowel. That means he searched through your backpacks and stole from you. Why would he do that?”

      “Aren’t you kids curious to see the Bronze Crown?” the Detective called.

      After all the trouble the Bronze Crown had caused? Sure, I was curious. Even if something was wrong, looking at the crown probably wouldn’t do any harm. We all approached the edge of the hole as the Detective removed the broken lock and pried open the lid.

      On second thought, maybe this wasn’t a good idea.

      The moment the lid opened, I felt a rush of power so strong and so unlike anything I’d ever felt from any other Collectible that I staggered backward. So did Deeter and Sweet Pea. The Detective nodded at us.

      “The Bronze Crown’s got quite a kick!” he said.

      Inside the box was a bundle wrapped in an old, stained cloth. The Detective grasped the bundle, his hands shaking, and gently he unfolded the wrappings. I’d expected the Bronze Crown to be some heavy, jewel-covered thing. Like the ones in pictures of kings and queens. But it wasn’t like that at all. When the Detective raised it up, it was just a thin, bronze circlet—round and smooth and plain.

      “At last,” he said. “At last.”

      The crown’s only decoration was a symbol engraved on the front—a star with sixteen pointed rays that shone in every direction. And yet, even though it was plain, in some strange way the Bronze Crown was absolutely beautiful. Something deep inside me wanted to reach out, to touch it, to feel its weight in my hands and its smoothness with my fingers.

      “Magnificent, isn’t it?” asked the Detective, his voice hushed. “Its first owner was Alexander the Great, perhaps the greatest warrior king the world has ever known. Yet they say he never wore it. The legend says that when it was presented to him, he rejected it.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “He must’ve been insane,” Deeter said.

      Sweet Pea gave Deeter a nudge with her elbow while the Detective turned the crown in such a way that the light gleamed along its rim.

      “Insane or not, Alexander guarded the Bronze Crown in his lifetime,” the Detective said. “Upon his death, many others tried to lay claim to it. This crown has been the seed of constant strife throughout the ages. Wars. Betrayals. The assassinations of kings. More bloodshed than any of you can possibly imagine.”

      “It sounds dangerous,” I said.

      “It is. Oh, yes. It most certainly is.”

      “You’re going to put it somewhere safe now?”

      “Of course. I’ll put it where no one else can get it.”

      He lifted his head enough that I could finally see below the rim of his fedora hat to look into his eyes. Familiar eyes. Dark eyes.

      “Where’s that?” I asked.

      The Detective smiled. “I’m going to wear it.”

      He removed his fedora and brushed the brown hair away from his eyes. Then he clutched the crown as if readying to place it on his head.

      “They call you Rookie, don’t they?” he asked. “It may not be your name, but it’s very appropriate. Leading me right to the Bronze Crown. A rookie’s mistake. Especially since I would never have found it if you hadn’t shown me the way.”

      Sweet Pea, Deeter and I gaped at the Detective, our eyes wide. This was wrong. How could he be the Artisan behind it all? He’d been hunting me, not the crown. This couldn’t be happening. But as I stood there looking into his eyes, I realized there was only one thing I could do. And even if I did it, I wouldn’t be able to make things right again.

      I’d been such a fool.

      “Of course,” the Detective continued, “no king is complete without his servants. And you three will have the honor of being my first devoted followers. Don’t worry. They say it doesn’t hurt, as long as you obey me.”

      “I may have made a rookie’s mistake,” I said, “but so have you.”

      “I highly doubt that, seeing how I’m the one with the crown. But I’ll humor you, boy. What mistake might that be?”

      “You may have searched Sweet Pea’s and Deeter’s stuff, but you didn’t search mine.”

      The slightest flicker of doubt glinted in the Detective’s eyes. But he placed the Bronze Crown on his head anyway, and a strange orange light rippled along the crown’s rim. He opened his mouth to speak. To command us.

      To make us obey.

      Whatever he was about to command, it didn’t matter. Sweet Pea, Deeter and I never heard his words. By then, I’d locked arms with them, snatched the Gold Doorknob from my pocket, and used it to take us far away from Skeleton Canyon.

      The Detective didn’t have us, but he had the crown.

      And now there was no way to defeat him.
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      The air in the Professor’s study was cool and clean, so different from the hot, dusty air of Skeleton Canyon. Deeter, Sweet Pea and I stood at the top of the landing for a minute, blinking to make our eyes adjust to the dim light here in the quiet room.

      “This is a disaster!” Sweet Pea said. “The Bronze Crown! How are we going to get it back?”

      “Maybe the Professor can help us,” I said.

      “What if he can’t?”

      Then I’d pretty much doomed the world to a lifetime of tyranny and servitude.

      “He can help,” I said. “He told me he was a wizard, or a…er, muse. He’ll know what to do.”

      Not much had changed in the Professor’s study since I’d last been here. The rising columns of books still filled the room, though some of the columns were shorter now and some were a taller. Near the ceiling, the flying books fluttered and flapped. Sweet Pea and Deeter gawked at them as we trudged down the stairs.

      “Guess he doesn’t believe in bookshelves,” Deeter said.

      Or maybe the books didn’t believe in bookshelves.

      When we’d reached the bottom, we approached the Professor’s desk. There were more newspapers set out, but other than that, the chaos on the desk looked just the same. His blue teacup, half filled with cold tea, remained sitting on the desk’s edge.

      “Now what?” Sweet Pea asked.

      Maybe it was a good thing that the Professor wasn’t here, after all. Once he learned how much I’d messed up, he’d probably hand me over to that mysterious Artisans’ Council so I could be thrown into the Penitoria, never to see the light of day again.

      “I’ve ruined everything,” I said.

      Sweet Pea put her hand on my shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Yeah,” Deeter added, “you didn’t know how things would turn out.”

      “I thought everything would be so simple to fix,” I said. “I rushed in. I should have thought things through more. And now I’ve brought about the end of the world.”

      “Oh, come on.” Deeter punched me in the arm. “It’s not that bad.”

      I gave him a look.

      “Well, maybe sort of that bad,” he said.

      “I’ve let everyone down. How am I going to tell the Professor?”

      “Tell me what?” the Professor asked.

      He was standing at the side door, watching us.

      No one spoke.

      “Ah, I’m being rude.” The Professor walked over to his desk. “What kind of host am I? The tea’s gone cold, but I can warm it again if any of you would like some. No?”

      We shook our heads.

      “Well…there used to be chairs here, believe it or not. I’d offer you a place to sit, but the chairs have disappeared. I’m not used to visitors, you see, and lately I’ve been very preoccupied. My research…yes, very preoccupied.”

      He patted his hair down and fidgeted with his bow tie. Trying to look more like a host, probably. He only seemed wilder afterward, though.

      “That’s okay,” I said.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked, beginning to search among his papers. “I had a plate of sweets here somewhere, but it seems to have gone off with the chairs. You all are welcome to sit in my own chair, of course, though I doubt the three of you will fit….”

      He stopped and sighed. His eyes moved over our faces, and finally they rested on me.

      “I’m adept at a great many things, young scholar,” he said, “but I can’t help solve a problem if I don’t know what the problem is.”

      He was right. Best to just say it. I inhaled a deep breath.

      “The Detective has the Bronze Crown.”

      “Well! Why the glum faces? That’s terrific news!” The Professor slapped me on the back. “Probably the best I’ve heard in at least a century! It’s a load of weight off my mind if the crown is safe at last.”

      “No, you don’t understand, Professor. He’s claimed it for his own. And it’s my fault. I led him right to it.”

      “It’s true, sir. The Detective has stolen the crown,” Sweet Pea said. “We were there. We saw him put it on his head. He nearly used it against us.”

      There was a long pause, and then the Professor chuckled.

      “Very good, young scholar! I need to research the art of joke-making more thoroughly. For a moment, I thought you children were serious! How wonderfully amusing!”

      Okay. Not exactly the reaction I was expecting. How could the Professor help us if he didn’t even believe us?

      “We are serious,” I said.

      But the Professor was laughing too hard to hear me.

      “Maybe this is why Alexander the Great refused the crown,” I said to Sweet Pea and Deeter. “Maybe he thought people would laugh at him if he didn’t win his wars himself. Come on, guys. We’ll have to get the crown back on our own.”

      Sweet Pea and Deeter both glared at the Professor as we started to leave.

      “What did you say? Alexander the…wait a moment, young scholar!” the Professor called after us. “Wait! Truly, I meant no offense. Please come back!”

      I nodded at Sweet Pea and Deeter, and we returned to the Professor’s desk, though Deeter kept mumbling that working with any Artisan was a waste of time.

      “You must understand,” the Professor said, “the Detective is an Artisan of immense integrity. The idea that he has betrayed us, well, it’s a rather far-fetched theory. However, I always keep an open mind, and clearly whatever brought you here is of extreme importance. Do please forgive me.”

      When he put it like that…besides, fighting with an Artisan on our side would be better than facing the Detective alone.

      “Now, tell me everything, children,” the Professor said. “Everything that’s happened to you, everything that’s been said and done. Begin with the day of the library fire, and leave no detail out. I must have all the facts!”

      So we told him about the events at the library. The rogue Collector and his henchmen. The Magic Eight Ball and the Choir Boys. Skeleton Canyon and the hidden cavern. The whole story. We even told him about the Garden Trowel and Richard the Third and Deeter’s peanut butter granola bars. The entire time we talked, the Professor paced in front of his desk.

      “Excuse me,” he interrupted, “did you say the Detective shot the lock?”

      “With his revolver,” I answered. “Why?”

      “No, no, no. That’s not right. The Detective had no need to use his gun for that. He can pick locks better than any thief in the world.” The Professor’s eyebrows furrowed. “Go on.”

      So we did, right up to the point where the Detective put the crown on his head and I used the Gold Doorknob to help us escape. The Professor paced for a little longer, but slower now, his shoulders sagging and his feet shuffling as they went. He mumbled something to himself that I couldn’t quite make out.

      “Yes, children,” he said at last. “It would seem the Detective has betrayed us. We have lost the crown indeed.”

      Then, he went over to his desk and sank down into his chair. He seemed so disappointed. So defeated. I almost didn’t dare say anything more. I certainly didn’t dare look him in the eye.

      “Are you angry, Professor?” I asked quietly.

      “Oh, yes. I’m very angry,” he said. Then his face softened. “But not at you.”

      He let out a long sigh.

      “No, I’m not angry at you, young scholar. You didn’t ask for any of this trouble, and you’ve been remarkably brave in the face of it all. Still, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disheartened. Now that we’ve lost the Bronze Crown and The Book of All Words, I really don’t see what more can be done.”

      “Um, Professor, we still have the book,” I said. “He only stole the crown.”

      “We still have The Book of All Words?”

      The Professor spoke like maybe he could hardly believe it.

      “I kept it with me,” I said. “In my backpack, here.”

      Not as if it mattered much. We’d already used the book to find the crown, and that was the only thing the book was good for, wasn’t it? But the Professor jumped to his feet and began to dance a sort of jig in front of his desk.

      “We still have the book! We still have the book!” he cried. “Ah-ha! I must be getting old, young scholar, to give up so easily! This changes everything! Let me think a moment.”

      He removed his glasses and began polishing them with his handkerchief. Then he started muttering to himself again. Finally, he stopped and faced me.

      “Just one question, young scholar, a very important one. When you met the Detective in the cave, what color were his eyes?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “They weren’t exactly brown, and they weren’t exactly black. Dark. That’s all I can say. His eyes were dark.”

      “Fascinating. They say the eyes are the window to the soul.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s quite simple, young scholar. The Detective’s eyes are green. Whoever was in that cave and claimed the crown, it wasn’t my friend the Detective!”

      “Are you sure?”

      “As sure as I am that it wasn’t you who attacked me in the Arizona graveyard! Clearly, we are dealing with a villain who is exceptionally skilled at impersonations. And who has no hesitation to place the blame on other people. There’s just one thing I don’t understand—Shakespeare’s Richard the Third.”

      “Man, is that all you’re worried about?” Deeter asked. “What’s a play got to do with anything, when the world’s about to end?”

      Sweet Pea gave him a nudge, but the Professor wagged his finger at Deeter.

      “Precisely, my dear Finder! Precisely! What’s a play got to do with anything?”

      Deeter elbowed Sweet Pea with a payback nudge, and she rolled her eyes at the smirk on his face.

      “Maybe the play is some kind of secret code,” I said. “Maybe the henchmen are using it to communicate with each other somehow. Like a hidden message.”

      “Richard the Third…Richard the Third….” the Professor said. “Secret codes…why Richard the Third? A hidden message…oh.”

      He stopped his pacing and stood perfectly still. Deeter and I exchanged looks, but we kept our mouths shut.

      “You’re right, young scholar,” he continued. “It is a hidden message, in a way. A very troubling one. Intended for the Artisans themselves. Of course, I can’t go around making accusations unless I am sure…or at least as sure as I possibly can be.”

      Whatever he meant by that he didn’t explain, so Sweet Pea, Deeter and I were totally lost. Instead, he sat down at his desk once more and leaned back in his chair with his hands folded across his chest.

      “What can we do to help?” I asked.

      “Rookie’s right,” Sweet Pea said. “There must be something we can do.”

      “No villain’s gonna take over the world and get away with it,” Deeter added. “Not while we’re around!”

      The Professor regarded the three of us for a moment.

      “You children really are remarkable. You have done such a great deal to help as it is. I hesitate to ask for more when you’ve risked so much already.”

      “Man, what’s there to ask?” Deeter said. “We’d only go and save the world without you anyway.”

      The Professor laughed. “Yes, you would, wouldn’t you? Truly remarkable! You know, most Artisans don’t give much thought to the Finders. Neither do the Collectors, not as much as they should. Yet perhaps those who underestimate the Finders are very foolish indeed. Certainly, the villain behind all this has underestimated you.”

      “Professor,” I said, “it’s my fault that we’ve lost the crown. I can’t stop now, not like this. Whatever I have to do to make things right again, I’ll do it.”

      “Correction,” Sweet Pea said, “we’ll do it.”

      “Guys….” I shook my head. “No way. Not again.”

      “Rookie, you just don’t learn, do you?” Deeter said. “We Finders have to stick together.”

      “It’s great of you to offer,” I said, “but in case you hadn’t noticed, I have a sort of habit of nearly getting us killed.”

      “If I might lay your quarrel to rest,” the Professor said, “the errand I need done shouldn’t be too much trouble or involve too much risk. I need some answers from my friend the Critic. I’d visit her myself, but time is short. I can accomplish a great many wondrous things, but being in more places than one at any given time is far beyond my scope.”

      “We’ll go,” I said. “Where is she? How do we find her?”

      “That’s easy enough. Do you still have the Gold Doorknob I gave you?”

      I nodded.

      “Excellent. Then attach it to the door at the top of the stairs and open the door. Outside, you’ll find a long stairwell, the Artisans’ Stairwell. Go down five flights of stairs, and knock on the door you find there. That’s the Critic’s room.”

      “What should we ask her?”

      “I need to know if there was any mistake made during the recent Artisan stage performance of Richard the Third.”

      “I read about that performance in The Artisan Times,” Sweet Pea said. “The Critic’s review said it was a disaster.”

      The Professor tapped his fingers along the edge of his desk. “Yes, I read that same review. At the time, I didn’t think much of it, but now….”

      “Professor, what do you mean, a mistake?” I asked.

      “Oh, any little mishap—a misplaced line, or some misquote perhaps. Yet even such a small thing could mean a catastrophe for the Artisans.”

      I nodded. “If it’s that important, then we’ll ask her.”

      “There’s one more thing. I will need The Book of All Words. May I have it?”

      I unzipped my backpack, took out the book, and handed it to him. “I should have given this to you right from the beginning. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself, young scholar. You did what you thought was right. While your decision may have led to unintended consequences, you could hardly be expected to do what you thought was wrong.”

      “Is it truly going to be of any help now? I mean, since we’ve already read Ketter’s journal and lost the crown, what use is The Book of All Words?”

      “A good question. But remember, this is The Book of All Words. And words are very powerful things.”

      The Professor ran his finger along the book’s simple, leather spine. Then he gazed at me over the rim of his glasses with a gleam in his eyes.

      Maybe, just maybe, there was still hope.

      “Don’t worry, young scholar,” he said. “Beneath its covers, this book has one or two tricks left to help us before the end.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            The Critic’s Typewriter

          

        

      

    

    
      “The Artisans’ Stairwell,” Sweet Pea said, her voice hushed. “I always thought it was a myth.”

      “Man, look at this place.” Deeter shook his head. “Ain’t no myth. Dream, maybe. But no myth.”

      No kidding.

      The Artisans’ Stairwell was a long, white spiral staircase. There was no obvious light source anywhere—no windows or light fixtures of any sort—and yet the whole place glowed with such a dazzling light that we each had to squint until our eyes adjusted.

      “The stories say this place was built at the beginning of time,” Sweet Pea continued. “They say there’s a door for every single place in the world here.”

      “Every single place?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Good thing we don’t have to go all the way up,” Deeter said, leaning over the banister and craning his neck to try to see the top.

      “I’m not sure there’s an end to it,” I said, “or a beginning.”

      The staircase seemed to turn and turn forever in both directions. Each flight of stairs was marked by a small landing and a door, so we followed the curving stairs down until we’d traveled five flights, just like the Professor had instructed us. Then, I raised my hand to knock on the door we found there.

      “Wait,” Sweet Pea said, grabbing my arm. “Look.”

      The Critic’s door was already opened a crack, and the lock on the door had been smashed as if someone had forced it. Deeter drew the Sneak’s Ring from his pants pocket, slipped it on his finger, and vanished.

      “I’ll handle this,” he whispered.

      “Be careful,” Sweet Pea said. “Any sign of trouble, get out as quick as you can.”

      The door swung back as Deeter entered. After that, Sweet Pea and I were left alone in the stairwell for what seemed like forever. Finally, the door opened again, and Deeter stuck his head out.

      “All clear,” he said. “There’s no one inside. And you should see the mess!”

      We clambered into the room and then stood there, too stunned to move.

      “The Professor’s not going to like this,” I said.

      Every piece of furniture had been tipped over—bookshelves, chairs, a large desk at the center of the room. There were a lot of file cabinets in this place, and all of them had their drawers yanked out. Torn and crumpled papers littered the floor. The silence in the room was eerie.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      “I don’t think we should stay here long,” Sweet Pea said. “But it might be good to look around a little. We might find some sign of who did this.”

      We started searching among the papers, peeking under the leaning shelves and peering into the emptied drawers. A crash made us jump, but it was only Deeter. He’d knocked over the pot of a houseplant that’d been sitting too close to the edge of a side table.

      “Oops,” he said. “Sorry.”

      Sweet Pea rolled her eyes. “The one thing in this whole place that wasn’t broken.”

      I made my way to the tilted desk at the center of the room. The desk’s contents were now on the floor in a big pile—pens and pencils, erasers, a tipped-over inkwell, a stapler, a bunch of paper clips, even a typewriter. There was a piece of paper in the typewriter like maybe the Critic had been typing recently.

      “Hey, guys,” I said, “this might be a clue.”

      The typewriter was a big, black, heavy metal one—the old kind with the clickety-clack keys that had to be pounded really hard to punch a letter onto the paper. Deeter, Sweet Pea and I managed to heave the desk onto its legs. Then I lifted the typewriter and set it back in its place so I could examine the piece of paper tucked in the typewriter’s roller.

      “It’s a restaurant review,” I said.

      Deeter grinned. “Does it mention pancakes?”

      I tugged the paper out a bit so I could see it better. The review was only half-finished, but I read the words aloud anyway.

      “The lobster ravioli was perfection, cooked masterfully until it was plump and tender. The white wine sauce revealed a generosity of spirit in the Head Chef, who spared nothing in his combination of subtle yet thrilling spices and flavors.”

      “Man, that’s making me hungry,” Deeter said.

      “It’s no help to us, though.” I pushed the typewriter aside. “I thought it might be important.”

      “Let’s get back to the Professor,” Sweet Pea said.

      “Wait.” I pointed at the bottom of the review. “Look at this part.”

      Most of the review rambled on with the details of the Critic’s dining experience—she even wrote two paragraphs about the after-dinner mints—but at the bottom of the page was a brief space in the writing, followed by a single typed line.

      Hearing the crash at the door, the Critic hid behind her words and waited for a friend to tell her it was safe.

      “What does that mean?” Sweet Pea asked. “Is she still here, hiding somewhere?”

      “Can’t imagine where,” Deeter said. “We’ve searched. There’s nowhere to hide.”

      “It’s safe to come out now, Critic!” Sweet Pea called.

      We glanced around the room, but nothing happened.

      “Hello?” Sweet Pea tried again. “It’s only us. Whoever did this is gone.”

      Still, nothing happened.

      “She’s not here,” Deeter said. “Whoever trashed this place must have kidnapped her.”

      I brushed my fingers along the typewriter’s cold, black keys. Deeter could have been right. Maybe the Critic had hidden behind a bookshelf or a file cabinet, only to be discovered. That was what a normal person would have done, right?

      No. If there was one thing I’d learned, it was that no Artisan was a normal person.

      “We’re missing something,” I said.

      I closed my eyes and tried to picture the moment before the Critic’s door had been smashed open. She was sitting here at her desk, typing her restaurant review. Suddenly, the crash at the door, someone pounding to get in. She would’ve only had seconds to react. Not even enough time to leave her chair. No place to hide. No one to help her. No time to spare.

      I opened my eyes and saw the only thing she did have—her typewriter.

      She hid behind her words.

      “Is everything okay, Rookie?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “I know where she is,” I said.

      I reset the typewriter to its starting position and typed six small words onto the paper.

      It’s safe to come out now.

      A quick flash of gold light filled the room, followed by the smell of hair spray. After that, a tall, gangly woman was standing beside me. She brushed the wrinkles from her brown skirt and buttoned her matching brown jacket at the waist. Then she smoothed her slick brown hair, which was drawn back into a tight bun.

      “Finally!” she said.

      “Whoa.” Deeter stared at the typewriter. “Remind me never to play hide-and-seek with an Artisan!”

      “You three children aren’t friends,” the Critic said. “I don’t even know you. Who are you?”

      She examined us through her huge, round eyeglasses for a long time until her glance shifted away from our faces and moved around the room.

      “We didn’t make this mess,” I said. “I swear. Well….” I looked at the flowerpot. “We broke that. But it was an accident.”

      “I’m not such a fool as you seem to think, young man! Three Finders trespass into my room—scrounging for my Collectibles no doubt—and my room is ransacked at the same time? Hardly a coincidence! Tell me, what have you stolen from me?”

      “We’re not here to steal any Collectibles. We came because the Professor sent us.”

      “Oh, really. And why would he send three Finders to work on his behalf?”

      “Well…it’s a long story.”

      “If you’re going to lie, you should at least do it convincingly.” She sighed. “This mess will take hours to clean. Of course, you went about it completely wrong. You should have rifled through the desk first and then gone after the file cabinets. I mean, if you intend to ransack someone’s room, do it correctly!”

      This wasn’t going so well. The last thing I needed was to be blamed for something else I didn’t do. And she certainly wouldn’t tell us the answers we needed if she didn’t trust us.

      She swooped up a pile of papers and shoved them into my arms.

      “You’re not leaving until everything is put right again,” she said. “Every book, every pencil, every paper clip!”

      “What!” Deeter cried. “But that’s not fair!”

      “Ma’am, we honestly didn’t do this to your room,” Sweet Pea said. “And we’re in a terrible hurry. The Professor is waiting for us.”

      “Guys, it’s okay,” I said.

      They both stared at me.

      “Really.” I placed the papers I was holding onto the desk. “We should help her clean up.”

      “What about the Professor?” Sweet Pea asked. “And the crown?”

      “Trust me,” I said.

      Sweet Pea shrugged, and Deeter let out a huff. But they didn’t say anything else. Sweet Pea gathered the scattered files on the floor while Deeter filled the desk drawers with their supplies. The whole time we cleaned, the Critic scowled. And whenever we missed something or put an item in the wrong place, she’d click her tongue at us. She even made Deeter glue her flowerpot back together. But not once did she give us any help.

      Not that I expected any.

      Finally, we finished. I put my hand on my hips.

      “Now do you believe us?” I asked.

      “I do,” the Critic said.

      Deeter and Sweet Pea exchanged looks.

      “And I’m sorry,” the Critic added. “That was unfair of me to make you clean the room when you didn’t even ransack it in the first place.”

      “Wait, you believe us?” Deeter said. “I thought you didn’t.”

      “Did I miss something?” Sweet Pea asked.

      “Guys, think about it,” I said. “She’s the Critic.”

      The Critic laughed. “Oh, you are a clever one!”

      “Now I know I missed something,” Sweet Pea said.

      “It’s very simple, my dear. If you had ransacked my room, you would have had a general sense of the room’s original arrangement, which would have guided your clean-up efforts. But look at this place!” The Critic re-shelved a few books. “I think you’ve actually made it worse! And your friend must have realized that with my eye for detail I’d see the discrepancy.”

      Sweet Pea arched her eyebrows at me.

      “The after-dinner mints,” I said. “I figured if she was observant enough to notice those….”

      The Critic gave up on the books. “Well, Finder, since you did me a favor, I’d like to do the same for you. How can I be of service?”

      “The Professor sent us to ask you a question,” I said. “He wants to know about that stage performance of Richard the Third. The one you wrote the review on.”

      “Ah, that ghastly performance! Such a disappointment!”

      “Were there any mistakes in the play?” I asked. “Even a little thing. The Professor says it’s important.”

      “Yes, plenty of mistakes, which I thought was intolerable. The Actor left off Richard’s last lines. Forgot them completely, I suppose. No kingdom for a horse. Can you believe it? Of course, that was nothing compared to the last scene!”

      “What went wrong in the last scene?”

      “Completely ruined! Instead of coming onstage as Richmond, the character who should have won the battle, the Actor came back as Richard, who should have been killed. Can you imagine! Richard the Third surviving the battle? Shakespearean sacrilege!”

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “The Actor should have been Richmond? I thought he was playing Richard.”

      “The Actor played all the male parts. He can assume any character that takes his fancy faster than a wink. It’s one of his talents as an Artisan, and it’s a rare one, too. He can move back and forth between the different characters so quickly that he can play them all, and you wouldn’t even know that only one man was doing all the acting.”

      “So, did you mention the mix-up in your review?”

      “Of course! And the Actor was furious at me. He came to see me the next day. Ranted and raved for a good twenty minutes, accusing me of being biased. Think of it! He forgot his lines, bombed the last scene, then called me unfair when I pointed out how unprofessional that was. I mean, really!”

      She slammed a pile of books down onto her desk. Then she lifted a finger to brush a strand of her hair back into place.

      “Well, since you weren’t responsible for this mess,” she said, “do you have any idea who is?”

      “No. Do you?”

      “I never saw a face, or even heard a voice. I’ve had some death threats recently, of course, but nothing above the ordinary.”

      “The ordinary?”

      “Oh, yes. I receive them regularly. I write the truth, and the truth often makes people angry.”

      She opened one of the desk drawers and gasped. “Who in their right mind put the paper clips and the rubber bands in the same drawer?”

      Then she glared at Deeter.

      “Do you think it could have been the Actor?” I asked.

      “Nonsense. How would he mix up my writing supplies?”

      “I mean, do you think he ransacked your room.”

      “Oh. Yes, I suppose it’s possible.”

      She dumped the drawer’s contents on the table and started untangling the paper clips from the wad of rubber bands.

      “It’s not like I wanted to give a negative review,” she added. “I had every hope the Actor would reach the same dramatic heights he attained when he played Richard the Second.”

      Richard the Second. Hadn’t the Fortune Teller mentioned that play as well? Something about it being more useful?

      “What are those two plays about?” I asked.

      “Well, since I doubt you want a long synopsis, if Richard the Third is about a king who gains his crown through deceit and manipulation, then I suppose you could say Richard the Second is about a king who loses his crown through deceit and manipulation.”

      “Is it important?” Sweet Pea asked me.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “We’d better get back to the Professor and tell him the news.”

      We thanked the Critic for her help, and then we returned to the Artisans’ Stairwell.

      “What if we’ve been wrong?” Sweet Pea asked as we rushed back up the stairs. “What if there is no rogue Collector?”

      “Right,” Deeter added. “And no league of evil henchmen? No dark student, or creepy widow-lady. No fisherman Jack, no psycho clown. No conspiracy.”

      “Exactly. What if it was all the work of one person—one Artisan?”

      “The Actor,” I said.

      Discovering the truth didn’t make me any happier, though. What was the use of knowing who was responsible for all this? The crown was still lost.

      And I had no way to get it back again.
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      When Sweet Pea, Deeter and I returned to the Professor’s study, we found the Professor still sitting in his chair. All of the maps, books, and newspapers that had previously cluttered his desk were gone. Now the only thing on his desk was The Book of All Words, and it was open.

      “Ah, excellent,” the Professor said, looking up as we approached him. “Did you have good results from your research?”

      “Depends on your definition of good,” I said.

      We told the Professor what we learned from the Critic, and he folded his hands together palm to palm in front of his face, like maybe he was thinking. For a long time, he didn’t speak.

      “I feared as much,” he said at last. “A great darkness is at work among the Artisans. Let us hope it is confined to the Actor alone.”

      “Professor, what does it mean?” Sweet Pea asked. “Why does Richard the Third matter so much?”

      The Professor leaned forward in his chair. “Those missing lines, the changed last scene—they can only mean one thing, my dear. In the play, Richard the Third is supposed to die, but the Actor changed the script so that Richard lived. Thus, the Actor never stopped playing the part.”

      “You mean he’s still trying to be Richard the Third?”

      “Yes. And like Richard the Third, he couldn’t truly be successful unless he had the power to force others to his will.”

      “So he stole the Bronze Crown,” I said.

      “Precisely. Unfortunately, of all the roles the Actor could have chosen, Richard the Third is one of the worst. That character is unusually cunning and absolutely ruthless, not to mention a liar and a murderer.”

      “A murderer?” Deeter asked.

      “Oh, yes. Even of women and children.”

      Great. Just what we needed—some whacked out Artisan with an identity crisis and enough power to destroy the world. Honestly, why couldn’t the Actor have decided to play Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny? Some character with a little more jolly and a lot less bloodlust.

      “How do we stop him?” I asked. “Do you have a plan?”

      A knock on the Professor’s door made Sweet Pea, Deeter and me jump.

      “Excellent.” The Professor glanced at his wristwatch. “That, my young friends, is our plan knocking right now. His timing is always impeccable. Of course, he doesn’t have to knock. Doesn’t even need to use the door, come to think of it. He’s only being polite. Come in!”

      The door opened, and a man poked his head into the room. His face was bearded but young, with eyes so blue I could see them even at a distance. On his head, he wore a brown top hat, which he removed when he entered the study.

      “You sent for me, Professor?” The man showed us an addressed envelope. “I received your letter while I was in London on June 5, 1844, at noon precisely! Remarkable. You truly are an Artisan of impressive skill. Sometime you must tell me how you did it.”

      “I’d be delighted to, old friend, but right now we have a very grave matter at hand, or else I wouldn’t have interrupted your travels.”

      The man made a slight gesture with his right hand, and then he was standing next to us by the desk. Poof. Just like that. When it happened, Sweet Pea gasped, and Deeter seemed ready to duck and hide behind a stack of books. The man gave me a polite nod while the Professor stepped forward to greet him.

      “I can’t thank you enough for coming,” the Professor said, shaking the man’s hand with both of his own. “I know you dislike getting involved in these sorts of affairs, but the Historian is off interviewing George Washington at the moment, and I’ve been unable to reach her. We need your help.”

      After that, the Professor drew the man aside and spoke with him in low tones, filling him in on what had happened with the Bronze Crown.

      “He’s our plan? Who is he?” Deeter asked. “And why is he dressed so funny?”

      Not exactly funny. Out of place was more like it. He wore a tan wool suit with a gray silk inner vest and a strange, high stiff collar. Around his neck, a blue silk scarf was tied in a kind of bow tie. And there was his strange hat, of course. He kept fiddling with it in his hands.

      “It’s just old clothes,” Sweet Pea said. “You know, from another time in history. And I like them. He must be one of the time travelers.”

      “Time travelers?” I asked.

      “Not all of the Artisans are bound to our modern age. A few of them have the power to go anywhere in history.”

      “The future too?”

      “I guess. I mean, everyone’s past is someone else’s future, right?”

      “Er, sure. I guess.”

      Right when I thought the Artisans couldn’t get any weirder. A time traveler? Seriously? I stared at the man for a moment, but he must have noticed because his gaze shifted and met mine. I looked away.

      “Neither of you know who he is?” I asked. “Or what he’s doing here?”

      Deeter and Sweet Pea shrugged as the Professor and the man approached us at the Professor’s desk.

      “Excellent,” the Professor said. “We’re agreed. Are you ready to go?”

      Why were they looking at me as if they expected me to answer?

      “Um, go where?” I asked.

      The Professor sighed. “See what happens when I get distracted? I haven’t even introduced you yet. This man is my good friend and fellow Artisan, the Hitchhiker.”

      The Hitchhiker shook hands, first with Sweet Pea and then with Deeter.

      “Delighted, delighted,” he said.

      Then, he turned to me. But instead of offering his hand, he only winked.

      “Ah, the great and daring Ragman’s Rook! I’ve heard so much about your accomplishments. Trust me when I say it’s quite an honor to meet you!”

      What was that supposed to mean? He’d heard about me? Was he talking about the fiasco with the library fire? Why would that make it an honor to know me? Unless he had a grudge against the Librarian. Or unless he was messing with my head. Or both. Or neither, actually. Talk about confusing.

      The Professor sure had some weird friends.

      “He’s agreed to escort you,” the Professor said. “He can only carry one of you, though, I’m afraid.”

      “Only one?” Sweet Pea asked while the three of us exchanged looks.

      “Yes,” the Hitchhiker said. “If it were a normal trip, I’d have no trouble bringing you all, but this trip will be a touch more difficult. It involves light, gravity, complicated forces.”

      “A trip where, exactly?” I asked.

      “Back in time,” the Professor said, “to speak with the only person who can help us now—the Bandit King himself. He’s the only one who can tell us more about the crown’s weakness, and until we know how to take advantage of that weakness, we’re powerless to stop the Actor.”

      “But Professor, how do we even know the Bandit King will help us?” I asked.

      “His love letters.”

      “Love letters?”

      “Oh, yes. Everyone’s been trying to recover The Book of All Words because they wanted to use it to read Ketter’s journal. But I found that the book showed something even more valuable—the love letters he wrote to Rose Sullivan. And they revealed a very interesting fact. He never stopped writing her, not even after she was deceased. Every Sunday of every week until the day he died.”

      “Why would he do that?” Deeter asked. “Especially if she was dead?”

      “Ah, why indeed! When you are able to answer that, you’ll know why I think he’ll help us.”

      The Hitchhiker offered me his hand. “Are you ready to go, Rook?”

      This was the second time he’d called me Rook. Why did he keep calling me that?

      “That’s not my name,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      Was I sure? Was he joking? But then again, since I didn’t know what my name was, Rook was a possibility. But come on. Who names their kid Rook?

      “Pretty sure,” I said.

      “Hmm.” He gazed at me for a moment. “A not-yet name, perhaps.”

      What was that supposed to mean? A not-yet name?

      “I don’t really have a name,” I said. “I mean, I do, but I don’t remember it. Everyone just calls me Rookie.”

      “Ah, Rookie,” the Hitchhiker said. “Yes, of course. This moment is earlier in your timeline. I should have known.”

      He had this vague twinkle in his eyes, like the kind that comes when a person knows something you don’t. But it was probably like that with every Artisan. They all knew more than I did. In fact, everyone knew more than I did.

      I should’ve been used to it by now.

      “One moment,” the Professor said. “Before you go, do you still have the Magic Eight Ball, young scholar?”

      “Yeah. In my backpack.”

      “May I borrow it for a while? I think it might help us.”

      The Magic Eight Ball, helpful? Yeah, right. But maybe the Professor could get it to work. If anyone knew the right questions to ask, it’d probably be him. I fetched the Magic Eight Ball from my backpack and handed it to him.

      Deeter took a step forward. “Hey. Wait a minute. How come he gets to go? Why not me? Or Sweet Pea?”

      “That’s simple enough,” the Professor said. “While those two are away, I need you and Sweet Pea to use your Finder’s instincts to help me locate the Oratorium.”

      “The ora-what?” Deeter asked.

      “The Oratorium, the Actor’s own private theater. Now that he has the crown, he’ll have gone into hiding there. Once, the Oratorium could be reached by using the Artisans’ Stairwell, but the Actor has sealed off that entrance. If we’re to find the Actor and take back the crown, then we’ll need to find another way in.”

      Deeter and Sweet Pea both nodded, and then Deeter punched me in the arm.

      “Good luck, Rookie,” he said.

      “You too.”

      From her pocket, Sweet Pea pulled out the Swan Feather.

      “Here, you should take this,” she said.

      “I can’t. I mean, that’s your magic feather,” I said. “What if you need it?”

      “If you’re going to meet the Bandit King, then you should have it for protection. Just hold it by the tip, not the feathery part, and don’t use it unless you have to.”

      “No way. I can handle the Bandit King. What if you run into the Actor?”

      “We’re only searching for the entrance to the Actor’s hideout. We’re not looking for him. And the Professor’s going with us. We’ll be fine. You’re the one who’ll need it.”

      “Sweet Pea, I’m not taking your Collectible. End of conversation.”

      She scowled at me, so I scowled right back. We stood so close to each other that I could hear her soft breaths. For a minute, I thought she might hit me—she had her hand clenched in a fist like she would.

      “Rookie, you’re so stubborn you drive me crazy! Fine. Don’t take the Swan Feather. Just come back in one piece, okay?”

      “You too,” I said.

      She suddenly wrapped her arms around me and gave me a big hug. It took me by surprise. Not that I was going to complain or anything. Deeter giggled at us, but we ignored him. Then Sweet Pea stood by the Professor, and the Hitchhiker held out his hand to me.

      “Ready?” he asked. “Good. Then take my left hand with your own, and extend your right hand.”

      My stomach was flipping somersaults again. Probably nerves. I grasped the Hitchhiker’s hand, and the moment I did, a strange buzzing started in my head.

      “Now,” he continued, “make your right hand into a fist, with your right thumb sticking out.”

      I did as he said, and he nodded. Then he put his hat back on his head and extended his own right hand.

      “Hold on tight,” he said. “And take a deep breath. You’ll need it.”

      I was about to ask him what he meant, but before I could form the words, he stuck out his thumb like he was hitching for a ride.

      And then, I knew exactly what he meant.
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            The Bandit King

          

        

      

    

    
      No up. No down. No colors, but no black or white either. Only movement, both fast and slow. And worst of all?

      No air.

      Now the sensation of rising. Or were we falling? Like traveling on the track of a roller coaster. And I was riding it blindfolded underwater. The only constant was the Hitchhiker’s grip on my hand, but what would happen to me if he let go?

      Would I die?

      All those books and movies about time traveling—they made it sound like a fun vacation adventure. Snap a few selfies at the battle of Troy, then zip back home again in time for dinner. What a joke. This was a nightmare. I couldn’t survive like this much longer. I had to breathe.

      I tried to tug at the Hitchhiker’s hand to give him a signal that I needed help. But his grip seemed to be loosening. He was letting me go. My heart pounding, I grasped his hand harder, and then I realized it was me—I was the one letting go. I couldn’t help it. My strength was gone. And the part of me that was actually me, it was fading.

      I was fading.

      A voice, but not a voice. Echoing among whatever remained of my broken thoughts.

      Hold on, Rook. Just hold on.

      Then, we stopped.

      There was light again, dim at first, but growing brighter until it became faint colors, like those of an old photograph. I doubled over, gasping for breath. The air that filled my lungs was hot, dry, and dusty. I blinked a few times to make sense of my surroundings.

      “That trip was more difficult than I thought it would be,” the Hitchhiker said. “I apologize for the rough journey. It’s a good thing you were my only companion. Keeping you alive and in one piece was tricky enough.”

      “Um, thanks,” I said.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to know how tricky it’d really been. In some ways, I could imagine death feeling just like I’d felt. Hard to believe the Hitchhiker actually liked traveling through time. Me, I was already dreading the trip back home again.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      The colors of the world finally started to look normal again. We were standing at the edge of a splintered picket fence. Some distance past the fence’s borders stood a ramshackle two-story house that tilted leftward like gravity was trying to make friends with it. Besides the house, there wasn’t much else to see. Just dry grass, red dirt, and a few snagged tumbleweeds.

      “We’re in Arizona, 1945,” the Hitchhiker said. “Miles from any town.”

      “Is anyone here? This place looks deserted.”

      “Looks don’t count for much. That house is the Bandit King’s long-time hideout. We’ll need to be careful. We’re not expected, which often leads to trouble. Oh, I recommend you use extreme caution when reaching into your left coat pocket.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Your friend slipped the Swan Feather into your pocket when she hugged you. She’s very clever, isn’t she? I was impressed.”

      Sweet Pea didn’t. How could she have? I checked my pocket.

      The Swan Feather was tucked neatly inside.

      Tricked. How did I fall for that so easily? When we got back, I was going to use the feather on her. Whatever the feather’s magic did, she deserved it.

      “She cares about you considerably, I think,” the Hitchhiker added.

      “She’s going to be okay, isn’t she? Without her feather…she won’t need it, right? I mean, you’re a time traveler. You know the future, don’t you?”

      “I know you care about her considerably too, which means you’ll do whatever it takes to ensure her safety. She’ll be just fine.”

      That wasn’t exactly what I was asking. But digging for more details probably wouldn’t get me any answers. Especially since I could feel my cheeks turning hot and red. Definitely best to settle for the vague answer I got and drop the subject.

      The Hitchhiker motioned at the house. “Let’s go see who’s home.”

      We walked along the picket fence until we finally reached a gate. It was hanging half off its hinges, but somehow the Hitchhiker managed to pry it open. The path beyond led to a garden of dead rosebushes, their brown branches tangled and their thorns sticking out like fangs. In the center of the garden stood a white marble fountain with a huge crack running along its dry, empty basin.

      The Hitchhiker traced his finger along the fountain’s rim. “This garden could use a little water.”

      “I can’t imagine the Bandit King is much of a gardener,” I said.

      “Ah, and yet, there are roses.”

      “Dead roses.”

      “Indeed. Everything dies in the end.”

      This Hitchhiker was a cheery guy.

      Finally, we reached the house. It had been white once, but now the paint was peeling. Just like an old snake shrugging off a layer of skin. The house’s wooden boards were shrunken and cracked, and everything in sight was the color of dishwater.

      “Not exactly what I expected a hideout to look like,” I said.

      The Hitchhiker sighed. “The white picket fence, the roses…it’s a dream that should have been, but never was. Broken dreams are always dangerous. We’d best knock first.”

      Then he crept up the creaking front porch steps and rapped on the door with his knuckles three times. We waited, but the only noise was a scratching made by the porch swing. One end of the swing was still attached by its chain while the other dangled against the floorboards, scrapping them as the hot breeze pushed it.

      There was no answer at the door, no sounds inside.

      “Well,” the Hitchhiker said, “it seems we have no other choice but to invite ourselves in. Wait right here a moment, if you don’t mind.”

      He made that same gesture I’d seen him make in the Professor’s study, only now I recognized it. He was holding out his thumb again, and then I was standing alone on the porch. After a few minutes, I tried peering through the house’s front windows, but the dingy curtains were drawn tight, so I went back to stand in front of the door. The Hitchhiker had been gone for a long time.

      He wouldn’t abandon me here in 1945, would he?

      The door’s locks began to unbolt from the inside—I counted at least five of them before all the clicks and clanks stopped. Finally, the door swung open, and the Hitchhiker stuck his head outside.

      “Apologies for the delay,” he said. “I ran into a complication.”

      “A complication?”

      “In truth, several. The whole downstairs was rigged with booby traps. Barbed wire, broken glass. Rudimentary types, but still capable of inflicting harm. The entire front yard was filled with them too, and that took some time to clear as well. I hope you weren’t waiting long?”

      “Um, not really. But, what do you mean the front yard was full of them? We just walked through it, and there wasn’t a single one.”

      “That’s because I popped back in time and removed them before we arrived.” He winked at me. “Tricky, aren’t I?”

      “Can you really do that?”

      “Well, there are some limitations….” The Hitchhiker opened the door wide enough for me to pass through. “Rules, regulations and so on, but for a smallish thing like the booby traps? Yes. I can. Shall we seek out our ungracious host?”

      I entered the house, and the Hitchhiker closed the door quietly behind me.

      “I can’t imagine that the Bandit King will be too pleased to see us,” the Hitchhiker said, “judging from the booby traps. I’ve searched the downstairs, but it’s quite abandoned. I think we’d best search upstairs now.”

      “Right,” I said.

      Good thing we didn’t have to spend too much time downstairs. The mess in this place made the Ragman’s house seem like a nice, upscale hotel in comparison. Every downstairs window had been boarded up from the inside, and the wallpaper—a dingy rose print—was peeling off the walls in huge sheets.

      The Hitchhiker touched one of the loose, wrinkled edges and frowned.

      “Such a pity,” he said.

      To the right of the entryway was a sitting room with a couple of ragged armchairs in front of a rusted pot bellied stove. Cobwebs draped from the light fixtures to the furniture. Probably even the spiders were dusty. I tried to imagine the Bandit King sipping tea with guests there.

      Definitely not.

      For a moment, the Hitchhiker studied the staircase leading up to the second floor.

      “The termites have been at work here,” he said. “Still, I think it’ll handle our weight. You’d better go first. You’re lighter than I am, and if the staircase breaks when I’m on it, I can always find another way up.”

      “What if it breaks while I’m on it?”

      “Then I’ll catch you.” The Hitchhiker grinned.

      Just how he’d catch me, he didn’t say.

      When I took my first step, the stairs creaked so loudly that the Hitchhiker and I both winced. The second step wasn’t as bad. The fifth step looked suspicious, so I skipped it, but the rest of the steps seemed solid enough.

      I reached the top without any problems.

      “My turn now,” the Hitchhiker said. “I’ll be right up.”

      He climbed the first few steps, though they creaked more under his weight. But then he reached the fifth step. The moment he put his weight on it, the entire staircase made this terrible groan.

      “Hitchhiker, look out!” I cried.

      Too late. The whole staircase crashed down in a cloud of dust and wood splinters, taking the Hitchhiker with it. He didn’t have time to make that strange gesture of his and zip away to safety. It all happened too fast.

      The dust was slow to settle. When it did, I peered down into the rubble.

      “Hitchhiker?” I called. “Are you okay?”

      Some of the wood pieces shifted, and a coughing sound came from beneath them.

      “I’ll just be a moment….” The Hitchhiker’s head emerged from under one of the boards. His hand appeared next, and he placed his crumpled hat back on his head. He glanced around as if he expected to see his arms or legs in some other pile beside him. Then he rose to his feet shakily and started brushing the dust off his coat.

      “I thought you were dead,” I said.

      The Hitchhiker stopped and looked at me. “Fortunately, this particular Artisan is alive and well. I’ll be right there.”

      He began dusting himself off again.

      At the end of the upstairs hallway stood a door that was opened a crack. Probably it led to a bedroom. I wouldn’t have noticed it at all except that I heard a sound behind the door. Like a wooden drawer closing, and then a soft, metallic creak. Bedsprings, maybe.

      I turned back to the Hitchhiker. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Oh, yes, quite. I’ll only need a moment.”

      With the amount of dust on him, he’d probably need longer than a moment. After waiting for a few seconds, I decided to tiptoe closer to the door. With the slight opening, I could peer through the crack and see the person inside. Or at least that was the plan.

      “Finder?” the Hitchhiker called from downstairs. “Is everything okay up there?”

      I was far enough down the hallway that if I answered now, I might give myself away. Only a quick look, and then I could go tell the Hitchhiker what I’d seen. Besides, I was almost at the door. Just a few more steps.

      “Rookie?” the Hitchhiker said again, this time more urgently.

      I drew in my breath and pressed my eye against the opening of the door.

      The only thing I could see was a brass bed, or at least the foot of it, with blankets that were dirty and disheveled. I tilted my head to see better, but I must have bumped the door because it swung wide open.

      So much for stealth.

      An old man was sitting up in the bed, staring at me with watery, sunken eyes. He was thin—impossibly thin—with straggly white hair that came down to his ears. The only thing he wore was a stained nightshirt full of rips and tears.

      This was the Bandit King? This old man?

      “Uh, uh,” I stammered. Honestly, was there anything a person could say at this point that wouldn’t sound awkward or embarrassing?

      The man reached his shaking hand under his covers.

      “I swore you’d never take me alive, Sheriff Watson,” the old man said. He drew his hand out from under his blankets, only now he was holding a revolver.

      Oh, not good.

      And before I had time to tell him that my name wasn’t Sheriff Watson, or that I didn’t even know who Sheriff Watson was, before I had time to step back or duck, before I even had time to breathe, the old man pointed his revolver at me and cocked the hammer.

      “And by every sweet thing that’s blessed and holy,” he said, “I meant it!”

      He pulled the trigger.
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      A bullet wound usually hurts, right? Probably not as bad as being burned alive or disemboweled, but still…. Of all the ways to die, a gunshot wound wouldn’t exactly be a painless way to go.

      So why didn’t I feel any pain?

      The gun had definitely fired. I could still hear the gunshot reverberating in the tiny room, except that the sound was far away. Or maybe I was the one far away. It was hard to tell. One second, I could’ve sworn I was outside in the dead rose garden, and the next second I seemed to be inside by the collapsed staircase.

      Then I was in the old man’s bedroom again, but up near the ceiling. No, I was in a crack between the floorboards. Under the bed? By the window?

      What was going on?

      Finally, I was standing next to the old man holding the gun, and the Hitchhiker was right beside me, clutching my left shoulder.

      “I’ll take that,” the Hitchhiker said, snatching the revolver from the old man’s hands.

      The old man didn’t put up any fight—he was too busy gaping at the doorway.

      “Weren’t you over…didn’t I see you…how did you….” He tugged his sheets closer to his face and shook his head. Like maybe he thought he was hallucinating.

      The Hitchhiker gave me a look that made me want to crawl away and hide.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Thanks for saving my life.”

      “Well, no lasting harm was done, I suppose,” he said, his expression gentling. “Though what I would have told the Professor if you’d been shot, I really don’t know.”

      He unloaded the revolver’s bullets, muttering as he did so.

      Not that unloading the gun would do much good. There were probably plenty more bullets in the drawer next to the old man’s bed. There had to be a stash of them somewhere because the whole room was full of bullet holes. Thousands of them. Holes in the walls, holes in the floor, even holes in the ceiling.

      But besides the bullet holes, there wasn’t much else in the room. A slanted brass bed, a small nightstand, a warped wooden wardrobe, and a lady’s dressing table. The air reeked of human waste.

      This couldn’t be the bedroom of the great Bandit King, could it?

      I ran my finger along the dressing table’s dusty surface. The table was set with a silver mirror, a silver hairbrush, and a silver comb. An open jewelry box occupied one corner of the table, and a glass tray of fancy perfume bottles occupied the other. It seemed odd to find a lady’s dressing table in a place like this.

      As for the old man wrapped up in the dirty blankets?

      “You’re the Bandit King?” I asked.

      The old newspaper articles had made him sound young and dashing and dangerous. Not like this. Not the stubble on his chin, or his gray lips and ashen face. The saliva glistening at the corner of his mouth.

      Yikes.

      The Bandit King had been watching me as closely as I had been watching him.

      “You’re not Sheriff Watson!” he said, blinking at me. “Why, you’re just a boy. I might have killed you! I might have murdered a child!”

      He wrapped his arms around his chest and rocked himself back and forth.

      “You might have killed a man, too,” the Hitchhiker said, “if he had truly been Sheriff Watson.”

      The Bandit King tilted his head. “What? Yes, I suppose you’re right. Wait. Sheriff Watson? He’s been dead for twenty years now. I thought you were a dead man! Don’t I think such silly things?”

      He laughed until he coughed and choked while the Hitchhiker and I exchanged looks. How could the Professor possibly think this mad old man could help us save the world?

      “You must forgive me,” the Bandit King said. “Sometimes the past…such a long time ago…and with no one to talk to…I’m very alone, you see. So alone.”

      His words slurred together into a soft song, which he sang to himself until it became a low moan. Then he leaned back against his pillow, his eyes sliding shut as if he’d fallen asleep.

      “Um, excuse me.” I cleared my throat. “Bandit King sir?”

      The Bandit King’s eyes opened. “You? Who are you? Sheriff Watson? Is that you? I swear I’ll…where’s my gun!”

      He pawed at the sheets.

      The Hitchhiker leaned over to whisper in my ear. “We don’t have much time, Rook.”

      His eyes met mine, and they seemed even bluer than usual, as if they were filled with blue fire. Like maybe he could see things I couldn’t see, or like maybe he knew things I didn’t know.

      “Um, Bandit King?” I turned back to the bed. “I’m not the sheriff. Remember we went over this already. Bandit King? Sir?”

      “Try his real name,” the Hitchhiker said.

      His real name? Why would that make a difference? Still, worth a try.

      “John?” I touched the old man’s shoulder. “John Ketter? We need your help.”

      “I have no help to give. Go away.”

      “It’s about the Bronze Crown.”

      He jerked as if something had hurt him. “What do you know about that? You can’t know anything. I buried that, years ago. Buried it, buried it!”

      “I know, but uh….”

      Explaining about the crown seemed impossible to do—even more impossible for him to understand.

      “Look,” I said, “it’s complicated.”

      “Everything is, with the Bronze Crown,” the old man said, and this time he was definitely John Ketter, not the Bandit King.

      “Another man has found it,” I said. “He intends to use it to take over the world.”

      “Of course he does. Who could resist?”

      “You did. And that’s what I need to know. How did you beat the crown? What’s the crown’s weakness?”

      “Does he love anyone? Or anything?”

      How should I know who or what Artisans love, or even if they love? I looked over at the Hitchhiker for a clue, but his eyebrows were drawn together, and he stood that way for a while like he was thinking. In the end, he only shook his head.

      “This man must love something,” John Ketter said. “Even if it’s gold or power or himself. Because that’s the curse of the crown. To lose what you love most. That is the price of claiming it.” His voice softened. “I lost something. Someone.”

      “You lost Rose.”

      “Yes.” He glanced around the room. “Do you like it? The house? It’s shabby now, but oh, you should have seen it when it was new. All the money I stole from the banks, I used it to build this house for her. I was going to marry her. We were going to be happy!”

      He clenched at the blankets until his knuckles paled.

      “That’s what I lost! Us. Our future. The children we were going to have. The years grown old and happy together. Her love. Her smiles. Even her wrinkles and tears. All gone!”

      “What happened?” I asked, though I could guess the answer. Suddenly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it. But I had to know.

      “She discovered I was the Bandit King! And she was horrified. She begged me to stop using the crown.”

      He was breathing hard, wheezing. I looked at the Hitchhiker. Did we really have to do this? Wasn’t there some other way to learn the truth?

      There wasn’t.

      “I didn’t want to surrender it.” John Ketter bowed his head. “That kind of power, it’s intoxicating. The crown may enslave others, but it enslaves the wearer most. Rose gave me a choice. Either I pick the crown or her.”

      His words became sobs—huge racking sobs that shook the brass bed and made its hinges creak.

      “And heaven help me,” he said, “I chose the crown!”

      He buried his face in the sheets, and the Hitchhiker touched my arm.

      “Calm Ketter if you can,” he whispered. “It’s important.”

      So I took the cleanest blanket off the bed and wrapped it around John Ketter’s shoulders. Then I patted him on the back.

      “You don’t have to talk about it,” I said. “Try to breathe. We’ll talk about something else.”

      Sort of stupid, really. Just what else was there to discuss, exactly? The crack in the wardrobe? The bullet holes? Or maybe what was on the dinner menu? My mind blanked completely. Fortunately, it didn’t matter in the end.

      “No,” John Ketter said. “I want to confess. Especially if it might help you.”

      He swallowed a few times and inhaled a deep breath.

      “I tried to use the crown on Rose. I commanded her to accept me as the Bandit King. But she utterly refused. She loved me too much to accept what I was becoming. I tried commanding her again, harder. It hurt her terribly. Her face…so much pain. Still, she refused. So she died. When I saw what the crown had done—what I had done—casting the crown away was easy. But it was too late. Too late!”

      He made a gasping sound, and his face turned even more ashen than before. He jolted up and grabbed my shirt.

      “You must stop this man from using the crown. You must!”

      Then he leaned back in a coughing fit.

      “I have no idea what the Actor loves,” the Hitchhiker said, “or how we could use it to stop him. The Professor might be able to guess, but to stake so much on a guess….”

      “Perhaps there is another way,” John Ketter said. The coughing fit had taken all his strength from him, and he lay there with his arms limp on the mattress. “To surrender the crown in freewill—that is the crown’s weakness. If you can convince this man to do that, it would break the power of the crown.”

      I couldn’t see how that information would help much. The Actor would never give up the crown willingly. But the Hitchhiker seemed encouraged.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      A sheen of sweat was forming on John Ketter’s forehead, and his eyes were so hollow, his hair so thin. He lifted his head a little towards me.

      “Tell me, boy. Do you think….”

      His words faded, so I leaned over to hear him better, and he whispered in my ear.

      “Do you think Rose might forgive me?”

      But before I could find an answer, he started shaking his head, and the tears came back to his eyes.

      “You’re right. You’re right!” He wailed. “She wouldn’t. How could she? How could she forgive her murderer?”

      “Look,” I said, “she died because she loved you, right? And love, it forgives, doesn’t it?”

      “So, Rose might forgive me someday?”

      “Maybe she already has.”

      He seemed to think about this until the corners of his mouth turned up. He let out a small sigh, but he didn’t draw in another breath right away. And when he did, it was smaller than the breath before. The next one was smaller still. He was so, so quiet.

      “He’s dying!” I said. “We have to do something!”

      But the Hitchhiker didn’t move.

      One last whisper of a breath raised John Ketter’s chest ever so slightly. That was all. He didn’t breathe again. And his face seemed different. I recognized his features—his cheekbones, his jaw, his nose. Yet somehow his face wasn’t his anymore.

      Was this what death looked like?

      I turned to the Hitchhiker. “You knew he was going to die.”

      “The Professor selected this very moment for us to visit him for that exact reason.”

      Just when I was starting to think Artisans weren’t so bad after all.

      “If you knew, then why didn’t you help him!”

      “He was an old man, Rook. It was his time to die. As it will someday be mine. As it will someday be yours. No Artisan can change that.”

      “But why now? Why did the Professor send us to his deathbed?”

      “This moment was the least likely to damage John Ketter’s timeline. Or anyone else’s, for that matter. The things we told him were forbidden foreknowledge. If we had visited him when he was younger or more able, he might have taken that foreknowledge and altered his choices, which would have done irreparable harm.”

      I placed John Ketter’s arms across his chest and pulled the bed sheets farther up on his body. His eyes stared up at the ceiling. At least his face didn’t show any signs of pain.

      “Do Artisans care?” I asked. “At all?”

      The Hitchhiker frowned. “Of course, we care. Some more than others, and each in his or her own way, but yes, we care. It’s why the Actor has so many of us so concerned. An Artisan who has lost all compassion is dangerous to everyone.”

      “You could go back,” I said. “Stop Ketter from using the crown against Rose. Or stop him from using it at all! You could fix this!”

      “There are rules—complicated ones—about this sort of thing. Laws that mustn’t be broken.”

      Rules? Laws? I wasn’t buying it.

      “Maybe some laws should be broken!”

      “You want me to change the past. But who am I to dictate what should and should not be!”

      The Hitchhiker sat down on the edge of the bed and rubbed his thumb.

      “People must be free to make their own choices in life,” he said. “Preventing them from making bad ones, forcing them to only make good ones, that’s not choice. That’s enslavement. Could I visit any moment in Ketter’s life and compel him to take a certain course of action? Of course. And don’t believe the temptation isn’t there.”

      “So why not?” I said. “I mean, look at him!”

      The Hitchhiker stared at John Ketter’s body for a moment. Then he moved away to the window and peered through the dirt-streaked panes of glass. When he spoke again, his voice was quiet.

      “I know it’s hard to understand, Rook, but you must try. Forcing my will and my whims on people, altering their timelines and dictating their decisions, even if I thought it was for their own good, would be an utter violation of life and freedom. Were I to do so, it would diminish their very humanity.”

      Finally, I started to see what he meant.

      “It would be as bad as enslaving them with the Bronze Crown,” I said.

      “Indeed.”

      The Hitchhiker approached John Ketter’s body, then closed Ketter’s eyes.

      “Do I care, Rook?” he said. “Oh, yes. I care. I always care.”

      Even with his amazing Artisan powers and abilities, maybe sometimes he still was as helpless as an Ordinary. Maybe there were some things magic couldn’t fix.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      He walked over to the dressing table, straightened the silver comb, and closed the jewelry box. For a long time, he stayed that way with his back to me. When he turned around, his eyes were like blue flames again. And his expression was odd. If I didn’t know better, I might have thought he looked afraid. But Artisans don’t feel fear.

      Or do they?

      “We must return to the Professor’s study,” he said. “Immediately.”
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      The Hitchhiker must’ve taken a few wrong turns going home.

      Sure, I was no expert, but our trip back through time seemed a lot longer and a lot bumpier than before. For a split second, I could’ve sworn I caught a glimpse of Abraham Lincoln’s assassination. Definitely a wrong turn there. But when we finally arrived in our own time, we were greeted with darkness.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      This couldn’t be the Professor’s study. I’d never felt such emptiness in his room before, not even the first time I came here alone. I reached out my hand and grasped the railing at the top of the staircase.

      “Professor?” I called out.

      “It’s no use,” the Hitchhiker said. “He can’t answer you now.”

      Whatever that meant, I didn’t like the sound of it.

      A single dim light was burning somewhere in the room though I couldn’t tell where. My eyes were still adjusting, and I could barely make out shapes. The stacks of books downstairs. The Hitchhiker standing beside me. He shivered and tugged his coat collar closer to his face.

      It was wrong, somehow, this emptiness.

      The Hitchhiker must have felt it, too. His hand was already extending as if he was about to hitch himself away. Like he couldn’t wait to leave.

      “You’re going?” I asked.

      “You don’t need me anymore.” The Hitchhiker tipped his hat. “Goodbye, Rook. And good luck. I know you’ll find your way. Now I must find mine.”

      “Wait, so you’re just going to ditch me here? Alone?”

      “Oh, no. I would never leave you alone.”

      Yeah, right. Sure seemed like he was ditching me. Right when I needed him most. He stuck out his right thumb and was gone, riding away on the wind or the light or whatever else might have offered him a ride.

      And then all I had left was the emptiness.

      I made my way down the stairs one careful step at a time, but not before nearly missing a step twice. No books were flapping through the air. The single light seemed to be somewhere near the Professor’s desk, so I headed in that direction. The room was too quiet.

      “Professor? Sweet Pea? Deeter?” I called.

      What should I do? Wait for them? How long would they be? Had they found the Oratorium yet? At last, I reached the Professor’s desk, with The Book of All Words still there. I ran my hand over its brown leather cover, its scratches and its water stains.

      “If you’re looking for the Professor and your friends,” a man’s voice said in the darkness, “you won’t find them here. They’ve been taken.”

      I startled at the sound and stumbled backward over a stack of books. Whoever this guy was, if he thought he could take me without a fight, I’d teach him that was a big mistake. I scrambled to my feet and grabbed one of the heaviest books I could find. It’d be hard to hit what I couldn’t see, though. I peered into the shadows.

      “Who’s there?” I asked. “Show yourself. Where are you?”

      “Where I’ve always been, kid. One step behind you.”

      I spun around.

      Across from the Professor’s desk was a brass table lamp on a stack of books, and standing next to that was a man wearing a tan trench coat and a brown fedora hat. He lifted his head, so I finally saw his face. I’d seen it before, but this time, his eyes were bright green, and they were looking straight at me.

      Great. I wasn’t sure which was worst—the fake Detective or the real one. Did the real Detective still think I was a criminal?

      I raised the book in my hands higher and took a step back. “You’re not taking me to the Penitoria. I won’t let you.”

      “The Penitoria? That’s no place for a Finder.” The Detective frowned. “Who said I’d take you there?”

      This had to be a trick. Why else would he be in the Professor’s study unless it was a trap to catch me?

      “I’m not that slow, kid,” the Detective continued. “I know the library fire wasn’t your fault. I know you didn’t intend to steal The Book of All Words. And I know you’re not the one who has the Bronze Crown.”

      Finally, some good news. Not that it made anything better, but at least my name was cleared. I set the book down and let out a deep breath.

      “Of course,” the Detective added, “the Librarian still has certain suspicions regarding the basketballs.”

      Well, almost cleared. But if the Detective hadn’t come to cart me off to the Penitoria….

      “Then why are you here?” I asked.

      “I first came to speak with the Professor. When I didn’t find him in his study, I trailed him and your friends all the way to the Oratorium. That’s where the trail went cold. They didn’t return, and they didn’t go anywhere else. Which can only mean one thing.”

      “The Actor caught them,” I whispered.

      “Exactly, Rookie. I could tell you weren’t with them. So I came back here to see if I could find you and let you know. Seemed only fair, considering what you’ve been through.”

      I swallowed a few times. How could this have happened? Had the Actor used the Bronze Crown against them? Is that how he caught them? What if they resisted? What if they were already dead?

      “No,” I said. “That can’t be right. Maybe you read the signs wrong. Or maybe there’s some other explanation.”

      The Detective stood there, silent, with his hands in his coat pockets. He didn’t have to say it. What other explanation could there be? I sank down into the Professor’s desk chair.

      This was my fault. All of it.

      “I’m sorry,” the Detective said. “I know I’ve let you down. Your friends, too. The Librarian. Even the Critic. And the Professor…everyone.”

      I shrugged. “I’m the one to blame.”

      “Have you forgotten so quickly, kid? I was there. I was in the library the exact moment this whole thing started. The Actor would have succeeded that first day, right under my very nose, if you hadn’t intervened. Even if it was by accident. Then at the pier. At the carnival. Always, I missed my chance. I knew the Actor was after you, and it was my job to catch him. But I failed, every time.”

      He removed his hat and held it in his hands. Then he leaned against the desk’s edge, his head bowed.

      “You’re giving up?” I asked.

      “Give up a case? No. That’s not my way, kid. If I ever did that, I’d stop being the Detective. Whenever there’s a case, I’ll solve it, or die trying.”

      Here I’d been thinking the Detective was some horrible ogre who’d do terrible things to me if he caught me, and this whole time he’d been trying to help me? That was a lot to wrap my head around. But if we worked together, maybe we could still stop the Actor.

      “Okay. What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “First, I’ll escort you to your Collector. The Ragman, isn’t it? He can protect you.”

      “The Ragman? Protect me?” I snorted a little. I couldn’t help it.

      “He’s eccentric,” the Detective said, “but don’t let appearances fool you. He’s got more magic stashed away in a single closet of his than most magic Collectors amass in their entire lifetime.”

      “Yeah. A bunch of magical board games and feather dusters.”

      “Oh, kid. He’s got more than that. A lot more.”

      Yeah, right. Still, now wasn’t the time to argue with an Artisan, so I dropped the subject.

      “Once you’re safe,” the Detective continued, “I’ll do my best to stop the Actor.”

      “How?”

      The Detective didn’t answer. Maybe he didn’t know.

      “Look,” I said, “I’m not abandoning my friends. If you take me back to the Ragman, I’ll only find my way to the Oratorium somehow. I won’t give up. So you might as well let me help you.”

      The Detective regarded me for a moment. Probably he was thinking of handcuffing me to the Ragman’s armchair, just to make sure I’d stay out of the way. But then, his frown slowly went away. It didn’t exactly turn into anything friendly like a smile, but at least he was softening a bit. He put his hat back on and tipped the brim up high on his forehead with his thumb.

      “All right, kid. Tell you what. Maybe you can help. Take a look at this, and tell me what you see.”

      He handed me a fragment of crumpled paper. Tell him what I saw? Was this supposed to be a test? I smoothed out the paper as best as I could.

      “Where did you get this?” I asked.

      “Found it near the entrance to the Oratorium. Nearly didn’t pick it up. Figured it was just the torn-off corner of a playbill. But then my instinct said to take it. Even if it is blank.”

      Blank? The paper wasn’t blank, not to me. It had four words written on it.

      Rookie—send a message.

      When I told the Detective what it said, he pounded his fist on the desk.

      “I knew it! I never miss a clue! The Professor left this behind, and he left it for you.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “It’s written with the Scholar’s Pen, one of the Professor’s favorite Collectibles. The ink can only be seen by the person the words are intended for.”

      “You really can’t see the words?”

      “Nope. Not a dot, not a dash. So kid, what’s it mean?”

      He stared at me like I was about to reveal the greatest secret of the entire universe. But what did it mean? Send a message? To whom? What should my message say? What if these words didn’t mean anything at all? What if they were only some sort of reminder, like a to-do list? What if the Professor was simply reminding himself to send a message to me?

      The more I thought about it, the more I started to doubt. I had no idea what the Detective’s clue meant.

      “Don’t worry, kid,” the Detective said, giving my shoulder a shake. “We’ll solve it yet.”

      “You’ll let me help?”

      A knock came from the Professor’s front door. The Detective moved in front of me, and his hand slipped into his coat pocket.

      “Come in,” he said.

      It was only the Messenger, but he didn’t exactly look like his normal, cheerful self. His uniform was badly wrinkled, and his blond curls hung limply beneath his flopped cap. He wasn’t even smacking his bubble gum. Like maybe that would take too much energy. He stumbled inside and joined us near the Professor’s desk.

      “Thank goodness,” he said, breathless. “You two are the last. I think I’ve delivered more messages and visited more places this evening than I have this whole past year.”

      “What’s going on?” the Detective asked.

      “Business first.” The Messenger checked his clipboard. “I have one last envelope addressed to the Detective and Rookie.”

      He took a quick glance at the Detective, but he gave me a longer look.

      “Weren’t you someone called young scholar last time?” he asked.

      “Yeah. I go by a lot of names I guess,” I said.

      Ironic, really, that none of them were actually mine.

      The Detective and I both signed on the dotted lines. In return, the Messenger offered us a black envelope, which the Detective accepted and tore open. From the envelope, he pulled out a black piece of paper and started reading it. His eyebrows furrowed.

      More bad news, no doubt. As if we didn’t have enough of that already.

      The Messenger didn’t vanish like he did the last time he delivered something to me. Instead, he plopped down on a few of the knee-high stacks of books near the desk and shut his eyes. He probably would’ve fallen asleep if the Detective hadn’t spoken.

      “How many Artisans did you deliver black envelopes to?”

      “You’d have a shorter answer if you asked who I didn’t deliver one to.”

      Maybe the Detective always looked this grim, but I didn’t think so.

      “What is it?” I asked. “What’s happened?”

      He reached into the envelope and showed me two small, black theater tickets.

      “Opening night, kid. The Actor’s finally going to get his performance of Richard the Third—this time, exactly the way he wants it.”

      “We have to warn the other Artisans,” I said. “If they show up to the Oratorium, if they try to attend the play, the Actor will use the Bronze Crown against them.”

      “We’re too late. We’re the last ones to get this, remember? The other Artisans already have their tickets, and the tickets say the show starts in twenty minutes. They’re probably already there.”

      “Already trapped, you mean.”

      The Detective nodded.

      This was the worst news yet. The crown could cause enough trouble when used against Ordinaries. Just with them alone, the Actor could rule the world. But against other Artisans? Artisans with all those strange magical powers?

      With them under his control, he could tear the world apart.

      “What should we do now?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, kid,” the Detective said. “I honestly don’t know.”

      I closed my eyes. It was finished. How could the Detective fight against all the other Artisans combined? And what use would I be? Some out-of-place Finder tagging along.

      We’d lost.

      The Messenger tried to blow a bubble with his pink chewing gum, but the bubble only fizzled out like a deflating balloon. The Detective walked over to the window behind the desk and stared out into the darkness.

      “Too bad he didn’t pick Richard the Second,” I said.

      “What, Rookie?” the Detective asked. His voice sounded quiet and distant.

      “Nothing.”

      I put my head down on the desk. But instead of feeling the cold, hard wood surface on my forehead, I felt the leather cover of The Book of All Words. And it wasn’t cold at all. In fact, it was warm—and growing warmer. I lifted my head and flung the book open.

      Richard the Second. Act four, scene one.

      A play about a king who loses his crown.

      “I know how to beat him!” I said.

      The Detective turned around. “What?”

      “The Actor. I can get him to surrender the Bronze Crown willingly. I know how to break the crown’s power. I know how to do it.”

      But the Detective didn’t look entirely convinced, even when I showed him the book.

      “That’s taking a big risk, for all of us,” he said.

      “But you can do it, right?”

      “Well, yeah, I guess. But can you?”

      The one question I’d been trying not to think about. I took a deep breath.

      “I have to.”

      The Detective gave me one of those long, intense looks—Artisan stares, I was starting to call them in my head—and then he frowned.

      “One problem, Rookie. We can’t just waltz into the Oratorium. The Actor will be guarding the entrance since he caught the Professor there. And we can’t use the tickets for admittance—he’ll be expecting that. So how do we get in?”

      I glanced at the Messenger stretched out on the stack of books. His eyes were sort of opening and closing, with his head drooping forward. He looked pretty beat. Still, I hoped he had one last trip in him. Everything depended on it.

      “It’s simple,” I said. “We send a message.”
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      “I have an urgent delivery for the Actor.”

      The Messenger’s voice sounded muffled to me on the inside of the wooden crate where the Detective and I were hunched listening. I tried to peer between the slits to see what was outside the crate. Looked like some sort of backstage door.

      A softer voice said something in return, but I couldn’t make out the words.

      “Nope. This is official business,” the Messenger said. “It’s gotta go to the Actor.”

      If the Messenger could find a way into the Packrat House, then I knew he could find a way into the Oratorium. As long as there was a message or a package that needed delivering, he could go anywhere he needed to, right? Or at least that was what he’d said the day I’d first met him.

      I kept my fingers crossed.

      There came another soft, unintelligible reply.

      “I don’t care if he’s getting ready for his performance,” the Messenger said. “This delivery is addressed to him, and it’s marked urgent. Which means it’s gotta go to him, and it’s gotta go now.”

      There was a long silence, broken by a soft popping sound. Like maybe the Messenger finally managed to blow a bubble with his bubble gum.

      “I can’t give it to the Actress, or anyone else,” he added. “If this delivery can’t go to the Actor, then I have to take it back.”

      Take us back? Was the Messenger crazy? This was our only chance. Crouched beside me, the Detective sucked in his breath while I tried to keep still.

      “Of course,” the Messenger continued, “I’d hate to be the one to tell the Actor that he missed an urgent, highly important delivery. Especially if he’s been waiting for it.”

      Silence again.

      “But hey, what’s that any business of mine? I’m just the Messenger. Right, I’ll take it back then.”

      Finally, a response. Still too quiet to hear, but whatever the person said, now the Messenger was the one who hesitated. The Detective and I pressed our ears against the crate’s walls.

      What was the matter?

      “Yeah, sure. All right.” The Messenger’s voice shook. “I’ll take it to him personally. But make it quick. I have places to be.”

      No, no, no.

      Things were going wrong already. When I’d told the Messenger my plan in the Professor’s study, he’d agreed to help us on one condition. He didn’t want to enter the Oratorium. Delivery at the door, then he could go. And the Detective had agreed. In fact, the Detective had seemed relieved to hear the Messenger’s condition, though I didn’t understand why then. But now, I understood.

      By entering the Oratorium, the Messenger had placed himself in a lot of danger.

      I could feel the crate being moved, and then we seemed to be traveling down a hallway of some sort. All I could hear was the Messenger’s bubble gum. He wasn’t blowing bubbles anymore, though. Now he was cracking his gum. Loud, too. A quick knock on a door, and after that, the door opened. The Messenger cleared his throat.

      “I have an urgent delivery for the Actor.”

      “A delivery for me?” the Actor said. “How wonderful! Bring it in!”

      “I’ll need you to sign here, and then I’ll be on my way.”

      Crack, crack, crack went the Messenger’s bubble gum. There was a snuffling sound at the outside of the crate, followed by a growl.

      “It’s a big box, isn’t it?” the Actor said.

      “And it’s all yours once you sign here.”

      “Hmm.”

      Between the wooden slits, I caught the glimpse of a shadow moving around the crate. After that, a loud tapping right above my head and another near the Detective’s side. It must’ve been the Actor, investigating the crate.

      “Yes,” the Actor said, “very large indeed.”

      Then he started giggling—quiet at first, but it quickly turned into a roar of laughter.

      What was so funny?

      The Detective was holding his breath, and the Messenger’s gum had stopped cracking. I could guess what they were thinking because I was thinking it, too. This was the end. The Actor must have figured out we were inside.

      “Brilliant! Oh, brilliant!” the Actor said, clapping his hands in applause. “What an entrance! I was expecting this, you know! Something exactly like this! Of course, I’ll sign for it. Who am I to disappoint my adoring fans now? Especially when they’re so anxious to show their appreciation. Urgent, indeed! Where do I sign?”

      The sound of a pen scrawling on paper. This was torture. Did the Actor suspect us? I glanced at the Detective, but the light was too dim to see his face clearly. His hand grasped my shoulder and squeezed it a little like he was telling me to hold still and wait.

      But wait for what? Were we caught?

      “You know what I bet it is?” the Actor said. “A throne! What else do adoring fans get their favorite Actor? And now their king, too! Yes, definitely a throne. Only one way to know for sure, though.”

      The crate shook and creaked as if the Actor was starting to pry it open.

      “Stop!” the Messenger cried. “There’s a note that goes with it. You’re not supposed to open the crate until you read the message.”

      A pause.

      If the Actor wanted to open the box right away, there was nothing to prevent him. He could simply use the Bronze Crown and command the Messenger to step aside. And then the Messenger would have to obey.

      Or die.

      “Ah, yes, of course. Silly me,” the Actor said. “My fans wish to express their adoration in writing first. Fan mail. Cards and letters, cute artwork and whatnot.”

      The Messenger must have handed the Actor my message. There was another long pause.

      “Oh,” the Actor said. He sounded disappointed. “Is that all? No cards or letters, then? No fanfic or artwork? Just this message?”

      Some voice called out in the hallway that the curtain would go up in three minutes. The Actor’s cue was approaching. Places, please. That seemed to settle it.

      “All right, all right,” the Actor said. “The crate can wait. You’re staying for the performance, Messenger?”

      “Duty calls, I’m afraid. Official business I must attend to. A messenger’s work is never done.”

      “Oh, but you can’t leave now,” the Actor said. “You’ll be missing the experience of a lifetime. Stay and watch the performance. I insist.”

      The Actor’s voice had a sharp edge, and the Messenger wailed as if he’d been stabbed or struck. After that, there was a heavy thump, like maybe the Messenger had collapsed onto the floor.

      “You may not be the most powerful Artisan there is,” the Actor said, “but you’re still useful to me. After all, if there’s no one to deliver the news, then no one will hear of tonight’s magnificent performance. I’ll kill you if I have to, but I’d really rather not. So I’ll give you one last chance to decide if you’ll stay.”

      When the Messenger replied, his voice sounded breathless. Weak.

      “Of course, I’ll watch the performance, Actor. I wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Fantastic. Off you go to find a seat. Try the second row.”

      The door opened and closed while the Actor chuckled.

      “Ah, fans,” he said.

      And then he went out the door too, leaving the Detective and me alone in the room.

      This was bad. But I hadn’t realized just how enraged the Detective was until he smashed the crate open with one blow of his fist.

      “If he hurts the Messenger again,” the Detective said, “if he hurts any of the Artisans again, or anyone else, I swear it’ll be the last thing he does. On my life, on every power I have, I swear it!”

      We stepped out of the crate and into the Actor’s dressing room. A big, shaggy sheepdog stood near the door, his fur raised and his teeth bared, but a single look from the Detective made him sit on his haunches and whine.

      “Down, Stanislavski,” the Detective said.

      “Stanislavski?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Why? Something wrong?”

      “The last time I met an animal with that name, it was a killer pigeon.”

      The Detective shrugged. “It’s the Actor’s dog, kid. He can make it look like whatever he wants. Well, within reason. It has to suit the role the Actor’s playing.”

      “How about a seagull, or a fluffy white poodle?”

      “Are you kidding? That’s nothing. I once saw Stanislavski perform as a polar bear.”

      An Artisan super-pet? Yikes. I liked him a whole lot better as a sheep dog than a carnivorous pigeon, though. That pigeon was just creepy.

      And I didn’t even want to imagine a dog pretending to be a polar bear.

      “Don’t worry, kid,” the Detective continued. “The dog won’t bother us now. Let’s get to work.”

      We both started searching the Actor’s dressing room. One side of the room was full of lighted mirrors and tables with tubes of makeup and creams and wigs. On the other side was a huge rack full of costumes. There was a black dress, like the one the widow Hiddleburg wore, and a businessman’s suit. After that, I found fisherman Jack’s outfit and the black clown suit. Then the student’s blazer, and even a trench coat like the Detective’s.

      But those weren’t the disguises I was looking for.

      “Detective, here,” I said, pointing to a section of colorful tunics. “What about these?”

      A distant applause sounded. Richard the Third must have started its opening scene.

      “We don’t have much time,” the Detective said, joining me at the costume rack. “These should be fine. Try this on.”

      The tunic he handed me was blue with a large silver cross on the front. For himself, the Detective took off his trench coat and slipped on a green tunic. Then we stood in front of the dressing mirror.

      “Mine is a bit loose in the arms,” I said, “but that’s okay. Just so long as I don’t have to wear tights. How about yours?”

      I glanced up when the Detective didn’t answer me. He wasn’t looking at his costume—his gaze was on the dressing table, where my message sat forgotten next to a black wig. The message I’d sent was short: Do not open until after tonight’s performance. Simple, but it’d worked.

      Almost.

      “We’ll get the Messenger back,” I said. “We can fix this. All of this.”

      The Detective nodded. “Not stuck here in this dressing room we won’t. Come on.”

      He opened the door soundlessly and peered out, then motioned for me to follow him. The backstage area was completely dark now, and the Actor’s voice floated through the corridors.

      “Shine out, fair sun, till I have bought a glass, that I may see my shadow as I pass.”

      There was more applause. The Detective guided me to the side of the theater, where we stood just off stage, and we both ducked into the folds of the theater curtain.

      “We’ll hide here until the right time,” he whispered in my ear. “Remember what I told you. We can’t un-king a character who’s not king yet, so we have to wait until after he’s become King Richard in the play. And we can’t make our move until he’s offstage between scenes. Got it?”

      I nodded.

      But waiting was the hard part. What if I forgot the lines I had to say? Or what if I got them switched around wrong? So far, I’d messed up everything—why not this too? How could I expect to remember a few lines when I couldn’t even remember my own name?

      The Detective tapped me on the shoulder—our signal. This was it. I pushed down the jittery feeling in my stomach and stepped onto the stage.

      Out into the dark.

      The lights came up with a glare that was way too bright. I blinked and blinked, trying to make my eyes adjust after spending so much time behind a thick curtain. At first, it seemed like the world ended right at the edge of the stage. Just lights, and then nothing.

      But as I stared into the darkness, I started seeing faces. The front row first, and then the next three, and then slowly the whole theater was like a dim shadow in front of me. Every seat had an Artisan in it—I could tell by the way my head was buzzing. They looked so strange—each one dressed so differently. One man wore a large, white apron. The woman next to him wore a ballet tutu. Then a woman wearing a firefighter’s jacket.

      There was the Messenger in the second row. I recognized his blue uniform.

      As different as they each were, though, everyone had the exact same expression. That was the creepy part. A strange, fixed smile, like they were manikins made from the same plastic mold. The smiles made them look like they were enjoying the play immensely, but when I gazed into their eyes, my stomach flipped so much I almost thought I might throw-up.

      Their eyes looked terrified.

      Then I glanced at the front row again—bad idea.

      There sat the Professor, with Deeter and Sweet Pea sitting beside him on his right and his left. They were alive. But my relief only lasted a few seconds. Because they too wore that same horrible smile, and their eyes still held that same terrible fear. They sat there rigid, unmoving, watching me.

      And suddenly, I couldn’t remember a single line I was supposed to say.
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      The fate of the whole world depended on me, and I just stood there center stage, staring out into the audience and mumbling sounds that not even a caveman would make.

      “Uh, ungh, egh….”

      It was not a pretty sight.

      Someone in the audience coughed. There was a rustling shuffle here and there like people were flipping through their theater programs to figure out what was going on. I glanced over at Sweet Pea and Deeter. They were counting on me. Everyone was. And here I was blowing it all over again.

      Then I looked at the Professor. His creepy smile hadn’t changed, but his eyes had. The terror was gone, and in its place—not joy exactly. Not happiness either. But something almost like joy and almost like happiness.

      Triumph.

      That was it. In his eyes shone the look of triumph. The Professor believed in me. He honestly thought I could pull this off. And then he did the oddest thing of all.

      He winked.

      “Fetch hither Richard,” I said, “that in common view he may surrender.”

      A murmur rose up from the audience while the rustling shuffle of programs got louder. Then the Detective stepped forward as the Duke of York.

      “I will be his conduct,” he said, and he exited.

      Calm. I had to stay calm. I inhaled a breath and shifted on my feet. I was supposed to be playing the role of Henry Bolingbroke, the new king who deposes Richard the Second. But could I really out-act the Actor?

      The sweat started running down the back of my neck. At least when the Detective was on stage, I wasn’t completely alone. But now, the only other thing with me was a big wooden throne behind me. I stared off stage, waiting. Which Richard would enter next? Richard the Second, or Richard the Third?

      And what was taking so long?

      Finally, with the Detective at his side, the Actor entered stage right. Behind him trailed a long, heavy robe woven of gold, and on his head was the Bronze Crown. He strode across the stage, hesitated by the throne for a moment, then turned to face me.

      “Alack,” he said, “why am I sent for to a king, before I have shook off the regal thoughts wherewith I reign’d?”

      Richard the Second.

      It’d worked.

      We’d swapped plays. We’d high-jacked the performance. So far, so good. But there was a shadow in the Actor’s eyes as he finished his speech.

      “To do what service,” he continued, “am I sent for hither?”

      “To do that office of thine own good will,” the Detective said, “which tired Majesty did make thee offer: the resignation of thy State and Crown to Henry Bolingbroke.”

      Cue the Artisan mega tantrum.

      Or so I thought. But the Actor was too smart for an onstage meltdown. His lips curved up into a long, slow smile, and his hands lifted the Bronze Crown from his head to hold before him. Clearly, he was up to something. The Detective positioned himself slightly in front of me, his shoulders tense, as the Actor continued his lines.

      “Here Cousin,” he said, “seize the crown!”

      A command. The Detective stiffened beside me while a few people in the audience gasped. But I didn’t feel any punishment from the crown when I disobeyed. No agonizing pain. No torment. Nothing at all. Not that I was about to complain or anything, but what was going on?

      Why didn’t the crown hurt me?

      Whispers started in the audience, hushed and intense, but they stilled with one glance from the Actor. He ran his fingers along the crown’s edge, his eyebrows furrowing. Then he offered me the crown once more, but this time, he didn’t rely on the crown’s powers. He used his own instead, a mix of command and entreaty and persuasion. All the talent he possessed.

      “Here Cousin. On this side my hand, on that side thine.”

      I gazed at the crown. The way its engraved star shimmered in the stage lights. And the graceful curve of its rim. So much beauty. So much power. Just a touch, probably that’d be okay.

      I placed my hand on the crown.

      Has it ever been okay to touch fire? To touch lightning? The power of the crown—it didn’t hurt, not exactly. But the energy that passed through me nearly knocked me out, all the same. I swayed while the rest of the stage dimmed—the throne, the Detective, even the Actor in front of me. As for the audience, I couldn’t see them at all.

      No. I couldn’t let my friends down. Not again.

      I inhaled through my nose. Blinked my eyes. The seconds passed until my head cleared. Then I looked up. I was still holding the crown on one side, and the Actor was holding the other. This was it. The Actor had offered the crown to me. The moment I’d been hoping for. My chance to defeat him.

      So why was he still smiling? I didn’t trust that smile. I never had.

      Something about this wasn’t right.

      Seize the crown. That was what the Actor had said. If I seized it, I’d be taking it from him. He wouldn’t have given it up willingly, and it wouldn’t break the crown’s power.

      I released the crown, and the moment I did, the Actor’s smile faltered. Time for my next line. If we could just make it to the end of the scene, there still might be hope.

      “I thought you had been willing to resign,” I said.

      A new glint entered into the Actor’s eyes. He took a few paces away from me, closer to the throne. Then he tossed his head back and adjusted his robes.

      “I am not in the giving vein today,” he said.

      “Uh, uh….”

      My thoughts searched and searched for my line. What was I supposed to say next? The Detective still stood beside me as York. Was it his cue? I glanced at him, but he shook his head. The next line wasn’t his, and he seemed just as confused as I was.

      I dared a look back at the Actor. And this time, a smile formed on my face, not his. Probably out of character, but I couldn’t help it. Because the Actor was too good an actor—and that was his weakness. It wasn’t Richard the Second standing next to me anymore. He was Richard the Third again. The expression on his face gave him away. He’d switched plays on us, trying to catch us with our own trick.

      But not if I could stop him. I went on with the scene.

      “Are you contented to resign the crown?”

      The Actor gripped the crown more tightly, but his hands were trembling. The next line was essential. Our whole plan depended on it. But would he say it?

      “Ay,” he said, as Richard the Second.

      Then he seemed to realize what he’d said, and he stepped back.

      “No,” he continued, this time as Richard the Third. “No.”

      His voice was soft, and he stood there on the edge of the stage, staring out at the audience. He may have intended to play the part of Richard the Third, but now the play was Richard the Second, and his was still the lead role.

      The play had him.

      He could continue the performance and surrender the Bronze Crown willingly, or stop the play completely. But if he stopped acting, then he wouldn’t really be the Actor anymore. Because that’s what actors do. They act. The show must go on.

      So now he had to choose—the crown, or himself?

      He turned to face me. And at that moment, I could see in his eyes all the other roles he’d played to fool everyone. The student. The widow. The businessman with the umbrella. The fisherman. The clown. The Detective. Richard the Third, of course, and Richard the Second, too.

      I could even see myself.

      But there was another face, both like and unlike the others. Probably it was a face no one ever really knew. Yet it’d been there this whole time, hidden in plain sight.

      The Actor’s own true face.

      “Ay,” he whispered, and this time he said it as himself. “Or I must nothing be.”

      He sighed very softly. Part of me figured since his plans for world domination had been ruined that he’d be snarling or growling or quivering with rage, but he wasn’t.

      He only looked sad. Empty. Alone. Like he’d lost everything.

      And I knew exactly how he felt.

      We stood like that, facing each other, for a long time. Almost as if we’d forgotten we were in the middle of a play. But someone like him would never forget a thing like that for long. He turned towards the audience and spread his arms out wide.

      The Actor at his best and finest.

      “Now, mark me how I will undo myself,” he exclaimed, continuing the play. “I give this heavy weight from off my head, and this unwieldy scepter from my hand, the pride of kingly sway from out my heart!”

      As he spoke, a change came over the audience. Those creepy smiles started leaving people’s faces, and the fear was leaving their eyes.

      “With mine own tears I wash away my balm, with mine own hands I give away my crown, with mine own tongue deny my sacred state, with mine own breath release all duteous oaths.”

      He turned to me with the Bronze Crown in his hands and held it out to me.

      “Make me, that nothing have, with nothing griev’d,” he said, “and thou with all pleas’d, that hast all achieved.”

      He released the crown to my hands. One long, low moan rose from the audience, like everyone had let out a deep breath all at once. The power of the Bronze Crown over them was broken.

      “What more remains?” the Actor asked, his voice small.

      “Just this,” the Detective said, and he handcuffed the Actor.

      The Detective and I both tugged off our costumes. Then the whole Oratorium erupted with a kind of chaos that only a room full of Artisans could create. Some of the Artisans were clueless about the whole thing, and they were demanding to know what was going on. Others knew exactly what was happening, and they were demanding for the Actor’s punishment. Some were even ordering his execution.

      That many angry Artisans can make a lot of noise.

      “Okay folks, everyone back in their seats please!” the Detective shouted. “We’ll sort this out, I promise! Please settle down!”

      No good.

      The Professor made his way up to the Actor and began asking questions. A few the Actor tried to answer, but mostly he stood there looking dazed. Many of the Artisans were rushing forward, and everyone was talking at once. They seemed to have forgotten me, standing there in the center of the stage. And the funny thing was, I still held the Bronze Crown.

      It was like everyone had forgotten that, too.

      But how could anyone forget a thing as magnificent as the Bronze Crown? Just a thin band of bronze, maybe, but the way it gleamed in the stage lights. The way its luster blazed.

      How could something so simple and so beautiful be so powerful?

      It was then that I noticed how quiet everything around me had become. Silent, in fact. The talking had stopped, and the arguments had faltered. Everyone was staring at me. The Professor took an easy step towards me like nothing was wrong. Like it was no big deal. But his face….

      “You can set that down now, young scholar,” he said.

      Set it down? I glanced around us. There was no place to set it.

      “Where?” I asked.

      My voice sounded strange, even to me.

      “Oh, just anywhere. You can set it down on the stage there.”

      Set the Bronze Crown on the ground? Yeah, right. Was he crazy? The crown might get dirty. A thing that beautiful and that powerful shouldn’t be plopped down on the ground like an old shoe or a battered baseball glove.

      The Actor started laughing.

      “It’d serve you all right, you know,” he said. “Every single one of you. It’d serve you right.”

      What would serve them right?

      “Yes,” the Professor said quietly, “I suppose it would. We never give much thought to the Finders. Until it’s too late.”

      None of them were making any sense to me. All I knew was that I was still holding the Bronze Crown in my hands. And I didn’t want to put it down on the ground.

      I wanted to put it on my head.
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      At last.

      At last, I had the chance to get my memories. To learn my identity. At last, I could pay the Ragman back for what he’d done to me. I could make him give me back my life. At last, I had my chance. At last, I could go home.

      While the whole theater watched, I ran my fingers over the Bronze Crown, over its sixteen-pointed star shining with a gentle glint. I could feel its power coursing along my fingertips. All I had to do was put it on.

      The Detective took a slight step towards me. “Rookie?”

      “That’s not my name!” I cried. “Stop calling me that!”

      All the Artisans, they stood there so still, holding their breaths and staring at me. Like I was a bomb about to explode. Why couldn’t any of them understand? If anyone needed the crown—deserved the crown—it was me. If I could only make them see that.

      “I wouldn’t keep it for long,” I whispered, “or use it often. Just for a little while, to set things right again.”

      Like my name. I could finally know who I was.

      “Of course,” the Professor said. “You only want it to make you happy.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re sure the crown would bring you that happiness?”

      I didn’t say anything.

      “Like it has brought so much happiness to its other owners?”

      Like the Actor, surrounded by an angry mob and under arrest. Like John Ketter, sitting in his bed completely alone, half-mad and haunted by his loss. But that didn’t have to happen to me, did it? The Bronze Crown was old. Ancient, even. It must have made someone happy in all its existence, right?

      I lifted the crown higher, and a few of the Artisans gasped.

      “I’m sure you’ll use it first on the Ragman,” the Professor said. “It might be a bit troublesome if he doesn’t want to obey, though.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. What if the Ragman refused to give me what I wanted? He’d die. And I’d be the one who killed him.

      “He’d deserve whatever happens to him, no doubt,” the Professor continued. “He has always been a rascal. But it might be a bit trickier with your friends.”

      Well, I wouldn’t command them. I wouldn’t have to. Unless the Detective or the Professor tried to stop me. Would I have to command them to leave me alone if they did? What if they didn’t obey? Or what if Sweet Pea or Deeter tried to stop me? They wouldn’t, would they?

      “And once you had what you wanted,” the Professor said, “you’d quite sensibly stop, of course. Yes, young scholar. It sounds very reasonable to me.”

      Would I stop? Could I stop?

      If John Ketter became the Bandit King, and the Actor became Richard the Third, what would become of me?

      The sound of something hard and round rolling on the stage floor caught my attention, so I looked down just in time to see the Magic Eight Ball stop at my feet. The Professor must have let it fall from his pocket. And this time, it had a question for me.

      Who are you?

      The one question I’d never really asked.

      I’d been too busy asking who everyone else was. Who was the rogue Collector? Who was the creepy student? Who was the widow Hiddleburg, or Jack the Fisherman, or the psycho clown? Who was behind it all? Who was Rose Sullivan? Who was the Bandit King?

      And none of those had been the right questions. Maybe this one was.

      Who was I?

      Was I the sort of person who would claim the crown for my own? The sort of person who would command other people against their wills? Enslave them and force them to do what I wanted? The sort of person who would kill anyone who didn’t?

      Was that who I was?

      The rim of the crown grew warmer, and the warmth flowed through my fingertips. The crown was just as beautiful, its rim as smooth and its star as bright. But there, on the inside curve…a patch of tarnish. Strange I hadn’t noticed it before. And near the back was a scratch, a slight dent there on the side. After all, it was only made of bronze.

      What if I didn’t need the crown to know who I was? What if I already knew?

      One last time, I ran my hands across the crown’s plain surface. Everyone was always using the Bronze Crown to command others, but had anyone ever commanded the Bronze Crown?

      “Bronze Crown,” I said, “Stop ruining lives. Stop destroying dreams and breaking hearts. Stop murdering the innocent. I command you to stop.”

      There was a very long pause, and I could feel its power wavering like maybe the crown was struggling against me, or perhaps against itself. One last surge of power passed along my fingertips, but gently, like the flicker of a candle burning out. The crown’s shine dulled as its warmth cooled. Then I laid it on the stage and stepped away.

      “Stop him!” one of the Artisans shouted.

      “Get him away from the crown!” another yelled.

      “Don’t let him get near it again!”

      I looked up. Didn’t the Artisans understand? I’d set the crown down. Willingly. I wasn’t going to use it. I didn’t want to.

      I glanced at the Detective for help. But he was doubled over, panting for breath as if he’d been punched in the gut, while everyone was waving their fists and jostling him. The Professor pushed his way past, trying to help me, only to be shoved aside by the mob.

      What was going on?

      Suddenly a hand was grasping in my direction. A wrist with a broken handcuff. Snatching for the Bronze Crown. Or me. I couldn’t tell which. Without even thinking, I drew Sweet Pea’s feather from my coat pocket and brushed it against the clutching hand.

      Too bad no one ever told me how fantastic the Swan Feather was for crowd control.

      The hand jerked back as if it’d been stung, and the whole mob of angry Artisans jolted to a halt. A few of the Artisans had seen what had happened, but a lot of them didn’t, so everyone starting talking and pointing.

      “What’s going on?” one of the Artisans asked. “What did I miss?”

      “The Finder used the Swan Feather on the Actor.”

      “Oh. Oh, dear.”

      “Well, don’t let that horrible feather touch me. Stop pushing! Get away!”

      The crowd parted, giving the Actor space. So much for his daring attempt to escape—he wasn’t going anywhere. His mouth opened and closed a few times, but whatever he wanted to say, he never managed to say it. Instead, he grabbed his stomach as if trying to keep from being sick. Then, the strangest thing of all.

      He giggled.

      And he didn’t stop.

      “You!” he said, gasping between his giggles. “Hee hee! I’ll get you for this! You mark my words! Ha aha ha aha!”

      He sank to his knees and laughed until his cheeks were wet with tears. His laughter became a kind of roar, and finally he was rolling around on the ground, silently heaving and shaking, laughing so hard he could barely breathe.

      So that was the Swan Feather’s magic. Uncontrollable laughter. I had to grin. No wonder Deeter was afraid of it.

      The Detective stood beside me. “Quick thinking, kid. That should keep him busy for a while. Of course, the question is, what do we do with him now?”

      The other Artisans had different suggestions. Some were pretty wild. One even involved two dozen flowerpots, a twenty-pound sack of flour, and a tub of honey.

      “Strip him of his powers!” someone suggested.

      “He could have killed us all! We should kill him!”

      The Professor waved his hands for silence.

      “With all due respect, my fellow colleagues,” he addressed the crowd, “we are far too upset for clear thinking or fair judgment at the moment. Perhaps we should let the Rookie decide.”

      They looked at me like they’d never seen me before. Like I was some alien space monkey that had just landed in front of them from a far away planet. I glanced at the Actor as he flopped around on the stage. The suggestion about the flowerpots seemed a bit far-fetched. But strip him of his powers? Was that even possible? And kill him?

      The Actor’s eyes gazed at me in a kind of helpless way, and then he rolled over laughing again, making a small shudder as he did.

      A tap on my shoulder made me turn aside. It was the Messenger.

      “Ah, Messenger,” the Professor said. “Do you wish to contribute a suggestion regarding the Actor’s fate?”

      “I could think of a few.” The Messenger glared at the Actor. “But nope. This is official business. I have a message to deliver. It’s from the Higher Authorities.”

      Everyone froze. The Detective tipped back his hat and whistled softly while the Professor grew very still. Even the Actor seemed to stop laughing. But only for a few seconds.

      “Who is the message for?” the Professor asked.

      The Messenger checked his clipboard. “Says here it’s for the Owner of the Bronze Crown.”

      “You don’t mean the Actor do you?” I asked.

      “Naw, not him. Says here owner. Not thief.”

      A murmur moved through the crowd while the Messenger smacked his chewing gum a few times, and then suddenly he turned to me.

      “You know what? This message is for you. Gee, you go by a lot of names, don’t you?”

      I shook my head. “It can’t be for me. I’m not the owner of the crown. I set it on the stage there. It’s not mine.”

      But the Messenger was giving me one of those long Artisan stares.

      “I know my business. And I always know a delivery’s intended recipient. Always. This one’s for you.”

      He handed me a white envelope once I’d signed his paperwork, and then he stepped back to watch me open it. I glanced at the Professor, but he didn’t say anything. Sweet Pea and Deeter were pressed up against the edge of the stage, but when I looked at them, they only shrugged.

      The Higher Authorities? Who were they?

      With a deep breath, I peeled open the envelope, and inside was a very small white card. I stared at the writing for a long time, trying to understand what it meant. The Professor cleared his throat.

      “Well, young scholar? A message from the Higher Authorities is a very serious matter. I don’t mean to pry, but I am rather curious to hear what the message says.”

      It was just as well. Maybe the Professor could help me understand. I showed him the writing on the card.

      The quality of mercy is not strain’d.

      “What does it mean?” I asked.

      “It’s from one of Shakespeare’s plays. Not Richard the Third,” the Professor hurried to say when he saw my face. “Not even the Richard the Second. This line is from The Merchant of Venice.”

      “Oh.”

      I still wasn’t quite sure what it was about, though.

      “The quality of mercy is not strain’d,” the Professor spoke. “It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven upon the place beneath: it is twice blest—it blesseth him that gives, and him that takes: T’is mightiest in the mightiest.”

      He glanced at the Bronze Crown sitting in the center of the stage. A twinkle had come into his eyes.

      “And,” he continued, “it becomes the throned monarch better than his crown. The Higher Authorities have always been clever. Also not without a sense of humor.”

      “The Higher Authorities want me to be merciful?” I asked.

      “It would seem they want us all to be,” the Professor answered, turning to the other Artisans.

      “We shouldn’t kill the Actor,” I said. “Or strip him of his powers.”

      The Actor rolled over with a fresh wave of giggles.

      “But I’m worried,” I continued. “Will he cause any more trouble?”

      “You’re wise to ask, young scholar. I fear there will be repercussions no matter what choice we make today.”

      The Professor glanced around the stage though who or what he was searching for, I couldn’t tell. He shared a look with the Detective, who shook his head.

      “The Actress is gone. They’re all gone,” the Detective said. “Even the dog’s gone.”

      “Were they working with the Falsifiers? Or were they working independently?”

      The Detective shrugged as he regarded the Actor, his eyebrows furrowing.

      “Professor? What’s wrong?” I asked.

      The Professor frowned. “Only trouble best saved for another day. For now, I suggest we remove the Actor to the Penitoria, where he can do no further harm in the meantime.”

      The Actor burst out with a new roar of hysterics.

      “The Penitoria!” he cried. “But what about my theater? Hee hee! You can’t take my stage away from me! My audience! Ha ha! Theater is the only thing I truly love! Ha ha ha!”

      “The removal needn’t be permanent,” the Professor said. “That rather depends on your behavior henceforth. What do you think, young scholar?”

      I nodded, and the Detective hauled the Actor up by the scruff of his costume robe.

      “Right, the Penitoria it is, then.”

      He pulled the Actor along off stage. The sound of the Actor’s hysterics slowly faded.

      “Professor? What should we do about the Bronze Crown?” I asked.

      “What, indeed.”

      He approached the crown, bending over to study it carefully. His eyebrows drew together, and he adjusted his glasses on the bridge of his nose. He stared at it for a long time, and he started mumbling to himself.

      Then, for some reason, he stared at me.

      “Professor? Is everything okay?” I asked.

      “I believe so,” he said. “The Bronze Crown won’t give us any trouble now that you are its owner. However, I recommend placing it in the Vault for safekeeping.”

      The Vault. Great. Wherever that was. Just as long as it kept the crown out of the Actor’s grasp. Or anyone else’s.

      The little white card I received from the Higher Authorities suddenly grew warm in my hands. When I looked at it, there was a postscript that hadn’t been there before.

      P.S. Your name is Peter.

      Peter?

      I glanced back down at the card to read my name again, only now there was a second postscript.

      P.P.S. Well done.
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      Once the Actor was gone and the Bronze Crown was no longer a threat, every single Artisan in the whole Oratorium wanted to shake my hand. The Professor had a huge job keeping the crowd from smothering me.

      “I know you’re all grateful,” he said, “and there’ll be plenty of time and plenty of ways to show it. Please, give him a bit of room. A bit of room, please!”

      One by one, the Artisans began to leave—some through the Oratorium’s exits, others by just vanishing where they stood. Eventually, the theater emptied.

      “So, you finally didn’t mess up,” Deeter said, as he and Sweet Pea came up beside me. He punched me in the arm. “Nice one, Rookie.”

      “Thanks. You guys okay?”

      “Just fine,” Sweet Pea said. “I knew you could do it.”

      I grinned. That meant a lot to me, coming from her.

      Now that the play had finished and the seats were vacant, a change was transforming the Oratorium. The stage curtains slowly drew themselves closed while the glaring lights dimmed like the theater was tucking itself in for a long sleep. The Professor retrieved the Bronze Crown and joined us at the edge of the stage.

      “Well, my young scholars. Are we ready to go?”

      “Um, go where?” I asked.

      “To my study, of course! We still have a great many matters in need of further research!”

      Figured.

      “Let me see here.” He patted his pockets. “It’s always there when I need it, but I always forget which…ah! Here we are!”

      He reached into his right pocket, then held up the Gold Doorknob. Not the most comfortable way to travel, but certainly one of the quickest. Back at the Professor’s study, the Detective was already waiting for us by the desk when we arrived.

      “What took you so long?” He winked and pushed up the brim of his fedora. “Good work, kid.”

      “Is the Actor taken care of?” the Professor asked.

      “Oh, yeah. He won’t be causing trouble anytime soon. Once his giggles settled down, he told me about his…activities. Told me he’s been using the Finder’s Globe to keep track of everyone.”

      “The Finder’s Globe?” I asked. “What sort of thing is that?”

      “It’s a Collectible made by the Map Maker,” the Professor said, “meant to help Finders in their searches, but anyone can use it, and it works on people, too. So that’s how he found me in the graveyard. I wondered how he managed such a trick.”

      Sweet Pea turned to Deeter and me. “That makes sense. He always seemed to know where we were, even when we didn’t know ourselves, like when we were out looking for the Magic Eight Ball.”

      “Ah, the eight ball.” The Detective leaned against the desk’s edge. “He had plenty to say about that, too. Apparently, he was the reason why you three were sent to look for it in the first place.”

      “But the Magic Eight Ball,” I said. “That was the Ragman’s idea.”

      “In his mind, maybe it was. But the idea first came from the Actor. Right after the library fire, he anonymously joined the Ragman’s favorite online Collector’s forum. There, he suggested that the Ragman could use the Magic Eight Ball to his advantage in his bidding wars.”

      “How could the Actor possibly know about those?” I asked.

      The corners of the Detective’s mouth lifted a little.

      “The Ragman’s bidding wars are legendary, kid. Of all the Collectors, he tends to only use his Finders for the really hard-to-get Collectibles. Everything else he tries to obtain himself, mostly by purchasing it.”

      Thank goodness for that. I could just imagine how much work it would be to find all the junk he’d bought online. Sweet Pea, Deeter and I would be exhausted.

      “Of course, the Magic Eight Ball was simply a ruse to flush you out,” the Professor said. “The Packrat House is a remarkably secure place. As long as you were there, you were beyond the Actor’s reach, and so was The Book of All Words.”

      “Right,” the Detective said. “But even out in the open, you three are pretty difficult to catch. Trust me, I know from experience. So when that failed, he tried another way.”

      The Choir Boys.

      “He hired Finders to find Finders,” I said. “Clever move.”

      “Clever, but a mistake.” The Professor leaned forward. “You see, he underestimated them.”

      The Detective shook his head. “The Choir Boys have always been wild cards in the deck.”

      “True. However, that wasn’t his only mistake. His biggest mistake was the fuss he made to the Critic. I assume he was the one who ransacked her room?”

      The Detective nodded.

      “Then perhaps we should be grateful for the Actor’s vanity,” the Professor continued. “If he hadn’t been quite so dramatic in his tantrums, his plan might have succeeded. The Critic’s information helped us out in our research immensely.”

      The Professor set the Bronze Crown on his desk, right beside The Book of All Words.

      “A whole lot of trouble for a scrap of bronze,” the Detective muttered.

      “Professor, I’m confused about something,” I said. “During the play, while the Actor was wearing the crown, he commanded me, remember? He ordered me to seize the crown. But when I didn’t obey, nothing happened. Why not?”

      The Professor thought for a moment. “This is only speculation. An educated guess, really, but perhaps it’s because he didn’t command you. He commanded Henry Bolingbroke, the character you were playing at the time. Even with its formidable powers, the Bronze Crown can’t hurt fictional characters.”

      That sorted everything out. Well, almost. There was still the Librarian to take care of, but the Professor promised to smooth things over with her on my behalf when he went to return The Book of All Words to her.

      “Shall I take the Bronze Crown to the Vault for you, Professor?” the Detective asked.

      “Yes, please. I think it would be best if it were out of sight and out of mind for a while.”

      The Detective slipped the crown into his coat pocket. “Until the next case, then.”

      He tipped the brim of his fedora at me and vanished.

      Sweet Pea and Deeter were ready to go, too.

      “Your house keys should work on my study door up there,” the Professor said. “That door has a very good lock, and the Gold Doorknob should be attached now.”

      He rose from his chair and shook our hands.

      “Thanks, Professor,” Sweet Pea said.

      “Not at all, not at all. It has been an honor undertaking this extraordinary research adventure with you all. I hope we have a chance to do some research again in the future.”

      Sweet Pea and Deeter headed for the door, but they paused when I didn’t follow.

      “You guys go on ahead,” I told them. “I’ll meet you back at the house.”

      “Is something still troubling you, young scholar?” the Professor asked when we were alone.

      “Not troubling me, not exactly. It’s just….”

      I took out the card that the Higher Authorities had sent me.

      “There was a postscript that appeared on the card,” I said. “After I’d opened it. The postscript said my name’s Peter.”

      The Professor tilted his head. “That’s fantastic news. Congratulations!”

      “But…is that really my name?”

      “Oh, yes,” the Professor said. “You can always rely on the Higher Authorities. And if they say your name is Peter, then so it is.”

      Something inside my head clicked, like a key turning in a lock, and suddenly I knew. I could remember my name. The Higher Authorities were right.

      I was Peter.

      “Peter,” the Professor said, almost to himself. “A good name, that. Peter Piper, Peter the Pumpkin Eater—what an interesting fellow he was—High King Peter of the Pevensies. Peter Pan, of course. Yes, a very solid name. A dependable name.”

      “You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

      The Professor’s eyebrows lifted.

      “I’d sort of like to do it myself,” I said, “in my own time.”

      The Professor nodded. “Of course.”

      I moved a few steps away from the desk, but then I paused. If the Higher Authorities knew my name….

      “Professor, are the Higher Authorities very powerful?”

      “In the extreme. More powerful than any Ordinary or any Collector or any Finder or even any Artisan.”

      “So, do you think maybe they could make the Ragman return my memories?”

      The Professor sighed. “Yes, they could, but they won’t. Just as you refused to force others to your will with the Bronze Crown, so they too refuse to force others to their will with their own powers. And for the same reasons.”

      I glanced down at the card in my hands, and the Professor patted me on the back.

      “It doesn’t seem fair, I know,” he said, “but it’s actually the fairest thing of all about them. They always make sure we have our choices to make freely. They may lend you a hand here and there, but…no, I think the matter of your memories will have to remain between you and the Ragman.”

      Oh, well. It was a long shot anyway.

      “Still,” I said, “I’m not going to stop. Not until I’ll find a way to get my memories back and go home again. I won’t give up.”

      “My dear Peter, I’d be highly disappointed if you did.”

      He chuckled, and then he eased back into his desk chair.

      “Now,” he said, “you’re always welcome to stay and do research with me, of course, but I’m afraid I’ve run out of time for chatting. I’ve been neglecting my work terribly these last few days.”

      A flurry of books flew over to the Professor’s desk and circled it like a flock of birds.

      “Yes, yes, all right,” he said to them. “I’m dreadfully sorry for the delay. I haven’t forgotten. Unstable weather patterns, the French Revolution, nuclear fusion, of course. Oh, and homemade lasagna recipes. All right, all right. Settle down all of you. We’ll begin at once.”

      I left the Professor there at his desk, reading at least five different books at the same time. But at the top of the staircase, he called out to me.

      “Oh, Peter? Left pocket. Don’t forget.”

      I reached into my left coat pocket. Somehow, the Magic Eight Ball had found its way inside.

      “Thanks, Professor!” I said.

      “Anytime, young scholar, anytime!”

      At the Ragman’s house, Sweet Pea and Deeter were waiting for me near the front door.

      “Thank goodness that’s over with,” Sweet Pea said.

      I looked down the hallway. “Not quite.”

      With the Magic Eight Ball in my hands, I walked to the Ragman’s room and knocked on his door.

      “Come in!” he called.

      Yikes.

      Here I’d thought his study was messy before, but that old mess had been clean and orderly compared to this chaos. The Ragman was bent over his desk, shuffling through the pile of strange Collectibles that had accumulated there. The desk drawers were pulled out, their contents scattered on the carpet. Every single crate and box in the room had been opened and turned over onto its side.

      Even his armchair was set upside down.

      “Ah, good. The new lad,” he said, brushing back a thin strand of hair dangling down his ears. “You’re just in time. I could use your help. Do you remember that encyclopedia you found for me? The one for fraudulent Collectibles? I can’t find it anywhere! I could have sworn it was right here on my desk. Or did I set it on the floor….”

      He started digging through the closest pile of junk on the ground. Judging from the state of his room, he’d been looking for the encyclopedia a long time. He’d probably be looking even longer too, now that its due date had passed and it was back in the Librarian’s library.

      I had to work hard to keep from grinning.

      “Here,” I said. “Maybe this will help.”

      I set the Magic Eight Ball down in front of him on his desk. His eyes grew wide, and for a minute he stared at it like he couldn’t believe it. Then he snatched it up.

      “Brilliant! Brilliant! Absolutely brilliant!”

      He danced around the room, almost tripping on the leg of his armchair.

      “Magic Eight Ball,” he said, giving it a shake, “where is the encyclopedia? Oh.”

      “What’s it say?” I asked.

      “It says, cannot predict now.” He gave it another little shake. “Did I leave it under my chair?”

      His face fell.

      “Better not tell you now? What’s it mean by that?”

      He turned the Magic Eight Ball over and over in his hands. I could hear Sweet Pea and Deeter snickering behind the Ragman’s closed door.

      “So,” I said, “that’s two, right?”

      The Ragman looked up. “Sorry?”

      “Two Collectibles that I’ve found for you. Eight more, and I get my memories back.”

      “Oh. Yes, yes.”

      “And this one counts for all of us. Deeter and Sweet Pea, too. We all found it. Do you promise?”

      “Of course! And I’m a man of my word.”

      Yeah, right. I could just imagine how much his word was worth.

      “Try the Magic Eight Ball again,” I suggested. “It’s very helpful.”

      “Thanks! I will.” The Ragman cleared his throat. “Um, Rookie? Good job on this one. Tell Deeter and Sweet Pea good job, too, will you?”

      I left the Ragman standing near his armchair and shaking the Magic Eight Ball wildly as I closed the door.

      So maybe he’d keep his word, and maybe he wouldn’t. It didn’t matter. The Bronze Crown didn’t work out, but there were still a lot of other Collectibles in the world. Maybe one of them might be just what I needed to get my memories back. Somehow, soon, I’d outwit the Ragman. And once I did, I’d be going home. Besides, at least some good came out of all this.

      Finally, I knew my name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NO ORDINARIES ALLOWED!

      

      

      All right, maybe a few. But if you’re reading this, then I suspect you have better than average Finder’s instincts anyway. This book may have ended, but there are plenty of surprises still to discover. Of course, I can’t tell you where all the Collectibles are hidden—that would be cheating—but a good place to begin your search is on my website at mattilenaharris.com. I’ve stashed quite a few peculiarities there—alternate scenes, deleted materials, character interviews, plus a few other oddities of immense value (just please don’t tell your Collector).

      Not satisfied? If you’re seeking the truly rare, then might I suggest you join my mailing list? Once you sign up on my website, you’ll have access to my newsletter, where 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.

      Still not satisfied? There’s one more Collectible to find. After the Acknowledgments, I’ve included the first chapter from book two, The Cross of the Broken Knight. Proceed with caution, though, and don’t say I didn’t warn you. Not all magic is safe; not all Finders are friendly.

      

      The Ghosts are real, and they are dangerous.

      

      M.L.H.
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        A Message Directly from the Critic’s Typewriter

      

      

      Yes, I’m writing to you personally, dear astute readers, to let you know the impact that a few thoughtful, insightful reviews can have on a book’s success, particularly if that book is penned by an independent author. Such authors often have limited resources—no flashy marketing campaigns, extravagant celebrity endorsements or million-dollar movie deals for them! Such limitations can make it difficult to compete in the book market, which is why independent authors cherish your support so much.

      These days, online bookstores are flush with thousands upon thousands of books, and I have my hands utterly full trying to review them all! That’s why I’m entreating you for your help. Fortunately, you don’t have to be me to make your voice heard. If you thought this book was worth your support, then please consider leaving a review wherever you made your purchase. Believe me, the author knows how precious your time is, and she would be so grateful to you.

      Now, I simply must get back to that restaurant review I was writing. Where did I put my fork?

      

      With kind regards,

      The Critic
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        Chapter One

        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 reached out from the other side of the stump, grabbed 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 came 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 just to be 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 pull myself up again, my arms were held tight, a Ghost on each side.

      So much for my escape.

      “You can’t have it,” I said.

      Then I felt a hand slide into my pocket, and I glanced up. The hand belonged to the blond girl with the scar, the leader of the Ghosts. She regarded me while the two Ghosts 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 raised 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. Magic. And 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, even. 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 like maybe my nonsensical babbling confounded her momentarily. Then she swallowed once and looked away.

      “I have to do this. 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 just 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 get 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. I set them down on the ground, but they’d already cost me precious time. The Ghosts would catch up with me any minute now. 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 have 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!”

      She 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 it, 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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