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This book is dedicated to Maxine Rose Nagramada, my extraordinary soccer-playing niece, and to Joe Nagramada, an extraordinary sock-eating corgi.
















“Sometimes a map doesn’t take you where you want to go.”


—Drake Horatio Pudding


















Dear Reader,


Once again, let me assure you that this is a happy dog story. At no point in this story will a dog die. I hate stories about dogs that die, and so I will never, ever write that kind of story. That is my solemn promise.


In fact, I believe there should be some sort of punishment for people who write stories about dogs that die. Maybe they should be forced to peel gum off the bottoms of movie-theater seats, or file old people’s toenails, or clean the shark tank at the zoo. That’s what they deserve after bringing such terrible unhappiness into our lives.


Because who wants to break into tears while reading a book? Not I. The pages get all soggy and people turn and stare and ask, “Why are you reading that book and crying?”


“Because the dog just died,” you blubber, wiping snot from your nose. And then you ask, “Why? Why did the dog have to die? Why not the cat? Huh? Why is it always the dog?”


Who wants to go through that?


So find a nice cozy place, get yourself something yummy to snack on (I prefer chocolate-covered pretzels, but popcorn is also good), and don’t worry about anything because the dog in this story will be just fine. He might face some dangers and he might run amuck, but he will most assuredly be alive on the very last page.


Happy reading.
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PART ONE



MILKYDALE
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There are two types of people in this world—people who sit by their mailboxes and wait for a delivery from the Map of the Month Club and people who don’t.


You might be asking yourself, What kind of person would sit by his mailbox and wait for a map? An image might pop into your head of a nerdy sort of person with messy hair and pants that are too short. A soft sort of person who’d rather sit in his room and dream about treasure than climb a tree or ride a bike. A smart sort of person because map reading uses 2.5 million more brain cells than watching television.


Did you know that the person you’ve just imagined is Homer Winslow Pudding? And that’s what he was doing one Saturday morning in June—sitting at the end of his driveway, right next to his mailbox, waiting.


The grass blade he’d been chewing had turned to mush, so he picked another blade and slid it between his teeth. Then he tilted his head, listening for the rumble of the mail truck’s engine. To Homer’s right, Grinning Goat Road disappeared into a horizon of green, goat-dappled hills. To his left, the road wound past the neighbor’s farm and disappeared around a bend as it made its way to the town of Milkydale. Tall birch trees lined the road, the ends of their slender branches swaying in the morning breeze. Except for a pair of chattering blue jays that perched on a nearby fence post and the occasional bleat of the goats, all was quiet. Homer checked his Quality Solar-Powered Subatomic Watch—an extremely rare apparatus. Only two exist in the entire world.


“She’s late,” Homer said. “The mail lady’s late.”


“Urrrr.” The dog who lay at Homer’s feet moaned.


Homer reached out and scratched Dog’s belly—a rather round belly for a dog of such short stature. Dog’s back leg kicked rhythmically, as if he’d gotten a sudden urge to chase a rabbit. Homer knew the exact spot on Dog’s white belly that triggered this little dance. He knew many things about the dog who’d come to live with him three months before. Such as, when Dog stuck his nose into Homer’s sleeve, Dog was feeling afraid. When he howled, he was feeling lonely. And when he started sniffing the ground and digging—well, that meant he was about to uncover something amazing.


Dog’s leg froze mid-kick. Then he rolled onto his paws as a rumbling sound sent the blue jays flying. Homer narrowed his eyes and focused on the horizon. Come on, come on, he thought, imagining the long cardboard tube with its gold Map of the Month Club sticker. Please be the mail truck.


Sure enough, the blue mail truck chugged around the bend and stopped at the Puddings’ mailbox. “Howdy, Homer,” said Twyla, the mail lady.


“Hi,” Homer said, pushing his curly bangs from his eyes. Excitement lifted him onto his toes, and he peered through the open window as Twyla rummaged through a box. Then she handed Homer a stack of bills, a farm equipment catalog, and the latest copy of Goat World, with its big headline: WHAT TO DO IF YOUR GOAT EATS A SHOE.


“I still can’t get over those ears,” she said, looking down at Dog. “They’re like a pair of wet towels.”


Dog’s tail thwapped expectantly against Homer’s leg.


“I know what you want,” Twyla said. She reached into her coat pocket, then tossed out a bone-shaped dog treat, which Dog practically inhaled. “Are you going to the opening day of the fair?”


“Yep.” Every year of his twelve years, Homer had gone to the opening day of the Milkydale County Fair. Aside from his birthday, opening day was his favorite day of the year because it marked the end of school. Good-bye, English composition. Good-bye, Victorian literature. Hello, summer vacation.


“Wish I could go. I’ve never been on opening day. I’m always working.” Twyla strummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “Well, I’d better—”


“Wait,” Homer said. “Don’t you have my map?”


“Your map?” Twyla frowned.


“It’s the first Saturday of the month.” How could she have forgotten? She’d been delivering his maps since last Christmas. The Map of the Month Club had been a Christmas present from his late uncle Drake.


“Gosh, Homer, I don’t see it.”


“Could you look again?” He didn’t want to insult her, but Twyla did have a wandering eye, and because of this wandering eye she sometimes delivered the wrong mail to the wrong address. She crashed the mail truck into quite a few trees, too.


She looked again. “I don’t see a map. Oh, but lookey here.” She held out a small white envelope. “It’s for you. Special airmail delivery. I wonder how it got into my truck.”


The envelope was addressed to Homer W. Pudding at Pudding Goat Farm, Milkydale. Since there was no return address in the upper left-hand corner, Homer turned the envelope over. A golden glob of wax sealed the flap. Four letters had been pressed into the middle of the glob: L.O.S.T.


Homer gasped.


This was way better than a map from the Map of the Month Club. “Thanks,” he said, stepping away from the truck.


“Have fun at the fair,” Twyla called as the mail truck resumed its swerving course up Grinning Goat Road.


Homer stared at the four letters—L.O.S.T. The secret Society of Legends, Objects, Secrets, and Treasures had sent him a letter. It had never before sent him a letter. Until three months ago, he hadn’t even known the Society existed. Until three months ago, he hadn’t known that Dog existed, either.


Both L.O.S.T. and Dog had been secrets kept by Homer’s treasure-hunting uncle, Drake Pudding. Just before his tragic demise, Uncle Drake had decided that one person—his favorite nephew, Homer—would inherit the secrets. And that is why Uncle Drake had hidden a L.O.S.T. membership coin on Dog’s collar, and why he had bequeathed Dog to Homer. It was the mysterious coin that had sent Homer on a wild adventure three months ago to discover the meaning of the initials and to learn the truth about Dog. And what, you might ask, was this truth?


That Dog could only smell one thing—treasure!


“Do you think…?” Homer looked down at Dog. “Do you think L.O.S.T. is inviting me to become a member?”


There was only one way to answer that question. Homer tucked the rest of the mail under his arm, then reached into his pocket and grabbed his Swiss army knife. But just as he was about to slide the blade under the wax seal, a red truck chugged around the bend. Homer closed the knife, then stuffed it, along with his letter, into his pocket. L.O.S.T. was a secret, and he intended to keep it that way.


The red truck turned into the Pudding driveway, then stopped. The front window rolled down. “Did the mail come?” Mr. Pudding asked, leaning his thick forearm on the window’s ledge.


“Here it is,” Homer said loudly over the truck’s sputtering. He held out the pile.


Mr. Pudding took the mail and set it on the seat. “I don’t see a map tube. Aren’t you supposed to get your new map today?” In his younger years, Mr. Pudding had wanted to become a cartographer. Though his goat farming duties had pushed that dream aside, he still enjoyed reading maps and would occasionally sit with Homer and study the latest delivery. But he wasn’t keen on treasure-hunting maps. “Give me a good solid map that’s real,” Mr. Pudding often said. “Not a map that’s one-half dreams, one-half bunk.”


“Twyla didn’t have it,” Homer explained. Under normal circumstances, not receiving the Map of the Month Club map would have been a huge disappointment. But something else—maybe something better—had been delivered. He stuck his hand in his pocket. The golden wax seal was cold against his skin. “The map must have gotten lost.”


“Twyla sure knows how to lose packages,” Mr. Pudding said as he rubbed his chin. “Did you finish your chores?”


“Yes. All of them.” He’d fed last night’s dinner scraps to the chickens, collected their eggs, put fresh straw in their nesting boxes, filled the goats’ trough with water, milked their largest goat, carried the milk to the kitchen, and swept the front porch. Please don’t give me more chores, he thought, eager to run straight to his room and read the letter.


“What do you think of the dogs?” Mr. Pudding asked. “The groomer did a right fine job.” Max and Lulu, border collies both, hung over the side of the truck bed, their black-and-white coats shiny and tangle free. “I want them to look their best.”


On most days, Mr. Pudding didn’t care if his farm dogs had mud on their paws or twigs stuck to their tails, but this wasn’t most days. That very afternoon Max and Lulu were scheduled to compete in the dog agility trials at the Milkydale County Fair. The border collies were Mr. Pudding’s pride and joy—hence the sign that hung next to the mailbox.




PUDDING GOAT FARM


Home of the Champion Pudding Border Collies,
Winners of Four County Fair Blue Ribbons.





Homer reached up and patted Max’s silky black head. “They look good.”


Gus, the farm’s other border collie, barked from the nearby pasture, where he was guarding the goat herd. Too old to compete, Gus had won his share of ribbons in his prime.


Mr. Pudding stuck his head out the window, his gaze dropping to Homer’s feet. “What’s he eating?” he asked with a scowl.


“Oops.” Homer reached down and pulled a stick from Dog’s mouth. One of Homer’s main chores was to make sure Dog didn’t eat things he wasn’t supposed to eat. Since Dog had been born without a sense of smell, anything could be mistaken for food. He’d been known to eat flowers, slugs, cardboard, whitewash, magazines, boots, and toothpaste.


Dog looked up at Mr. Pudding, his red-rimmed eyes sinking into folds of skin, his ears hanging to the ground as if they were filled with sand. “That’s one droopy dog,” Mr. Pudding said with a shake of his head. “Too bad he can’t herd. Too bad he’s not like the rest of the dogs.” Then he put the truck into gear and drove up the driveway.


Dog wasn’t one bit like the rest of the dogs. The Puddings’ border collies were specimens of perfect breeding, elegant in form. While they had legs made for running, Dog, a basset hound, had legs made for waddling. While they had coats of shiny hair that rippled in the wind, Dog’s short hair didn’t do anything but fall out and get stuck in the carpet. While the border collies had noble names, Dog’s name was plain old Dog. Compared to the rest of the dogs, Dog stood out like a raisin cookie on a platter of frosted cupcakes.


Homer knelt and patted Dog’s head. “Don’t you feel bad. You wouldn’t like going to the groomer. She cleans everything. And those dog agility trials are real boring. All they do is run around and jump over things. You wouldn’t want to do that even if Dad had invited you.” Not that Dog could do those sorts of things. It’s difficult to jump when you’re shaped like an overstuffed sausage.


But if Mr. Pudding knew that Dog could smell treasure, he’d treat him like a king.


“Come on,” Homer said, hurrying up the driveway. “Let’s go read this letter.”


The Pudding driveway was steep and long, and both Homer and Dog were out of breath by the time they reached the top. The driveway ended at a pretty front yard. A little path led to a house built from river rocks. A white picket fence surrounded the vegetable garden, and just beyond were the cherry orchard, the old red barn, and the hills where goats grazed on grass, clover, and wildflowers.


Just inside the kitchen window, Mrs. Pudding stirred something. Homer knew that if he tried to sneak past her to get to his room, she’d probably give him another chore. So, after looking around to make sure the coast was clear, he sat on the corner of the porch. A quick slice with the Swiss army knife and the seal came loose. His hands trembled.


Imagine a secret group of people whose lives were dedicated to the very thing that Homer dreamed about. Imagine the kinds of stories they could tell of the places they’d visited, the wonders they’d seen. His uncle had been a member of L.O.S.T., and Homer had met two other members, Ajitabh and Zelda, friends of his uncle’s. They’d told Homer that it was his right to take his uncle’s place. It was only a matter of when.


Not only did Homer desire this membership, but he also needed it. He’d promised his late uncle Drake that he’d continue the quest for the most famous pirate treasure of all time—the lost treasure of Rumpold Smeller. But Homer was twelve years old, so he’d need help organizing and funding such a grand quest. That help could come from L.O.S.T.—but only if Homer was granted membership.


“Whatcha looking at?” A little boy popped his head around the corner of the house. The boy was Squeak, Homer’s little brother. He clutched the handle of a red wagon. A baby goat lay in the wagon, nestled on Squeak’s favorite blanket. Since most farms in Milkydale were goat farms, baby goats had been popping out all month like weeds in a carrot patch.


“It’s a letter for me,” Homer told him.


“I like letters,” Squeak said. “I’m naming this goat Butter, ’cause she looks like butter.” He leaned over and rubbed his freckled face against the goat’s back. “She smells like butter, too.”


“That’s nice,” Homer said, only half listening as he pulled out a single sheet of plain white paper.


A bolt of excitement darted up his back.


“What’s it say?” Squeak asked.


Four words that meant everything to Homer. Four words that would be the beginning of his destiny.




Your time has come.
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Destinies come in many shapes and sizes. For a boy who lived long before Homer, destiny was a birthright.


Far away from the Pudding Farm lies the country of Estonia—a luscious, forested land covered with lakes and rivers. There, in a white castle with red-roofed towers, lived a boy named Rumpold Smeller. His father was a duke, which is why the family lived in a castle. Now this was very long ago, in the days before fast-food restaurants, or automobiles, or even steam-powered ships. These were the days when peasants worked the land and rich men owned the land. The daughters of these rich men were not allowed to go to school, so they sat around and made needlepoint pillows and tapestries and went crazy from boredom. Most people ate the same food every day because there were no grocery stores, and it was common to identify relatives by the size of their carbuncles—unpleasant, pus-filled pimples. And if your country was at peace, well, it was only a matter of time before someone invaded and set everything on fire.


Rumpold was a well-behaved boy. He listened to his tutor and completed all his assigned studies, such as Latin, geography, and chivalry. He obeyed his parents by not running through the palace like a wild thing and by going to bed when he was supposed to. He was a semiskilled equestrian, which meant that he could ride a horse without falling off. And, like all the sons of dukes, he was trained in the art of fighting with a sword.


Problem was, Rumpold hated fighting. Aggression went against his gentle nature. Instead of working on impaling and thrusting, he used the tip of his sword to draw pictures in the dirt. Instead of knocking out his opponent with the sword’s handle, he decorated the handle with paintings of birds and swirls.


The Duke of Estonia worried about his son’s lack of interest in weaponry. He worried, too, about his inclination to spend long hours perched in the uppermost branch of a tree, daydreaming. The faraway look was a permanent fixture on Rumpold’s face. The duchess said, “Worry not. He is a boy. All things will change in him when he becomes a man.”


One of the benefits of being a duke’s son was that Rumpold could have most anything that he desired. If he wanted cake in the middle of the night, then all he had to do was ring a little bell. If he wanted a new kitten, he had to only ask. If he didn’t feel like buttering his bread, someone else did it for him. Such a life would turn most children into spoiled brats. But Rumpold remained polite and never said an unkind word about anyone or to anyone.


“He’s too polite,” the duke fretted. “It’s not natural for a boy to be so polite.”


“Worry not,” the duchess said. “All things will change in him when he becomes a man.”


But what the Duchess of Estonia didn’t know, as she smiled at her vegetable-eating, homework-doing, authority-minding child, was that all things would change, but not in the way she expected.


For Rumpold Smeller would become known as the most fearsome pirate to sail the seven seas.
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Homer bolted up the porch steps.


“Where are you going?” Squeak asked.


“I gotta do something. Come on, Dog.” With Dog at his heels, Homer charged through the warm kitchen. The scent of baking cherry pies swirled in the air. “I need to wash up before the fair,” he announced, hoping this would keep his mother from assigning more chores.


“Don’t run in the house,” Mrs. Pudding called as she peered into the oven to check her pies’ progress.


If there was anything Dog hated, it was being left behind. If left behind, whether on purpose or by accident, he’d voice his discontent with the loudest howl anyone had ever heard. It was extra likely he’d get left behind if a staircase was involved. It took forever for him to haul his long body up a staircase. And carrying him was a Herculean feat. Homer had learned that if he needed to speed Dog’s progress, it was best to push Dog’s rump. So up the squeaky farmhouse stairs Homer pushed.


Once they’d stumbled into Homer’s bedroom, Homer shut the door. A boy with as many secrets as Homer Pudding should have kept a padlock on his bedroom door. Since that was not allowed in the Pudding household, he slid a chair under the knob, securing the door as best he could.


Maps covered every square inch of the bedroom’s walls and ceiling. All those colors and lines might have induced dizziness in someone not skilled in the art of map-reading. But Homer wished he had room for more.


Panting, Dog collapsed onto the carpet, his chin landing on a dirty sock. Homer settled next to him and reopened the letter. The paper was white and plain, with only those four words.




Your time has come.





The letter’s author had purposely kept the message vague. No details about where or when, who or how. Homer understood that this was necessary in case someone other than he had opened the letter. He’d have to interpret the message on his own. It could mean only one thing—that he was going to be given the chance to take his uncle’s place. And once he became an official member of L.O.S.T., he’d be a professional treasure hunter. But when, exactly, would this happen? In a few minutes? Tomorrow? Next week?


“My time has come,” he said. He wanted to stick his head out the window and shout those words to everyone. But he especially wanted to tell one person—his uncle Drake. His beloved uncle, with his scruffy mustache and can-do attitude, had understood Homer like no one else ever had.


“Treasure hunting’s in your blood,” Uncle Drake had often told him. “It’s in my blood, too.” But now he was gone, eaten by a mutant carnivorous tortoise, and it was Homer’s duty and honor to finish what his uncle had started—to find Rumpold Smeller’s treasure.


Homer reached under his bed, found the loose floorboard, and pried it off. Then he stuck his hand into the hole and pulled out a book. Dog raised his head and sniffed the air, his tail wagging. Dog had been the one to find the book—he’d been the one to smell the treasure hidden within.


The book, Rare Reptiles I Caught and Stuffed, was a rather tedious, scientific account of odd reptilian creatures from all over the world. Very few people would want to read such a book. That’s why Uncle Drake had hidden something very important within its pages.


Before his death, Drake Horatio Pudding had found the treasure map of Rumpold Smeller the pirate. He’d cut the map into precise pieces and had pasted those pieces throughout the reptile book. Homer was eager to assemble the pieces. But that would be dangerous because then it wouldn’t look like a boring old book, but a true treasure map—the most coveted map in the treasure-hunting community.


So for now, it remained hidden.


“HOMER!” Mr. Pudding hollered from the driveway. “Where are you?”


Homer shot to his knees and pushed open his bedroom window. “I’m right here,” he called, dreading what would follow because it would probably contain the word chore.


“It’s time to go.”


Already? Homer glanced at his Quality Solar-Powered Subatomic Watch. Noon in Milkydale. The Milkydale County Fair officially opened at one o’clock. Corn dogs, raspberry lemonade, and soft-serve ice cream in every imaginable flavor waited inside the fairgrounds fence. But what if, while he was at the fair, someone from L.O.S.T. came looking for him or sent another letter with instructions?


“Um, I think I’ll stay home,” he said. He’d never said that before. Mr. Pudding’s mouth fell open.


“Stay home? Have you lost your mind? No son of mine’s gonna miss the dog agility trials.”


“But, Dad, I’ve got some things to figure out.”


Mr. Pudding slid his cap onto his head. “You can figure them out later. It’s a family tradition to go to the fair.”


Homer knew there’d be no arguing with his father. When Mr. Pudding set his mind to something, there was usually no changing it.


Homer closed the reptile book and returned it to its hiding place beneath the bed. He didn’t want anyone to see his letter, so he stuck that under the floorboard, too. “Come on, Dog,” he called as he slid the chair away from the door.


Downstairs, Mrs. Pudding was putting her cherry pies into boxes. She wiped her hands on her apron and cast Homer a concerned glance. “Is that what you’re wearing to the fair?”


Homer shrugged. “I guess so.”


“Those jeans are getting too short. We’ll have to make a trip to Walker’s Department Store.” She kissed Homer’s forehead. “Now, please go and find your sister. Tell her we’re ready to leave.”


“Where is she?” he asked.


“In her laboratory.”


Homer frowned. As a soon-to-be professional treasure hunter, he knew he’d end up trekking through his fair share of unpleasant places—a cave full of vampire bats, a swamp full of leeches, an underground sewer full of rats. But his sister’s laboratory was one place he wished he’d never have to go.


“Do I have to?”


“Yes, you do.”


“But it’s disgusting out there.”


“Homer Winslow Pudding, go get your sister.”
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Gwendolyn Maybel Pudding was Homer’s fifteen-year-old sister, which made her the eldest Pudding child. While Homer, the middle child, loved to read maps, and Squeak, the youngest child, loved to help around the farm, Gwendolyn was crazy for taxidermy. She’d mastered the art of preserving dead animals when she took a summer correspondence course at age nine. Her dream was to become a Royal Taxidermist for the Museum of Natural History.


Taxidermy is not for the squeamish. After an animal dies, it begins to deteriorate, which causes a horrid stench. In order to preserve the creature, all its innards must be removed. The inside is cleaned, and the creature is stuffed. Its teeth, tongue, and nails are painted with lacquer. Its eyeballs are replaced with glass eyeballs. It’s a wonder anyone wants to do it.


A few years back, after Mr. Pudding opened the door to Gwendolyn’s bedroom and stepped in a pile of raccoon guts, he declared that she was forbidden to perform her artistic endeavors in the house. So she moved her tools and chemicals to the old shed and filled the shelves with her work. All of her subjects—field mice, squirrels, foxes, weasels, sparrows, and crows—had been caught by the barn cats or the farm dogs or had died from natural causes. Gwendolyn wasn’t a murderer—just a preserver.


GWENDOLYN’S LABORATORY: KEEP OUT OR BE STUFFED! the sign on the door read. Homer knocked and called her name. Maybe he wouldn’t have to go in. He knocked again. And again. Then, with a steadying breath, he opened the door.


Gwendolyn stood at her workbench, up to her elbows in some sort of goo. Homer gagged, then plugged his nose. The sickly sweet scent of formaldehyde clotted the air. “Hey,” he said.


Dog pushed between Homer’s legs and stared up at Gwendolyn. Homer stared, too, because there was something very different about his sister. Her lips were as red as cherries and her eyelids were smeared with blue sparkles. And, beneath her lab coat, she wore a red paisley dress. “You’re not supposed to be in here,” she said.


“But—”


“You’re interrupting important work.” She stirred the goo. “I’m practicing for a real job. Not like you and those stupid holes you dig everywhere.”


“Treasure hunting’s a real job,” he said.


A low growl rose in Dog’s throat as his gaze traveled over the shelves. Homer suspected that the stuffed creatures confused Dog. After all, they looked alive. But any other dog would have smelled the difference.


“Why are you all dressed up?” Homer asked. “You never dress up for the fair.”


“I didn’t dress up for the stupid fair. For your information, Homer, I dressed up because I felt like dressing up.” After pouring green liquid into a beaker, she dropped in an eyeball. Then she whipped around and glared at Homer. “Why are you in my laboratory?”


The eyeball floated in the liquid like a marshmallow in green Jell-O. Homer cringed.


“Hello? Earth to Homer.”


“Uh, Mom wanted me to tell you that it’s time to go.”


“Why didn’t you say something?” She plunged her hands into the sink and scrubbed. “If we’re late, I’m gonna be soooo mad.” She tossed her lab coat onto a hook. Then, with long, huffy strides, she headed out the door. Homer unplugged his nose and shared a confused look with Dog. Predicting the weather was so much easier than predicting Gwendolyn’s moods—no clouds hung over her head to let you know when a storm was about to let loose.


With a final growl at a stuffed raccoon, Dog followed Homer out of the laboratory and into the front yard, where Mr. Pudding stood, his eyes widening as his daughter stomped past. “What did you do to your face?” Mr. Pudding asked.


Gwendolyn groaned and slid into the truck’s backseat. Mrs. Pudding set the pie boxes on the floor of the front seat, then turned to her husband. “Don’t tease her,” she said.


“Tease her? I’m not teasing her.” Mr. Pudding rubbed the back of his neck. “I just want to know what she did to her face.”


“She has a date,” Mrs. Pudding said as she climbed into the front seat.


Mr. Pudding grabbed his chest as if he were having a heart attack. “A date?”


Squeak stood in the truck’s bed. “Come on, Max, come on, Lulu,” he called. Max and Lulu dashed up the wooden ramp that had been set up for them. They settled in the truck’s bed, their tails happily wagging, their freshly shampooed coats shiny and smooth.


“Date,” Mr. Pudding mumbled as he grabbed the ramp.


“Hey, Dad, what about Dog?” Homer asked.


Mr. Pudding frowned. “What about him?”


“He needs the ramp, too. I can’t lift him.”


“You want to take your dog to the fair?” Mr. Pudding asked.


“I can’t leave him here alone. He’ll howl. And what if he eats something he’s not supposed to eat?”


“That’s true, dear,” Mrs. Pudding called from the front seat. “That dog will make a ruckus if we leave him alone. And he could get into serious trouble by eating something indigestible. Let him come. Homer will look after him.”


“Fine.” As Mr. Pudding set the plank back in place, he grumbled about Dog not being like the other farm dogs. Homer led Dog to the end of the ramp, then gave his rump a push. While Max and Lulu had mastered the ramp with grace and ease, Dog struggled and wobbled, then slid backward.


“Homer!” Gwendolyn cried, her face pressed against the truck’s back window. “Hurry up. We’re gonna be late!”


Homer pushed again and again, until finally, Dog stumbled into the truck’s bed. Homer joined him. Max sniffed Dog while Lulu licked Dog’s long nose. Dog didn’t sniff back. Homer wondered if this was considered rude in the canine world, like a person refusing to shake another person’s hand. Maybe that was why the farm dogs never hung out with Dog.


Mr. Pudding drove the red truck down the Puddings’ driveway. The Pudding farmhouse grew smaller as the truck turned onto Grinning Goat Road. Soon, Homer’s bedroom window was just a speck.


Homer ran his hand over one of Dog’s long ears. It wasn’t easy having to watch Dog all the time. Sometimes it frustrated Homer, no doubt about it. It would be nice to simply open the kitchen door and send Dog out into the yard to do his business. To know that he wouldn’t eat anything poisonous and that he wouldn’t get lost because he’d wandered off and couldn’t track his way back home.


But Dog wasn’t the most difficult dog in the world. And so what if he wasn’t like the farm dogs? So what if his hair wasn’t glossy and it didn’t ripple when the wind blew through it? So what if he didn’t have long athletic legs or the instinct to herd? And so what if he didn’t smell like shampoo from the groomer’s salon but instead smelled exactly like a basset hound, which was kind of like a rancid corn chip? Dog could do something that no other dog in the world could do. Homer smiled as the secret tickled his insides.


“Homer, what’s a date?” Squeak said.


“It’s when a boy and girl go somewhere together ’cause they like each other,” Homer told his little brother.


“Oh.” Squeak buried his face in Max’s fur. “That’s weird.”


“Yeah. Really weird.”


Homer reached into his shirt and pulled out a fake Galileo Compass that he wore on a leather cord around his neck. The compass had been a gift from a girl named Lorelei, sent to him just a few weeks ago. She wasn’t his girlfriend, not in that way. But she was his friend—a fellow adventurer who lived beneath the Museum of Natural History in her own secret lair. He’d met her when he’d traveled to The City three months ago to solve the mystery of the gold L.O.S.T. coin. She’d been nice to him, but then she’d deceived him by kidnapping Dog. In the end they’d saved each other from the evil Madame la Directeur and her mutant carnivorous tortoise and had parted as friends. He’d promised to keep the secret of her lair and she’d promised to keep the secret of his treasure-smelling dog.


Homer imagined her smiling face, her bold pink hair, and the way she clomped around in her sneakers. He wanted to write her a letter, but how do you send a letter to a secret lair?


Someday they’d meet again. He hoped. And when they did meet, he’d be an official member of the secret Society of Legends, Objects, Secrets, and Treasures. A professional treasure hunter.


“We’re going to the fair,” Squeak said, sticking his face into the wind.


Homer tucked the compass back into his shirt and smiled.
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Mr. Pudding drove into the muddy, pothole-covered parking lot just outside the fairgrounds. Trucks of all sizes and colors filled the lot. Everyone in Milkydale had come for the opening ceremony, as had families from the nearby towns of Plumtree and Turkeyville, and from as far away as the coastal village of Sunny Cove. Some families had arrived in motor homes, while others had set up tents. The fair would run all week, and many families would stay for the duration.


Kids screamed with glee as they ran toward the gates. Even their parents smiled giddily. The fair was usually the most exciting thing to happen in Milkydale. With no shopping mall or bowling alley, with only a single-screen movie theater and a one-room schoolhouse, the village tended to be a quiet, low-key kind of place. Sure, people got worked up when the baby goats were born and when the frogs hatched in Frog Egg Pond, but other than when the library burned to the ground three months ago, most Milkydale days could be described in one word—ho-hum.


“I need to deliver my pies to the pie booth,” Mrs. Pudding said as the family scrambled out of the truck. She handed Gwendolyn a ten-dollar bill. “I’d like you to take Squeak to the gunnysack slide.”


“The gunnysack slide!” Squeak hollered, just about keeling over from anticipation. Last year he hadn’t been tall enough to ride the monstrous slide, but the latest pencil line on his growth chart revealed he’d finally passed the three-foot mark.


“Me?” Gwendolyn stomped her foot. “Why can’t Homer do it?”


“Gwendolyn Maybel Pudding, don’t argue with me. Homer has enough on his hands watching that dog of his. I need you to watch your little brother until the pie contest is over. I’m sure your friend won’t mind.” Mrs. Pudding checked her reflection in the truck’s window. She fluffed her curly hair, then turned back to her daughter. “I’m relying on you, Gwendolyn. I don’t want Squeak shooting off the end of the slide and bumping his head.”


“The gunnysack slide!” Squeak hollered again, dancing right through a puddle. “I’m finally tall enough,” he informed another boy who was hurrying past with his parents. The boys shared an ecstatic giggle.


“Whatever,” Gwendolyn said through clenched teeth. “But as soon as the pie contest is over, I’m doing my own thing.” She took Squeak’s hand and pulled him toward the gates.


Mrs. Pudding handed Homer a ten-dollar bill. “You have some fun before the dog trials begin.” She kissed his cheek. Then, boxes in hand, she hurried away, the ruffle on her denim skirt swishing. Homer tucked the bill into his jean pocket, imagining the colossal corn dog he’d buy.


“Good luck,” Mr. Pudding called to his wife. Then he opened the truck’s tailgate and set the ramp into place. Max and Lulu sniffed the air. The rich scents of popcorn and cotton candy mixed with the pungent scents of horses and cows. The dogs’ tails wagged eagerly. “They know why they’re here,” Mr. Pudding said. “They can’t wait for the dog trials.”


The farm dogs circled each other, eager smiles on their faces. While border collies love to work the field, they also love to play. And that’s what the dog trials were—a day of fun and games, of jumping through hoops, crawling through tunnels, and racing around obstacles. Those with the best times would compete tomorrow, and then the next day, until the final dogs competed on the last day of the fair.


“I see you’ve brought the same dogs as last year.” The unfriendly voice belonged to Mr. Crescent, the Puddings’ neighbor. The sign on his driveway read:




CRESCENT GOAT FARM


Home of the Champion Crescent Border Collies,
Winners of Five County Fair Blue Ribbons.





“I’ve brought Molly and her pup, Bull,” he said as he walked up to the red truck. Two leashed border collies followed. “You remember Molly, I’m sure. Last year’s champion.” He slid his toothpick to the other corner of his mouth.


Mr. Pudding tucked his thumbs behind his overall straps. “This isn’t last year, Crescent, so don’t go getting yourself all puffed up. My dogs are good and ready.”


“As are mine.” Mr. Crescent tucked his thumbs behind his straps. “Good and ready.”


As the two men glared at each other, Homer leaned against the truck. He didn’t much like Mr. Crescent, but it had nothing to do with dogs. It had to do with the time Mr. Crescent hollered at him for digging a hole. Homer hadn’t realized he’d crossed the property line because he’d been thinking about Angus MacDoodle, a local man who’d found a trove of Celtic coins in his backyard. Homer had gotten so wound up with possibility that he’d forgotten to look around before digging.


As the two men boasted about who would win the blue ribbon, the border collies wagged their tails, greeting one another with licks and sniffs. Dogs don’t have much use for blue ribbons, though Homer’s dog would probably eat one if given the chance.


“I see you’ve got that other dog with you.” Mr. Crescent pointed to the corner of the truck’s bed where Dog lay curled on Homer’s coat, fast asleep.


“He’s not competing,” Mr. Pudding said.


“No kidding?” Mr. Crescent snickered. “I think he should compete. The audience always appreciates a good laugh.”


Homer’s cheeks burned.


Mr. Crescent tugged on his leashes. “Come on, Bull, come on, Molly. We’ve got to get you ready. You’ve got a blue ribbon to win.” As they sauntered off toward the dog barn, Mr. Pudding mumbled a few things that needn’t be repeated. Then he gathered his own leashes. “You go have some fun, then meet me at the dog barn just before the trials.” With a quick whistle, the farm dogs followed him toward the fairgrounds.


Homer looked into the truck bed. No rich scents tickled Dog’s nose. No memories of past fairs washed over him. His back leg twitched as he snored. Homer guessed he was chasing something, probably a rabbit. He’d learned from Dr. Huckle, Milkydale’s veterinarian, that basset hounds were bred to track prey, like rabbits. But since Dog couldn’t pick up scents, rabbits often sneaked right past him. Once, a rabbit hopped right over Dog as he slept in the upper pasture. But in his dreams, Homer suspected that Dog was the king of rabbit-chasing.


The Ferris wheel and the Whirl-a-Tron loomed behind the fairgrounds’ gate. The top of the galaxy roller coaster peaked in the distance. The scents of popping corn and cotton candy beckoned. Next year when I go to the fair, I’ll be a member of a secret society, Homer thought, a grin spreading across his face. He climbed into the truck bed. “Wake up,” he said, gently poking Dog’s leg. “Let’s go get something to eat.”


Dog opened one eye, then the other. “Ur.”


“Yeah, something to eat.”


And that’s when Homer noticed it—a little black card, covered in gold stars, tucked at the edge of the truck’s tailgate.
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Fortune-teller to the Stars.


This card is good for one free fortune told on opening day of the Milkydale County Fair.
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Welcome to the one hundred and fifty-seventh Milkydale County Fair,” Mayor Sneed called. She stood just inside the gate, waving at people as they entered. Her white blouse was buttoned all the way to her pointy chin, and she wore a big red sash that read: THE HONORABLE MAYOR. Her smile turned sour when she spotted Homer. “Is that the same dog that burned down our library?”


“It was an accident,” Homer said, holding tight to Dog’s leash. Almost every day, somebody reminded Homer that he and Dog had been responsible for burning down Milkydale’s only library. Homer had given up his real Galileo Compass, which had been sold to fund the new library. Fortunately, the foundation had been poured, and Homer couldn’t wait to walk through the doors.


“Well, you make sure he doesn’t get into trouble, young man.” Mayor Sneed shook a finger in Homer’s face. “The first sign of trouble and that dog will have to leave.”


“He won’t get into trouble,” Homer said. As he hurried away, he murmured to Dog, “Please don’t get into trouble.”


“Hey, Homer.” Wilbur, one of the boys from school, knocked into Homer’s arm. “Where’s your compass? Better get it out or you might get lost.” Earl, another boy from school, laughed. Fortunately, teasing Homer wasn’t as important as getting to the roller coaster and they dashed past, tickets in hand. Homer rubbed his arm. They wouldn’t think he was so funny when he had an entire wing of a museum named after him.


Homer’s stomach growled as a succulent scent drifted up his nose. After finding the familiar red-and-white-striped booth, he bought two colossal corn dogs—one for him, one for Dog. Sitting side by side on a bench, they enjoyed their meal. Dog inhaled his in three bites, licking his lips with satisfaction. Homer dipped his in yellow mustard. Then they both washed the corn dogs down with a long drink of lemonade. A brief struggle followed as Dog tried to eat the lemonade cup and Homer had to wrestle it free.


“Come on,” Homer said, tossing the mangled cup into the garbage.


They turned onto a side path and walked beneath a banner: ODDITIES AND FABULOSITIES. Stalls lined each side of the path where vendors sold all sorts of stuff—blue fish swimming in bowls, rings that changed color if the wearer told a lie, nets that caught nightmares. Homer was about to try on one of the rings when something sparkly caught his eye. There, at the end of the path, sat a black tent covered in glimmering golden stars. A man in a long black robe stood outside the tent. He smiled at Homer.


“Who’s that man?” Homer asked the ring seller.


“He’s a fortune-teller,” the ring seller said. “But he’s a fake. My rings, however, are not fakes. They will always tell you the truth.”


Homer reached into his pocket and pulled out the card he’d found. EXCELSIOR THE EXCELLENT—FORTUNE-TELLER TO THE STARS. Homer had never had his fortune read, and he definitely had some questions about his future. He flicked the card between his fingers, thinking.


“Grrrr.” Dog stood in the next stall staring at an African tribal mask. Homer had to tug extra hard on the leash to pull him away. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go get our fortunes told.”


The robed man’s smile widened as Homer and Dog approached. “Salutations,” he said with outstretched arms.


“Hi,” Homer said. “Are you Excelsior?”


“The one and only.” He spoke in an odd sort of way, with a voice much higher than one would expect from such a large man. A gentle breeze blew through his long white hair and long white beard. If Homer had to imagine a fortune-teller, say, for a homework assignment, he’d imagine him to look exactly like Excelsior.


Excelsior reached down and patted Dog’s head. “And you are?”


“I’m Homer and this is Dog. I’ve got a ticket for a free fortune told.” He held out the ticket and Excelsior took it. Sunlight glinted off a large ruby ring that Excelsior wore on his index finger. On his other index finger, an emerald ring sparkled. He wore both rings over a pair of black gloves.


“This must be your lucky day,” he said. “I only printed a few of these tickets.” Then he turned, distracted by a scurrying sound.


The sound came from a girl who was walking past the tent. She carried a cage in which sat a brown rabbit. Dog, up until that moment, hadn’t noticed the rabbit barn just across the path. But he took notice of the cage as it passed in front of his face, because a pair of red eyes stared warily from between the bars. With a fierce tug, Dog pulled the leash taut, his little legs pumping furiously. “Urrrr.”


“No, Dog,” Homer said, holding tight to the leash. “Leave the rabbit alone.”


The girl glanced nervously at Dog, then carried the cage into the rabbit barn. Dog whined.


“How do you tell someone’s fortune?” Homer asked.


Excelsior tucked the card into the pocket of his robe. “Well, there are many methods. The crystal ball is popular but highly unpredictable. Tarot cards often ask more questions than they answer. Tea leaves make a mess, and head bumps can be misleading. I prefer palm reading. A palm never lies.” With a sweep of his arm, Excelsior opened the tent’s flap and secured it with a cord. Then he raised his eyebrows and waited.


“Okay,” Homer said with a shrug. “I’ll get my palm read.” He tugged on the leash. “Come on, Dog.”


Dog whined, then plopped onto his belly, transforming his long body into what approximated a bag of cement—a clever ploy he used when he didn’t want to go anywhere. Lying on the ground, he pointed his face at the rabbit barn.


“You can leave him there,” Excelsior suggested. “Tie the leash to the tent pole.”


“Will you leave the tent flap open so I can see him?” Homer asked. “He hates to be left alone.”


“Certainly.”


Homer peered into the tent. An oil lamp glowed from atop a little table. Two stools waited. Homer would have a clear view of Dog, and Dog, if he managed to tear his gaze away from the rabbit barn and turn around, would have a clear view of Homer.


After tying the leash to the tent pole, Homer sat on one of the stools. Excelsior sat on the other stool, arranged his robe, then placed a puffy black hat on his head. The lamp’s glow spread across Excelsior’s face, casting a yellow tint to his beard and mustache. “What is it you would like to know?” Excelsior asked.


Homer glanced over at Dog, who hadn’t moved an inch. “My future,” Homer said. “I’d like to know my future.”


Excelsior fiddled with his ruby ring. “Yes, indeed. But is there something specific about your future? One question that, more than any other question, you would like answered?”


Homer couldn’t ask when he’d become a member of L.O.S.T., because a secret society must remain a secret. So he decided to ask about Rumpold Smeller’s treasure. But how could he do that without giving away too much information? If he asked, “Will I find what I’m looking for?” Excelsior would probably ask, “What are you looking for?” So Homer thought about it for a moment, then asked, “Will I be successful on my quest?”


“Ah. A quest.” Excelsior’s eyes widened. “Is it a noble quest?”


“I think so.” He pushed his curly bangs from his eyes. “How do you know if it’s noble or not?”


“What is the purpose of the quest?”


“I made a promise to someone and I want to keep that promise.”


“Then it is a noble quest. And there is nothing more important in life than a noble quest. I shall help you find the answer to your query.” Excelsior reached out and took Homer’s left hand, turning the palm faceup. Even through the black gloves, his long fingernails prickled Homer’s skin. “It is the left palm that reveals truth, for it is aligned with the heart.”


That makes sense, Homer thought, sneaking another glance at Dog, who was still fixated on the rabbit barn. Homer could practically hear Dog’s thoughts—rabbit, rabbit, rabbit, rabbit, rabbit.


Excelsior held Homer’s palm close to the lamp. “Ah,” he said. “How interesting. Did you know that you possess a treasure hunter’s line?”


Homer nearly fell off the stool. He grabbed the table’s edge with his free hand. “I do? Where?”


Excelsior pointed to a line that ran across the base of Homer’s thumb. “I have only seen this line one other time. Will you be seeking treasure on this quest of yours?”


Homer hesitated, his mind racing. It couldn’t hurt to admit such a thing. Everybody in Milkydale knew that Homer wanted to be a treasure hunter. “Yes,” he said. “But I can’t tell you what kind of treasure.”


“I understand.” Excelsior narrowed his eyes. “A noble quest for treasure is a serious quest indeed.” Then he ran his gloved fingertip across Homer’s palm, stopping in the center. He gasped and leaned closer, the ends of his long white hair brushing the tabletop. He ran his fingertip across Homer’s palm again and stopped in the exact same spot. He gasped louder.


“What is it?” Homer asked, leaning so close that he and Excelsior bumped foreheads.


“A fork in the road,” Excelsior whispered.


They both sat up. Homer fidgeted at the edge of his stool. “A fork?” he asked, the suspense unbearable. “What does that mean?”


Excelsior let go of Homer’s palm, then shook his head. “Dear oh dear. This is most unfortunate.”


“What?” Homer asked. “What’s unfortunate?”


“Is there anything else you could do besides search for treasure? Is there something that your parents would like you to do? Something that’s… safe?”


Homer didn’t like the direction of this conversation. “My dad wants me to be a goat farmer. That’s pretty safe.”


“Yes, that sounds like a much better plan.”


“But I don’t want to be a goat farmer.” Homer held out his palm. “I don’t understand. What does the fork mean?”


Excelsior tapped a finger on the table. He looked long and hard at Homer. “You will not like the answer. Do you still want me to read your palm?”


A chill crept over Homer. He stared at his left palm. What other secrets hid between the lines? “Maybe we should go ahead and read the bumps on my head.” He looked up hopefully, but Excelsior said nothing. Homer swallowed. “Okay, I want to know. What do you see?”


With a sigh, Excelsior pointed to a line that ran diagonally across Homer’s palm. “This is your life line. You see how long it is? You see how it reaches all the way across?” Homer nodded. “It’s a long life line. But you see here? You see where the life line splits? That is the fork. One route is long, the other is short. Very, very short.”


“You mean…?” Sweat broke out on Homer’s palm.


“An untimely end awaits you if you take the wrong route.”


“An untimely end?” Homer wiped his palm on his jeans. “But how do I know which route is the wrong route?”


“It’s all there on your palm. Your treasure-hunting line feeds into the shorter life line. It’s all very clear. A palm never lies.”


“But—”


“But nothing. The fact is etched in skin and blood.” Excelsior smiled knowingly and then said the most horrid words Homer had ever heard. “It’s very simple. Treasure hunting will kill you.”
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