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CHAPTER 1







WHEN I GOT UP THIS MORNING, THE LAST THING I expected to do was spend the day hiding in the tree with a lobotomized orange kangaroo toy. Heck, it wasn’t even on my list of planned activities, and that just shows how much I know—it should have been smack dab in the number-one spot.


My big plan for the day was to get dressed, have a couple of Ho Hos, maybe spend a little time trying to convince our chronically depressed mutant Chihuahua Mr. Boots that life is worth living. You know, your basic stuff.




Tackling Bethany Burgess the first week of school? Not in the plan. Taking off down the street waving my orange lobotomized stuffed friend like a baton in a relay race? Nowhere in the plan. Doing all that in my ratty Wonder Woman sweatpants with the hole in the butt? So not in the plan.


It’s all because of our old neighbors, the Knobles. They had to relocate to a more secure environment, as my mom likes to say, which is actually not so secret code for going to jail. It’s not like I missed them—it’s hard to get nostalgic for people who called my best friend Ty “my little black friend” to his face (which they totally did).


But two seconds after the new neighbors moved into the Knobles’ house, my mom fell head over heels in love with their six-year-old daughter, Cookie. It’s actually embarrassing. She calls Cookie the daughter she never had, which kind of ticks me and Tina off since we’re the daughters she actually did have.


My treetop buddy, Mr. Lobotomy—as I now refer to him—used to be Fred, my perfectly normal and beloved kangaroo toy, and if I didn’t play with him as much as I used to, it might have something to do with the fact that I’m in freaking high school now. But Mom decided it was a sign that I don’t appreciate and value my things, and gave Fred to Cookie. Which, okay, basically sucks, but I’m sure I would’ve gotten over it eventually. Or I would’ve if I hadn’t walked outside and caught Cookie removing the inner workings of Fred’s skull with a pair of pinking shears. Mom was standing right there too, talking to Cookie’s Mom, Mrs. Big Cookie, as I like to think of her, and neither one of them lifted a finger to stop her. They thought it was cute.


I don’t think my reaction was that unusual, considering. Screaming like a banshee, snatching what was left of Fred away from Cookie, and streaking down the sidewalk seems like a very reasonable response, in my opinion.


And, okay, grab-and-run isn’t exactly the world’s best plan. But I’m pretty sure things would’ve worked out in the long run. I would’ve apologized, bought the demon spawn a new toy, and all would have been forgiven and forgotten. It would’ve been fine if I hadn’t proceeded to completely flatten Bethany Burgess as I made my escape.


Bethany Burgess is my sister Tina’s new best friend and, just like Tina, she’s one of those super-stylish girls who eat dorky girls like me for lunch without batting an eye. She’s not the kind of girl you want to tick off. Definitely not the kind of girl you shove onto her butt while she’s wearing new white capri pants. Not unless you’re hoping to achieve instant outcast status in high school (which I was not).


So naturally, that’s what I proceeded to do.


Once I’d flattened Bethany, I did a split-second assessment of the situation. I could already see the headlines in the town tabloid, the Daily Squealer—CRAZY WONDER WOMAN WANNABE WITH LOBOTOMIZED ORANGE SIDEKICK SACKS MISS POPULARITY, BECOMES INSTANT PARIAH. Not the kind of publicity I was hoping for after just one week in school. So I went with the only option I had left: hightail it out of there and hide in a tree until the whole thing blew over. I figured it would take forty to fifty years tops.


I leapfrogged over Bethany before she’d managed to get a punch in (and she’s got a mean right hook too), jumped over Mr. Boots, who was staring off into space like a tiny hurdle in a daisy hat, and skittered around my best friend, Ty, who was gaping at me from across the street with a look of total horror on his face. Nice to know Ty has my back, that’s all I can say there. That horrified look was real helpful. It basically convinced me that fifty years in a tree might not be long enough.


The tree I picked was two streets over, across from Mrs. Wombat’s house, a choice that pretty much insured that I’d be spending my days lonely and alone. Because I can sure as heck guarantee that no one is going to be hanging around outside Mrs. Wombat’s house. You can’t—she calls the cops on you. And that’s if you’re lucky. According to the stories I’ve heard, her yard is littered with the bones of her many unfortunate victims.


Mr. Lobotomy glared at me from the branch next to mine. He didn’t look pleased in the least.


“Hey, buddy, I’m not any happier about this than you are,” I said. Although it’s pretty much a given that I was happier. I wasn’t the one with a wisp of my Poly-fil brain stuck to the gaping hole in my head.


I don’t know how long we sat that way—once your butt starts hurting, every minute feels like an hour, so it’s hard to judge. I had a good view of Mrs. Wombat’s front yard, so I decided to do a little amateur spying to keep my mind off my serious case of branch butt. So far I hadn’t spotted any bones anywhere. But Mrs. Wombat has a pretty extensive monitoring routine going on—every quarter hour on the dot she does a scan of the yard.


“I can bring supplies if you need them. Did you bring a can opener?”


Ty’s voice surprised me so much, I almost fell out of the tree.




I clung to the limb in what I hoped was a casual way and glared down at him. “Took you long enough.”


By my estimation, Ty should’ve shown up with supplies hours ago. I mean, seriously, he saw me run off. How many places could I have gone?


Ty waggled a limp Mr. Boots at me from under the tree. “Mr. Boots needed to get gussied up first.”


I snorted. Once Mom stopped caring whether Mr. Boots went around nude or not, the poor dog pretty much lost all interest in everything, fashion included. It’s like he doesn’t even care anymore. Like right now—a daisy hat? With a purple faux-fur bolero jacket? And no pants? You think he’s depressed now, wait till he’s plastered all over People’s Worst Dressed issue in his flower show pimp outfit. And given the way the Daily Squealer follows him around, it’s not like it couldn’t happen.


“Somebody’s missing his sister!” Ty waggled Mr. Boots at me again. Mr. Boots didn’t even react—he just lolled his head to the side. He did look pretty ridiculous, but I wasn’t in a mood to be cheered up.




“Ty, forget it, okay?” I geared up for a grouchy rant, but the sound of the screen door slamming across the street stopped me cold. I looked at my watch. A quarter after. Wombat time. We were so busted.


“Ty! Quick! Mrs. Wombat!”


Ty started to roll his eyes at me like Mrs. Wombat was no big deal, but let me tell you, the sound of a potato gun firing wipes the smirk off your face pretty fast.


“Heads up, Arlie!” Ty chucked Mr. Boots at me and hopped up into the tree before I’d even registered what was happening. Lucky for Mr. Boots, I’ve got pretty fast dog-catching reflexes. Not that he even seemed to care. I don’t think his brush with danger even registered. I draped him over a forked branch in what I hoped was a comfortable sitting position and tried to look like a squirrel.


“I know you’re out here,” Mrs. Wombat yelled from across the street, reloading her potato gun. She had a whole sack of Yukon Golds on the stoop beside her. “I can smell you, delinquents! You better show yourself and skedaddle before the cops get here!”




“Think she knows where we are?” Ty breathed. His squirrel impression wasn’t nearly as convincing as mine.


I shook my head. “And she won’t come after us, even if she does. She might shoot us, but she won’t leave the yard.”


That’s the good thing about eccentric neighbors: Once you figure out their quirks, they’re pretty predictable. Mrs. Wombat, for instance, is (a) crazy as a loon; (b) very territorial; (c) pretty much housebound. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her set foot off of her property.


I peeked through the branches to get a better look. It’s hard to be intimidated by a five-foot-tall woman surrounded with woodland animal lawn decorations, but Mrs. Wombat manages to pull it off. Mom says that stuff about the bones is just talk. I sure hoped she was right.


Her real name isn’t even Mrs. Wombat—it’s Wombowski or something like that. But me and Ty always thought she looked like a wombat, so that’s what we went with. (Later on, when I actually saw a picture of a wombat, I realized we’d been thinking of a badger, but by that time it was way too late to change our ways.)


“She’s not seriously going to call the cops, right?” Ty apparently didn’t have a clear view from his perch, otherwise he wouldn’t ask. Mrs. Wombat is the only woman I know who can balance a potato gun, dial a cordless phone, and still look like she could reach down your throat and rip your insides out.


“Oh, she’s calling, all right.”


Ty swallowed and looked around. “They’ll spot us for sure. Your toy’s going to blow our cover.”


Mr. Lobotomy glared at him, but it was true. He was way more orange than any kangaroo had a right to be. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out his mother had been a blaze orange hunting vest.


I cursed under my breath and crawled farther out on the branch to look down the street. I figured we had five, ten minutes tops to figure out a strategy. As soon as the squad cars showed up, it was all over. And it’s not like we’d get any sympathy from them. Heck, Sheriff Shifflett was the one who’d helped Mrs. Wombat make the potato gun in the first place, to keep her from peppering the neighborhood kids with buckshot. He thought it was a safe alternative. Fat lot he knew. Those potatoes leave a mark.


I leaned farther out on the branch, and my hand closed over something that was definitely not tree. Something metal was twisted in the branch, like a chain or something. I tried to pick the leaves away from it without blowing my cover.


“Huh.” It wasn’t easy to get a look at it and keep my balance at the same time. It was really thin and fine, not the kind of thing you expect to find in the wild. I couldn’t figure it out. Because as far as I know, trees don’t typically wear jewelry, and that’s sure as heck what this seemed like.


I tried to untangle the metal to get whatever it was free when I heard them—sirens. “No, that’s way too fast!” I groaned.


“Man, don’t those cops have anything else to do?” Ty muttered, and shot me a look. “It’s now or never, Arlie.”


I nodded and tugged at the chain one last time. It broke and came off in my hand. I slipped the chain into Mr. Lobotomy’s empty head as Ty grabbed Mr. Boots. Then I gritted my teeth and got ready to skedaddle.


“At the count of three,” Ty said, and then he jumped.


“Count of three means counting, Ty!” I hissed as I jumped after him, doing my best to avoid breaking my neck on the sidewalk. Remind me to give Ty a basic tutorial in escaping etiquette.


Ty must’ve hit the ground running, because he was half a block ahead of me by the time I’d scrambled to my feet and taken off after him. Mrs. Wombat screeched in rage and let a warning shot loose in the sky (at least I’m hoping it was a warning shot. I’d hate to think she’d really take a potshot at a ninth grader in Wonder Woman sweatpants).


It was actually kind of exciting, like we were spies running away with a huge fireball behind us, except less cool and with no fireball. I lost a flip-flop in our escape, but I really doubt it’s enough to incriminate me. It’s not like I was going back for it. I didn’t stop until I’d caught up with Ty two blocks from the Happy Mart.


“Any tatershot in your butt?” Ty panted, leaning over with his hands on his knees.


I shook my head and flopped down next to Mr. Boots, who was sprawled out on the sidewalk, completely unfazed. Apparently doggie pimps elude danger every day and it’s the most boring thing ever.


“Terrific.” Ty grinned at me. “This calls for a Happy Dog.”


“If you’re buying.” I pointed to my sweatpants. “I think my wallet’s in my other pants.”


“Mooch.” Ty slapped me on the back.


I chucked Mr. Lobotomy into the grass beside me and he toppled over onto his side, spilling the chain out of his head. I scooted him back so I could see what kind of new brains I’d set him up with. And when I did, I could almost feel my eyes bugging out of my head.


I don’t know what I’d expected, but whatever it was, it wasn’t this. That wasn’t just some kid’s cheap Hello Kitty necklace. Lying in the dust next to Mr. Lobotomy’s head was a sparkling black dragonfly pendant—definitely antique and definitely expensive. And definitely not mine.















CHAPTER 2







I’M PRETTY SURE I DID YOUR TYPICAL CARTOON reaction: exaggerated double take, eyes bulging out, that kind of thing. The only thing that was missing was the wacky ow-OO-gah sound effect. I slowly reached out and poked the dragonfly with one finger. It was so black that it seemed to absorb the light, but the edges sparkled in the sun. I’d never seen anything like it before, not even on the Home Shopping Network.


Ty stopped huffing and stretching his hamstrings and did a double take. “Holy cow, Arlie, what’s that?”




“It was in the tree.”


Ty gave me a new freakout look of horror. Seriously, those were starting to get old. “You mean you stole it?”


Geez, way to exaggerate the situation. “No, Ty. I didn’t steal it. It was in the tree, okay? It didn’t belong to anybody. Unless you count the tree, in which case, yeah, I totally stole it. The shrub Mafia’s going to be after me, so watch out.”


Ty took a closer look at the pendant and did his best to whistle. Unsuccessfully, as usual. “That thing’s expensive, Arlie. It definitely belongs to someone. They’re going to want it back. It was just sitting in the tree?”


I wiped the spit off of my face and glared at him. “See this chain? It was twisted around the branch and it’s seriously messed up. It looks like it’d been there for years.”


Ty squinted at me. “It’s not cursed, is it?”


I groaned. “Geez, Ty, does it look cursed? Not everything is cursed, okay?” I sure hoped it wasn’t cursed. Although with our track record, I could see why he’d say that. If anyone was going to find a cursed dragonfly pendant, it would be us.


Ty perked up. “So what you’re saying is, it’s abandoned? Like buried treasure?”


That wasn’t exactly what I was thinking, but sure, okay. I nodded.


“It’s up for grabs then? Sweet!” Ty grabbed the dragonfly and draped it around his neck. “So, tell me the truth, is it me?”


In a word, no. Even Mr. Boots snickered, and he was practically comatose.


“Yeah, nice try.” I reached out to take the dragonfly pendant back, but Ty was too quick for me.


He draped it dramatically around the neck of a garden gnome in the yard next to us. “So it’s more a gnome kind of thing, you think?”


He stood back and examined the gnome critically. “Nope, definitely not right for this guy. Maybe this guy?” He looped the necklace over the beak of a pink flamingo standing nearby, and then when that didn’t meet with his approval, over the beak of another flamingo, two more gnomes, and a couple of posing happy squirrels. It was cute at first, but come on, how long does it take to figure out that ancient black dragonfly pendants are unflattering to the majority of your common garden decorations? And with all the crap people in this town keep on their lawns, if Ty went through every one, we’d be there for weeks.


“Cut it out, Ty.” I tried to smack the plastic garden penguin he was holding out of his hand, but all I managed to do was bruise my thumb. I glared at the penguin. Like penguins even live in gardens. “We didn’t steal it, but I don’t know how we’re going to explain it either. Do you want to try to explain it to Shifflett?”


Let’s just say that Sheriff Buck Shifflett isn’t that fond of me and Ty. We generally try to stay out of his way. Unsuccessfully, unfortunately. But we’d managed to steer clear of him for over a month now, and I didn’t want to mess that up.




Ty nodded and unlooped the dragonfly pendant from around the penguin’s neck. “Good point. Doesn’t really go with his suit, anyway. Happy Dogs then?”


I grinned and held out Mr. Lobotomy. I figured he wouldn’t really mind if I used his head as a carrying case. It wasn’t like he was using it for much anymore. Ty dangled the dragonfly over Mr. Lobotomy’s skull and, just as he was about to let go, he got that whacked-out I’m a lunatic look in his eyes. I’m serious, you could practically see the lightbulb go off in his head, it was that obvious. And the pathetic thing is, I knew exactly what he was thinking.


“Forget it, Ty.” He was going to get us so busted. I was beginning to hope that pendant did belong to the tree—at least a tree can’t press charges for grand larceny.


“Just one more, okay?” Ty took off in the direction of the Happy Mart. “This’ll be awesome!” he called back over his shoulder.


I scooped Mr. Boots up by the hind legs and draped him over my shoulder. It didn’t take a brain surgeon to figure out where Ty was going. He was heading for the Happy Hog.


The Happy Hog is kind of a local mascot—it’s this giant seven-foot-tall hog statue wearing a chef’s hat, blue vest, and no pants. Pretty much the same look Mr. Boots was going with today, now that I thought about it. By the time I got over to the Hog, Ty had already worked his fashion magic and was standing back, rubbing his chin with his hand in an appraising way.


“Now, I don’t know, Arlie. The cravat?” He waved his hand at the Happy Hog, who was now sporting an ancient dragonfly pendant in his neckerchief.


“Or, the more modern look?” Ty grabbed the pendant, did some adjusting, and stepped back to reveal the Happy Hog now sporting a fairly realistic looking dragonfly nose ring.


I groaned and shook my head. “You’re sick, Ty. You know that?” I tried to shift Mr. Boots, but I think he’d surgically implanted his claws into my shoulder.


Ty grinned. “You just don’t appreciate my genius.”




Mr. Boots definitely snickered at that one. I decided to ignore it. “Happy Dog?”


Ty rolled his eyes at me. “You’re no fun, Arlie.” He retrieved the dragonfly pendant and stuffed it back into Mr. Lobotomy’s head.


“There she is!”


I froze. Even from a couple of blocks away, there was no mistaking that voice. I should’ve stuck to my original plan and stayed in the tree for fifty years. At least that way, Bethany Burgess and my sister, Tina, wouldn’t have found me.


I’d caught a glimpse of Tina’s face as I ran away like a freak earlier, and I knew I was in deep with her. Her life had been pretty close to perfect lately—she’d gotten Miss Popularity for a new best friend, she was going out with the supercute new deputy sheriff, and she was coming into the new year as the reigning Prom Queen. Believe me, anybody who messes things up for her is going to be toast. And I have to admit, I was feeling pretty crispy at the moment.




I ducked down behind the Happy Hog like I was suddenly extremely interested in the intricacies of the Happy Hog’s rear.


“Shoot, Ty. Is it clear? Can I make a run for it?” I whispered desperately. My only chance was to lay low until Tina cooled off.


Tina’s voice seemed to have flipped Mr. Boots’s on switch, because he suddenly started swiveling his huge bat ears around like satellite dishes looking for a signal. I couldn’t hear anything, though, except the bell jingling on the Happy Mart door. I needed serious help here. I whacked Ty on the shin. “Ty! Which way?”


At first I thought he hadn’t even heard me, but then without warning he dropped down and huddled next to me behind the Happy Hog’s bulbous butt. “Shut up, Arlie. Just stay quiet, okay?” he hissed.


Me and Mr. Boots exchanged confused looks. Unless Ty had done something I wasn’t aware of, which, to be fair, was entirely possible, he wasn’t on Tina’s current hit list. So I didn’t get his whole duck-and-cover routine.




I peeked around the edge of the Hog’s butt to do a quick Tina scan, but a pair of purple baggy knees blocked my view.


“Meet you at your place,” Ty squeaked, and shot off down the street.


I groaned. We’re talking great friend here, right? That’s pretty much a signature Ty move, ditching me in my time of need. He even took Mr. Lobotomy and the dragonfly pendant with him.


“Was that Tyrone Parker?” The girl attached to the baggy knees was using such a sugary sweet voice, it made my teeth hurt.


I peered up at her, but it’s not easy to make an ID when you’re basically looking up someone’s nostrils. The purple Crocs and pilled-up tights weren’t telling me much, except that we had a severe fashion victim here. And when Arlie Jacobs can tell you’ve got fashion issues, you know it’s extra bad.


“Who wants to know?” I wasn’t giving out information to just anyone.




“Arlie, it’s Christie, dummy.”


I squinted up at her again, and it clicked. Christie O’Dell. She’s a couple of years younger than me and Ty, and I’ve seen her around town. Actually, she’s been around a lot lately, now that I think about it, but that doesn’t explain why Ty took off as soon as her purple Crocs made an appearance.


“Don’t worry, Bethany, she’s going to pay for those pants.” Tina’s voice was a lot closer now.


“Damn straight,” Bethany huffed.


Did I mention that I’m not one of Bethany’s favorite people?


Mr. Boots swiveled his ears into position and shrank further down into his faux-fur jacket.


There was nothing to be done but ditch and run. “Sorry, gotta go.” I shot an apologetic look at Christie (or, technically, Christie’s leg) and scurried away as fast as humanly possible while crouching and carrying a tiny canine pimp. I just hoped that Hog’s butt was big enough to cover our escape.




I took off for home the long way and did a couple of reconnaissance sweeps around the house to make sure no one was home before meeting Ty. He was sitting on our back porch, listlessly dangling the dragonfly pendant over Mr. Lobotomy’s head. He didn’t even look up when I walked over.


I’d managed to put a couple of things together on the way home, but it still wasn’t adding up. “Tell me the truth. Were you seriously running away from CHRISTIE?” Tina, I could understand. Tina on the warpath meant certain doom. But a seventh grader in purple Crocs? Please. Her picture’s in the dictionary under “not scary.”


Ty scowled at me and spat in the dirt. You know, because that’s shorthand for cool. Mr. Boots and I were not impressed.


“Drop it, Arlie. Here’s your toy.” He dropped the necklace into Mr. Lobotomy’s head and handed him to me without another word. Then he sauntered off down the street for a few feet before taking off running.




Mr. Boots stared after him for a second and then raised his eyebrows at me. I shrugged and headed inside. If I’d known when I got up how much this day was going to suck, I would’ve just stayed inside and left Mr. Lobotomy to his fate. It’s not like I did him much good, anyway.


I figured once I’d made it safely to my room, I’d be home free. Plus I needed some alone time for strategizing if I was going to get out of this mess.


I chucked Mr. Boots on my bed and made sure my door was locked before I took out the dragonfly pendant. It sparkled in my hand. I shivered. As pretty as it was, that thing was giving me the creeps. I know that sounds paranoid, but given the year I’ve had, being paranoid seems like a pretty good daily strategy.


I tried to shrug it off, though. It was just a necklace, right? And unless there’s some evil warlock of Zales that I’m unfamiliar with, necklaces are generally pretty safe things.


Mr. Boots had flopped back on my pillows and was staring at the ceiling like he was settling in for his daily therapy session. And for some reason, that made me go into silly mode. I’d had a rough day. So sue me.


I picked up Mr. Boots’s favorite squeaky bunny from the floor and draped the dragonfly around the bunny’s neck.


“So tell me, Boots, how does that make you feel?” I tried to give the bunny squeaky a fake German accent, but even alone in my room I cringed at how lame I sounded. It’s pretty bad when you’re embarrassing even to yourself. Mr. Boots just curled his lip at me.


The dragonfly was looking kind of grubby, but not much looks good nestled in matted faux-sheepskin, so I took it off of the squeaky bunny and headed downstairs.


I tested the dragonfly around the neck of the Egyptian cat statue my mom has in the entryway and stepped back. Definitely grubby. It didn’t look any better on the china dog on the mantel.


I figured if I worked fast, I could clean it up before Tina got home, so I hustled into the kitchen. I needed a cover story in case anyone came in, though, so I pulled the pepper canister out and uncorked Mom’s sheep-shaped pepper shaker. I figured I could pretend to be filling it if I got caught. Then I got to work on the dragonfly with Mom’s organic banana jewelry cleaner.


Thank goodness I’d thought of the pepper shaker cover, because I’d barely gotten one wing clean when I heard the front door slam. I stuffed the dragonfly into the sheep shaker just as Tina shot into the kitchen like a ballistic missile of rage. Lucky for me, Mom was right behind her. And as mad as Tina was, it’s hard to kill your sister when your mom’s in the room. Even so, Tina had me by the collar by the time Mom had caught up.


“There you are, young lady.” Mom was in her angry mode, with steam practically coming out of her nostrils. But even on her worst day, she’s an angel compared to Tina. I scooted the sheep-shaped pepper shaker behind me to make it less noticeable and tried to look cute and apologetic.




Tina pulled me so close that I could smell her lip gloss. “You are so dead, Arlie. You’re going to pay for what you did to Bethany.” Man, you’d think I’d stolen her firstborn instead of just getting grass stains on her capris. But it didn’t matter. I closed my eyes. As innocent and pretty as Tina looks, she doesn’t make idle threats. I was doomed.
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