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For Julie, my first companion to worlds unknown
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Lizzie is glowing. And when I say that, I don’t mean her cheeks are rosy and her skin is dewy and all that junk, I mean she’s actually glowing. Her lips are splattered with the guts of a green glow bracelet, and there are glowing streaks of purple and pink and green on her teeth, on her cheeks, in her hair, and inside her ears. It looks like a unicorn threw up on her face. Which is exactly what I tell her.


“Even with unicorn barf on me, I look better than you do. What were you thinking, Buck?” She pokes my cheek with her finger and makes her badger face. It’s the one where she scrunches up her nose so that her front two teeth stick out in obvious disgust. I swat away her finger. She’s totally ruining my makeup.
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Yes, makeup.


Everyone in line has some kind of face paint, even the boys, thankyouverymuch. I don’t know anyone who would show up tonight without a costume.


“At least my makeup said ‘nontoxic’ on it,” I say. “Not ‘rinse off immediately if contents come in contact with skin.’ You’re going to get face rot or something.”


A kid in front of us turns around, crossing his arms over the suede vest he’s wearing. “I think she looks cool.”


“As do I, dude,” I say to the kid, who is easily half my width and twice my height. I have had my underwear pulled over my head by guys much smaller than this dude. “I’m just worried about the future of her beautiful face. You know . . .” I barely tilt my head toward a lady standing near the kid and make a “yikes” face. The lady is taller than he is, which seems like a physical impossibility. She’s wearing a small crown made of bones—the signature crown of the Troll Queen. She keeps checking her phone. I think, if she wanted to, she could store her phone in one of her forehead wrinkles. She rubs the bridge of her nose and taps her foot just like my mom does when I’m telling her about the extra life cycles I just earned in the Triumphant Gnome Syndicate massive multiplayer online game.


The kid’s eyes narrow. “That’s my mom, dude. I made her crown myself.” He smiles, which, combined with his still-narrowed eyes, makes me wish I had my Troll Vanquishing Mace with me. If it existed in real life.


Lizzie laughs and it sounds like the most musical shattering glass ever.


“Oh,” I say. “That crown is, um, awesome. You must have killed a lot of squirrels to get that just right.” The kid looks at me like I just farted in his ear.


“I made it from chicken wings.”


“Right,” I say. “Yes. Of course.” This is why I don’t engage actual humans in conversation very often. I scratch at my makeup. The kid stares at me. I crane my neck for a view inside the bookstore. “Uh . . . wow, look at all those books!” The kid shakes his head and turns around.


The huge plate glass window is plastered with posters: HAROLD MACINAW’S GNOME-A-GEDDON: BOOK THREE IN THE TRIUMPHANT GNOME SYNDICATE SERIES! they say. IT’S ABOUT GNOME TIME. Past the posters I see huge stacks of the books. It makes my heart race just knowing they’re in there. T-minus 20 minutes until I get my hands on one. So worth the seven-and-a-half-hour wait so far, even if it feels like my feet might fall off.


“If you really wanted to look like Maori,” Lizzie says, sticking a fluorescent finger in my face, “you would have done this part better.” She messes with the lines over my eyes and I know there’s no way I still look like the Fisherman Gnome, whose magical fishhook can catch any enemy with the flick of a wrist. I look like Buck, the Pale, Brown-Haired, Smeary-Faced Kid with Aluminum Foil Hanging Off a String, who can recite almost every passage of the Triumphant Gnome Syndicate books by memory and has only one friend (not counting online friends).


There are other Maoris in line with us, but he’s not the most popular gnome tonight. That, of course, is Custard, Teenage Gnome of the West. He really kicked butt in book two, Little Big Gnome. There are like a million Custards in line, all with their chaps and enchanted whips. If I get smacked in the face one more time, someone’s going to get an enchanted whip stuffed up their nose. Or my imagination is going to stuff an enchanted whip up their nose, at least.


The kid turns back around, smacking me in the face with his enchanted whip. I force a smile. “Pardon me.”


“Did you guys hear that Harold Macinaw is supposed to be here tonight?” the kid asks.


Lizzie’s eye sparkle, but then she sighs. “I heard that,” she says. “But it seems more likely unicorns will appear and give us all rides home.”


“But will they be barfing unicorns?” I ask, jabbing Lizzie in the side with my elbow and waggling my too-loose glasses with my nose.


She ignores me. “I don’t know why he would show up at midnight here, when he’s some old codger who lives out in a hobbit hole in England somewhere.”


“I would sell my left eyeball to meet the guy,” I say, and the kid turns his attention from Lizzie. He thrusts his fist at me and I flinch, but then I realize he’s going in for a bump. Our deep respect for Harold Macinaw has apparently trumped my insulting his mom.


Lizzie slides back down to where she’s been sitting all night, on a Custard sleeping bag. She has books one and two with her and we’ve been reading our favorite passages out loud. I reach down for my soda. It’s my fourth one for the night because I plan to stay up as long as it takes to finish the book in one sitting. Caffeine powers, activate!


We’ve been waiting so long for Gnome-a-geddon, I can’t believe it’s almost in my hands. It is sheer torture to finish a book and know you won’t get to read the next one in the series for years. YEARS. Kids like my sister Willy have no idea what it’s like. These books have always existed for her because she’s so young. She just finished book two like a month ago, so she thinks Harold Macinaw just cranks out a new book for her when she’s ready. But in actual, grown-up kid world, it takes EONS.


When you finish a Triumphant Gnome Syndicate book, it’s like you’re hungry—like actually starving—for more of the story. How are the gnomes going to vanquish the Troll Queen? And what about Custard’s possibly mortal wound? You’re just supposed to go on with your life, do everyday things, go to school, thwart online goblin raids, and wait TWO YEARS to find out the answers to these mysteries?


It’s enough to make your head explode.


“Can I see your phone?” I ask Lizzie. She sighs but hands it over. I think she would hate it less if I asked to borrow her front teeth. One time—one time—I dropped her phone (and then accidentally kicked it, and then watched it slide into a storm drain, and then had to go with her to ask her mom to replace it), and now she treats it like it’s made of goblin gold.


I click over to the browser and open up the website, TheHighCouncil.com. They’ve been counting down until Gnome-a-geddon’s release and it gives me a little zing when I see the counter blinking 00:00:00:15:31. 00:00:00:15:30. 00:00:00:15:29.


TheHighCouncil.com has been my lifeline these past two years, with so many friends on the message boards to help keep the spoilers away, and with the game where we can act out battles and strategies to get rid of the Troll Queen once and for all. I’ve even earned an exact replica of Master Hob’s Troll Vanquishing Mace. It’s worth five hit points and it’s the best weapon ever for wiping out trolls.


Lizzie snaps her fingers for her phone back. She doesn’t want to use it, I bet. She just doesn’t want me to have it anymore. The green on her lips has smeared to her teeth, so the inside of her mouth glows as she rapid-fire quizzes the kid in front of us about Gnome trivia. If her mom saw her with all this obviously nonorganic, potentially poisonous stuff on her face she would faint dead away. Lizzie isn’t even allowed to wear nonorganic T-shirts.


“Explain my costume—in a hundred words or less,” she demands, pointing at the kid. The kid furrows his brow.


Easy. Lizzie isn’t dressed like a gnome. She’s dressed like a magical object. The least-favorite gnome of all is Johnny O’Sprocket, the Gnome of the Clouds. It’s not that everybody is anticlouds, it’s that (a) Johnny O’Sprocket is a ridiculous name and (b) his magical talisman is a horn that shoots rainbows. What do you do with a horn that shoots rainbows? Apparently, you use it to distract people from their intended path, so that they follow pretty rainbows away from wherever they actually want to go. See? Lame. But Lizzie loves the idea of shooting rainbows, so she’s painted herself up as a rainbow that is supposedly flying through the air. Right.


“Um, what did that weird kid say?” the kid asks, looking right at me but acting as if I’m invisible. “Are you unicorn barf?” Lizzie slugs him in the leg, leaving a glowing streak.


A horn sounds by the doors of the bookstore and everyone cheers.


“The Conch of the Syndicate!” someone shouts. Another cheer surges through the crowd. I’m sweating and my heart is beating like I’m in the middle of my own surprise party. I can’t believe Gnome-a-geddon is finally coming out!


A figure climbs slowly up a ladder in front of the bookstore. He’s holding a huge seashell and wearing a red pointy hat, in the traditional costume of Maori. Instead of having his face painted, though, he’s wearing a mask.


The short guy on the ladder tosses the conch into the crowd and there’s a mad scrum over who gets it. Then he reaches up and pulls off his mask.


The crowd gasps, just like people always do in movies, and everyone goes silent.


The man smiles.


I look at Lizzie. Her mouth opens and closes like a fish’s.


“Is that . . . ?” I whisper.


“I think . . . ,” she replies.


“It’s Harold Macinaw!” someone screams. “It’s really him!”


The crowd surges forward and a group of bookstore workers struggles to keep everyone from accidentally toppling the ladder.


Macinaw holds up a hand and everyone quiets down.


“Surprise!” he says, with a big friendly smile, his poofy gray beard almost hiding it but his eyes giving it away. “I wanted to sneak by tonight just to tell everyone how grateful I am that you love the books. I hope you’ll love this next book just as—”


There’s a huge flash and a bang and a giant cloud of stinking, choking smoke. People scream, and I grab Lizzie’s arm as she stumbles back into me. There’s another bang and I know this isn’t part of the book release. Something is happening. My first thought (other than Please don’t have us all die) is how glad I am that Mom didn’t let Willy come with us. This is not a good way to introduce someone to a book release party, especially an eight-year-old prone to chewing her fingertips raw at the thought of crowds of people. Screaming crowds of trampling nerds would definitely freak her out.


Time slows and I see people running, screaming, dropping fake enchanted whips on the sidewalk as they flee. I spin around, trying to figure out what’s going on. Macinaw isn’t on the ladder anymore. I can’t even see the ladder anymore. My ears are ringing from the noise, my heart racing. But there’s no debris. If it had been an explosion, there would be stuff flying everywhere, right?


Lizzie is staring at me, her huge golden eyes wider than I’ve ever seen them. Most of the crowd is stampeding down the street now, though some people are hiding behind the trees along the parking lot and some are huddled around the fallen ladder. The book release banner in front of the store is hanging perilously by one corner, drifting in the breeze. Sirens howl in the distance. The bookstore workers look just as stunned as I feel.


Lizzie grabs my hand and we rush over to the ladder. I expect to see Macinaw lying there, unconscious at the very least, but when we push our way through the small crowd, we see . . . nothing.


No one is under the ladder. Just a pointy hat and a mask.


“Where is he?” I ask a bookstore employee. She turns and stares at me, her eyes vacant.


“I don’t know,” she says. “He just . . . disappeared.”
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We climb into Lizzie’s car, practically hyperventilating from running so fast. Her mom is asleep up against the steering wheel. Even the slamming of car doors doesn’t wake her up.


“Mom!” Lizzie yells. “MOM!”


Lizzie’s mom snuffles awake and rubs a hand over her face. There’s a red imprint of the steering wheel on her forehead that looks like a frowny face.


“Hey,” she says, waking up. “Have fun?” There’s a pause, then . . . “What’s on your FACE?!”


Oops. In all the craziness we forgot to wipe off the one hundred percent nonorganic glowing gunk.


Lizzie’s eyebrows go sky-high as she wipes at her face with her sleeve. The glowing smears stand out against her dark skin. “Didn’t you hear the explosions? Something happened!”


“Explosions?!” Now Lizzie’s mom is really awake. “Oh my God, Lizzie, are you guys okay?” She swings her body around the front seat and turns on the small overhead light. She grabs Lizzie’s arms one at a time and looks them over.


“We’re fine, Mom,” Lizzie says, yanking her arms away. “But Harold Macinaw is gone! He just disappeared.”


A fire truck races by.


“Buck?” Lizzie’s mom puts her hand on my cheek. “Okay? Yeah?”


I nod. This is all so weird. It can’t be real, can it?


  •  •  •  


I stand in my dark driveway and say good night to Lizzie while her mom idles the car along the curb.


“Do you think he’s okay?” Lizzie asks, tears making her eyes glow almost as much as the leftover smeared paint on her face.


“I’m sure he’s fine,” I say, even though I’m not sure of any such thing. “It was probably some kind of crazy trick. With screaming. And fire trucks. Very elaborate for the sake of the dorks, you know. So we’d fall for whatever prank he’s—”


Lizzie blinks three times (her signal to me whenever she thinks I’m going on and on about something) and puts her hand on my arm. I stop talking.


“We didn’t get our books,” Lizzie says, and I realize she’s right. After all that, my brain hadn’t even registered that I don’t have the new book to read tonight. All that caffeine gone to waste. How am I going to sleep now?


“We can go get them tomorrow,” I answer. “I’m sure someone will take us back to the bookstore.”


Lizzie shakes her head. “Mom’s never going to let me go back. Not after explosions.”


“We’ll take our bikes,” I say. “It’s not that far. We’ll just tell our folks we’re going to the park, or whatever. And you’ll have your phone in case they need us.”


My mom won’t let me have a phone. It’s the worst thing ever. I can’t even talk about it right now.


Lizzie nods. “Okay. I’ll come by in the morning. Say hey to Willy for me.”


“Sure,” I say. “Well . . . good night.” We do our patented fist bump, fist bump, finger flare, fist bump.


“ ’Night,” she says over her shoulder. Ms. Adams waits to drive away until I’m shutting the front door behind me.


“Hey, Buck,” Mom says. Her dark curly hair flies out around her head in all directions. She’s in her bathrobe and her glasses are on the tip of her nose, a magazine in her hand. Willy is halfway down the stairs, running so fast her red-tinged freckles might get left behind. Her curls are crazy, too, and she’s wearing her Canopy, Gnome of the Rain Forest pajamas. She’s holding Mom’s e-reader. Mom preordered an electronic version of Gnome-a-geddon when she broke the news Willy couldn’t come with us to the release party. I guess it must have downloaded right at midnight. Great. Now Willy gets to read it before me.


Seriously. WORST. NIGHT. EVER.


Mom looks me up and down. “Why are you so sweaty? Where’s your book?”


Willy takes a few more steps down the stairs when she sees Mom isn’t going to yell at her for being up so late. She puffs out her cheeks and makes whooshing motions with her arms, pretending to use Canopy’s wind power to fly herself down to the couch.


“Was it great, Buck? Was everyone dressed up? Did they like your makeup? How many people were there?” Willy chews at her fingers and pulls her legs up under her, snuggling into the old orange afghan that is never not on the couch.


“Hey,” I say, noticing the bulging pocket in her bathrobe. “HEY! Is that my copy of A Tale of Gnomekind?!” I reach over and yank it from her pocket. I’ve read it so many times the cover is hanging off. “I told you not to touch this! What if you tear it? What if it gets ruined? DON’T TOUCH MY STUFF, WILLY!”


Willy looks at me, bewildered. “I just wanted to read about how Custard got the whip, I just—” Her eyes are filling with tears. She makes me so crazy sometimes, doing stuff like this. Touching my things and then making me feel bad when I yell at her.


“I need everyone to calm down here,” Mom says, sitting on the couch between us. “Buck, you need to take a deep breath. Tell Willy you’re sorry for snapping at her. And Willy, don’t be grabbing things out of Buck’s room without his permission, okay?”


Willy says okay and I mutter sorry at the same time.


I get up and go get a drink of water, and then I tell them the whole story.
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Willy and I are sitting on the front porch when Lizzie rides up on her bike.


“Could have been aliens,” Willy says, looking up from the e-reader. “They have, like, beams and stuff they can use to just suck people onto their ships. Or maybe spies that another author hired. Spies are cool.”


“Or maybe a space-time rip,” I say, making a grab for the e-reader, but Willy is quick and she dodges me. “You never know when one of those is going to appear.”


Willy’s eyes narrow. “There’s no such thing as a space-time rip, just like there’s no such thing as real trolls.” She chews on the corner of a finger as if deciding if she believes what she’s said or not. “Right?”


“There’s no such thing as trolls, Willy.” I sigh. “If the book is too scary, you better just give it to me.”


She spits out the fingernail and gives me a steely look when I reach for the e-reader again. “Mom said you can have it when I’m done, remember? Quit trying to steal it from me or I’m going to start reading the whole thing out loud.”


“You wouldn’t dare,” I say, imitating her narrowed eyes.


Willy pulls a pencil out from behind her ear, where she always keeps a pencil handy. She pulls a small notepad from her back pocket and draws a stick figure of herself saying, “I dare. I always dare.” She puts the pencil back behind her ear and holds the notepad in front of my face as she starts reading the e-book again.


I shove her slightly and she bonks into Mom’s pot of tomato plants, spilling soil onto the porch, and spilling my copy of A Tale of Gnomekind out of her other pocket.


“Willy! Dude! You can’t keep stealing my book!” I make a grab for it, trying not to rip the precariously dangling cover.


Lizzie drops her bike in the grass and walks over. “Whatcha doing?”


Willy says, “We’re just trying to figure out what happened to Harold Macinaw. And Buck’s trying to steal the book from me.”


“She stole my book!” I point at her accusingly.


Lizzie’s eyebrows go up and she glances down at the e-reader. “You have Gnome-a-geddon on there?”


“It’s two against one now. You better run, little girl!” I stand up and make another grab for the e-reader.


“Buck! You’re going to break it!” Willy screeches. “I hope you get swallowed by a space-time rip! Or eaten by trolls!” She cuddles the e-reader like a baby, grabs my old A Tale of Gnomekind, and runs for the tree house.


“Ah, I can feel the worry for Macinaw filling the air,” Lizzie says, rolling her eyes and laughing.


I reach under the porch swing and grab the cold sodas I stashed earlier. I hand one to Lizzie and drop one into the deep pocket on the leg of my cargo pants.


“Oh, thanks!” she says, twisting off the cap. She takes a long chug, then wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “You will never believe the stuff Mom bought yesterday. Beet juice and seltzer water. ‘We can make our own sodas now!’ ” She does a perfect impression of her mom and it makes me laugh every time. “I almost barfed.”


Lizzie’s mom isn’t such a bad person, she just thinks everything in the world is out to kill everyone.


I give Lizzie a bag of Cheez Flairs to go with the soda. I’m afraid if I don’t give her some “supplements” of my own, she’s going to turn into a leaf or something.


My cruddy old bike is in the middle of the driveway where I left it yesterday. Luckily Dad is out of town or he would have run over it when he got home from work. Though maybe if he had, I’d get a new, less cruddy bike.


“Where are you guys going?” Willy yells down from the tree house. She pulls her Silly Putty out of her pocket and cracks some bubbles. It’s supposed to help her stop chewing at her fingers, but sometimes I see her forget and try to eat the Silly Putty.


“Nowhere,” I say.


“Fine, don’t tell me,” she says. “I’ll just have more quiet time to read Gnome-a-geddon.” Her lips curl into a smile just like the Grinch’s. She waves the e-reader at me. “See you later!”


I give her a look that says it all.


“Stay out as long as you want,” she says. “I don’t care. Maybe I’ll finish when you’re gone and we can talk about what happens at the end. Except—you won’t know because you haven’t read it yet!” She cackles and I try to hide a laugh. The spark in her eyes tells me just how much she loves the fact that she’s reading the book before me. And even though I want to strangle her, I can sort of see how it must be nice for her to have something to hold over my head. A little-sister win—for a little while, at least.


“Does Mom know you’re leaving?” she asks.


“She will when you tell her, I guess,” I say, giving her my best big-brother smile. I kick my leg over my bike and hop on.


“She doesn’t like you running off!” Willy yells after us. “You better get back soon!”


I raise my hand in a wave, and soon we’re far enough that I can’t hear what she’s hollering at us. How can an eight-year-old be such a worrywart? It’s one of the reasons I call her Willy. She has the willies more than anyone I’ve ever known. Well, that and her actual name is Wilma. Poor kid.


“Why didn’t you steal the e-reader from her while she was asleep last night?” Lizzie asks as she pumps her bike ahead of me.


“Believe me, I tried,” I say, already out of breath. My cruddy bike is not a fancy ten-speed like Lizzie’s. “She hid it somewhere good. I was ready to turn her room inside out when Mom came in and was all, ‘You better go to bed before I freak out!’ so I had to give up.”


“Lame,” Lizzie says, and I don’t know if she means me or Mom. Maybe both.


We pedal up over a hill (well, Lizzie pedals and I grunt and heave) and when we get to the top I see that there’s no way we’re getting our books today. Not from this bookstore, at least.


“What is all that?” Lizzie asks, squinting ahead of us.


I straighten my glasses and it all comes into focus. “Police tape,” I say.


The yellow tape is all around the front of the bookstore like it’s some kind of off-season haunted house. A couple of cruisers are in the parking lot, but their lights aren’t flashing.


We pedal up to the edge of the tape. “Look,” I say. There’s a handwritten sign taped on the door. Lizzie and I lean our bikes against a light pole and walk over to the crime scene tape. The cops are in the parking lot talking to some bookstore employees. I hold the tape up and sneak under it. When I turn I see that Lizzie hasn’t followed. Her eyes are darting from me to the police cars and back to me again.


“What are you doing?” she whispers.


“It must be my ‘lack of impulse control because of perfectly normal late development of my prefrontal cortex.’ ” I’m parroting what the lady who smelled like bologna told my mom two years ago in an after-school meeting. The meeting ended with Mom taking me out for a milk shake and telling me that sometimes, ironically, schools are not always the best places for smart kids.


I motion for Lizzie to follow me, and she finally does, but not without blinking at me and sighing deeply. Now that we’re closer I can see that the sign on the door says, CLOSED DUE TO UNFORESEEN INCIDENT. WE WILL REOPEN AS SOON AS POSSIBLE.


Henry, the store owner, is banging his hands on an old truck and yelling at the cops. I can only catch a few of the words, like “Biggest sales day besides the day after Thanksgiving!” and “We’ve told you everything!” He’s keeping the police busy as he rants and shakes his arms, so I sneak closer to the fallen ladder. There are little cards with numbers on them next to the pointy hat and the mask. There’s a number by the ladder, too. Lizzie yelps and I turn as she almost trips on one last numbered card. It’s next to a little splash of something red just a few feet away from the ladder, near where she’s standing behind me.


“Is that . . . ?” Lizzie swallows hard.


My brain is screaming OH MY GOD, HAROLD MACINAW’S BLOOD IS ON THE SIDEWALK, but I try to play it cool. “I don’t know.” I lean down for a closer look. It could definitely be blood. But it could also be an old stain or paint or anything.


Lizzie’s phone rings and we both jump. She swipes the screen to answer it and I feel that itchy feeling I always get when I can’t believe she has a phone and I don’t.


She says “Uh-huh” and “Okay” a bunch of times and then hangs up.


“Come on,” she says. “That was your mom. She’s mad. She wants you back now.” Lizzie starts jog-walking back to our bikes. I throw one more look over my shoulder at the crime scene. Is it really a crime scene? Did someone commit a crime against Harold Macinaw? Could it have been an accident? A stunt?


“Hey!” someone yells. “You kids! Get away from there!”


My head whips around and I see one of the cops jogging over to us.


“Yep,” I say to the back of Lizzie’s head. “Definitely time to go.” We pick up the pace, and soon we’re flying back down the street on our bikes.


“What was that?” Lizzie asks when I manage to pedal alongside her.


“I call it running. I know it looks more like flopping and squealing, but—”


“No, Buck,” she says with a laugh. “All the little numbered cards.”


“It’s like crime scene investigation stuff,” I say. If her mom let her watch TV, she’d know these kinds of important CSI details.


“You saw that red drop,” I say.


Lizzie changes gears and slows to my speed.


“It looked an awful lot like blood,” I say.


Lizzie’s mouth falls open a bit. “You really think someone was trying to hurt Harold Macinaw? The smartest koala bear of a man who’s ever existed?”


I shrug. “I don’t want to think that, but I didn’t see him eating a red Popsicle up there, did you?”


“I don’t believe it,” Lizzie says. “Maybe there really was a space-time rip.”


“I wish,” I say. “A space-time rip right here in this small town? Maybe we could take a trip to Narnia or find some planet where people actually like chubby kids who play too many video games.”


“You’re not just a chubby kid who plays too many video games, Buck,” Lizzie says. We’re almost home now, which is good because my shirt is soaked with sweat. “You’re smart enough to have every stinkin’ word of every Triumphant Gnome Syndicate book memorized.”


“Well, I don’t know if that’s smart or just one more sign I’m a superdork with an extra helping of nerd.” I drop my bike into the front yard and drop myself down to lie in the grass for a minute. “I hope Mom isn’t too mad. It would be really nice if she’d drive us to another bookstore somewhere.”


Lizzie lies down next to me. “Well, we are the only two people in the world who haven’t read the new book yet. Maybe she’ll take pity on us.” She closes her eyes. “Do you feel guilty for still wanting to read it so bad now that Macinaw is . . . missing?”


“Do you?” I ask. “The whole world could be on fire from an epic troll attack and I would still want to bury myself in a hole and read the entire book cover to cover. Is that awful?”


“Nah, I don’t think so.” Lizzie stands up and holds out her hand. “Let’s go see if your mom really will take pity on us.”


We walk through the front door and straight into the kitchen, where I gulp down a glass of water like I’ve just returned from a ten-mile bike ride instead of a two-mile one. Mom comes downstairs holding a box. She puts it on the kitchen table.


“Where have you guys been?” she asks. She has that Mom look—the one where I can’t tell if she’s about to freak or just give me a warning. I shrug while Lizzie admits we went back to the store to get books, even after all the scary stuff that happened last night.


Mom doesn’t look disappointed in me like I thought she might. She just gives this half smile. She pulls two brand-new copies of Gnome-a-geddon out of the box and hands one to each of us.


“I preordered these with Willy’s. I figured a couple of extra copies never hurt.” Mom smiles. “They arrived this morning, but you left before I could give them to you.” Mom’s smile turns stern. How does she do that so fast?


“Sorry,” Lizzie and I say at the same time. Then Lizzie lunges at Mom and hugs her tight, knocking her off-balance a little. “Thank you, thank you, thank you, Mrs. Rogers! I promise to read it as fast as possible and give it right back.”


Mom laughs. “No rush, Lizzie, take your time.” She reaches over and ruffles my hair. “I know this one over here will have it done by tomorrow. I’ll get it from him.”


“Oh no you won’t,” I say with a smile. “I’ll have it read by the morning, but then I have to read again for details. You better figure out Willy’s hiding place so you can read her copy.”


Mom shakes her head, laughing. “You guys start reading. Who wants lunch? I’ll heat up a pizza.”


“Gross, nonorganic, made-of-cardboard-and-chemicals pizza?” Lizzie asks.


Mom sighs and nods.


“Yes!” Lizzie claps. “You’re the best, Mrs. Rogers!”


We both give her the most grateful smiles in the history of grateful smiles and sprint upstairs.


“Keep the door open!” Mom shouts after us. “And don’t ever disappear without telling me where you’re going again, okay?”


“Okay!” I yell down the stairs. “Sorry again. And thanks again! You’re the best mom in the whole world. In the whole universe!”


We run past Willy’s room and I see her splayed across her bed, holding the e-reader over her face. I better hurry or she’s going to torture me with spoilers. I toss myself on my bed and Lizzie scrunches into the beanbag chair by the window.


Gnome-a-geddon.


This is it!


Lizzie gives a little squeal and I laugh. Then all my attention goes to the book, starting with the cover.


Custard’s face looks tired. I knew it would. I’ve been seeing the cover for months online and on TV. But up close I can see the lines in his face, the redness of his eyes. Gnome-a-geddon is intense and I haven’t even cracked the spine yet. Custard’s face is warped, stretched thin in the fish-eye lens of Johnny O’Sprocket’s spyglass. The lens is the biggest image on the cover, with O’Sprocket blurry in the background, standing on a hill. I rub my hand over the cover, feeling the slightly raised words of the title.


I’ve spent two years waiting for this moment.


I close my eyes and take a deep breath. The spine crackles as I open the book and start reading.


On the shores of a foreign land, Custard awakens to the sound of footsteps. . . .




[image: images]


I close the book, wide-eyed. Four a.m.


Holy trolls, that was a heckuva thing.


I tiptoe downstairs and grab the phone off the kitchen table. I bring it back to my room and dial Lizzie’s mobile number. She answers on the first ring.


“Have you finished yet?” I ask.


“Not yet. So close, though. Oh my gosh, Buck! I just . . . I can’t . . . It’s . . .”


I laugh. “I know. I know. It’s even more amazing than I thought it would be.”


I hear her yawning.


“Hurry up and finish and then go to bed. I’m in agony to talk to you about it, but I want to do it face-to-face.”


“You’re the bestest friend ever, Buck Rogers.”


“Yeah, yeah, just get some sleep and then get over here!”


“Sounds like a plan,” she answers.


I hang up, my mind racing. How in the world am I going to sleep? So much has just happened. The Troll Queen is out of control. Even Canopy, who is against teaming up with anyone (she’s such a loner!), is willing to assemble a full army against her—and assembling armies has been illegal for centuries!
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