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THE KINGDOM OF NEFARIA was beautiful, but prone to evil schemes.

There was, for instance, the Great Cheese Fraud of the Fourteenth Century (the perpetrators made quite a bit of cheddar before the villagers caught on and tore them to shreds). Then there was Lord Maximilian’s ill-fated attempt to control the land with highly trained spider monkeys (that the spider monkeys ended up being quite peaceful did not make the scheme any less evil). And who could forget the Anti-Beanbag Society’s plan to slightly empty every beanbag in the land until none of them were comfortable?

The residents of Nefaria had grown used to schemes popping up, and though they tried to remain vigilant and refused to let their land go full-on evil, it was exhausting to always keep an eye out for these things. And hard, too. Sometimes the evilest of schemes don’t seem all that evil at first glance. They seem normal, harmless—pleasant, even. They can take on the appearance of something commonplace, with no hint at the evil lurking beneath. Even the kingdom’s dedicated evil sniffer-outers missed a lot of them.

Some Nefarians left, of course, fleeing to the nearby kingdoms of Jovialla and Los Angsteles. Even if a place is home, there’s only so much people are willing to deal with. Other Nefarians tried to find a reason why their land was particularly prone to evil schemes. They tested the water, and the soil, and even some birds. But there wasn’t anything demonstrably evil in any of them, and so a lot of people went on with their lives and hoped all the hubbub about evil schemes would fade away eventually.

Bobert Bougainvillea—a young and smallish resident of the upper hills of Nefaria—never really thought about evil schemes. Maybe because eleven-year-olds are usually not the ones called upon to fight them. Young Nefarians learned about evil schemes in school, and in the course of their daily lives (sometimes it seemed like it was all adults wanted to talk about), but Bobert himself thought of them as a part of the world that he didn’t understand much but also didn’t have to yet, kind of like taxes, or how to tell if fruit at the market was any good. Bobert also didn’t think about evil schemes much because he was too busy dealing with other things that were borderline evil—or at least they felt that way to him.

Like waking up at sunrise to walk uphill, then downhill, then back uphill to school. A beautiful hike, sure, as Nefaria was full of canyons, majestic in the morning light, or as majestic as anything could be at that time of day. But all the while Bobert had to avoid the flying goats (part of another failed evil scheme), which brayed way too loudly, and whose droppings splatted to the ground like the grossest bombs ever. And after an hour of huffing and puffing and ducking and diving, he had a whole day of classes to sit through with his clothes sweaty and his legs sore.

Then there were the other kids.

They never seemed to see him. If that was evil or not, Bobert couldn’t tell. He didn’t care much what it was called. He didn’t like it.

When they worked on group projects, other students all rushed to find one another. Even the kids who were picked on found solace in one another. But Bobert was always left last, looking around, waiting for the teacher to try to direct the kid who hadn’t gotten to his friends fast enough to join Bobert in a team. The other kid would be wandering around the classroom, counting off classmates, passing by Bobert two or three times until Bobert managed to raise his voice and say, “I don’t have anyone.”

At lunch he rotated seats, waiting for the day when someone would tell him he was too close. Tell him to get lost. Tell him to leave them alone. Even negative acknowledgment would have suited Bobert. But no. They never even looked his way. They sometimes sniffed at the air hungrily (his dad made Nefaria’s best goat stew), but then they’d pretend it was one of their own meals that they were sniffing and Bobert would remain invisible.

After school, in no rush to begin his hour-long hike back home, Bobert would sometimes follow groups of schoolmates as they made their way into the woods to play, or as they went into town to cause mischief. He didn’t even have to be particularly sneaky as he followed them. If he stepped on a twig, they might turn their heads over their shoulders to look back, but they never seemed to see him just a few yards behind. He could even whistle to himself, watching them intently, and it was as if he were a ghost.

Except even that wasn’t true, because most of the kids at school talked to the various ghosts who lived in Nefaria. His classmates would talk to ghosts and not to him.

It had always been like this, as far as Bobert could remember. At the park when he was little, he was constantly digging holes in the sandbox by himself. In first grade he played hide-and-seek at recess, thrilled to be included, only to be found hours later, hiding in the gardening shed, by the school groundskeeper. All the kids had forgotten he was playing.

Now, there were rare little moments here and there when kids saw him, spoke to him, and when sometimes it even felt like he could have friends. Like the morning just a few months ago when he and Stanbert had talked about their favorite famous sword-swallowers before school. Or the time Rubyn had come over to do a class project with him and they actually spent the whole time laughing as they put their poster together, recounting their favorite exploits of the famous warrior Imogene Petunias.

But those were just brief glimpses of hope, and the next day at school Stanbert and Rubyn didn’t look his way at all. Bobert would be left on his own to think about Nefaria’s greatest living warrior, Imogene Petunias, pretending he was as popular and beloved as she was.

Once, Bobert asked his parents, the only people who seemed to see him all the time, why he was invisible to others. But one of the unfortunate things about parents, as anyone with them will tell you, is that they don’t have all the answers. They sat beside him and tried to tell him it was all going to be okay, but they couldn’t tell him why things weren’t okay right now, or when it was going to stop being like this.



The day that Bobert stumbled into one of Nefaria’s evil schemes started out just like all those others. Long, terrible, kinda pretty walk to school. Flying-goat poop. He pretended to be Imogene Petunias, fighting off warriors from Grumponia, in order to make the hike a little more interesting. No one said “hi” in the morning; no one said “that smells great” at lunch. There was a brief moment of excitement when he thought Candelabra, one of the coolest girls in school, had asked him for a quill. But it turned out she had been talking to Jennizabeth, who was sitting behind him.

His parents were going to be in town for a meeting until night, so instead of going home when school was over, Bobert decided he would go to the town square and sit in the sun and do his schoolwork. And maybe people there would notice him. Maybe someone would sit on a bench next to him and ask him about his day. If that didn’t happen, at least he would be with his parents sooner, not having to wait for them to make it back home.

He took the path everyone from school took when they wanted to go to town: behind the main building, past the school’s various pigpens, following the shadow of the turret on the berry fields, until he found the tree where the spider monkeys sold candies to the schoolchildren.

Bobert waved to the spider monkeys but didn’t stop, appreciating the little nod that the dad monkey gave him before Bobert slipped into the woods.

He’d taken his time leaving school, so he was surprised when he heard voices coming from just ahead. He picked up his pace, because sometimes just eavesdropping on other kids made him feel a little less alone.

“It’s definitely not true,” he heard one of the voices say, though he couldn’t yet see who it was. There were at least three of them crunching their way through the leaves on the path. Nefaria didn’t have four straightforward seasons. There were more like seventeen of them. But throughout most, the leaves were crunchy.

“It is!” a second voice exclaimed.

“If you think it’s just a legend”—a third voice spoke up—“then why don’t you go and do it?”

It was then that Bobert saw through the trees that it was Candelabra, Jennizabeth, and Stanbert. Unlike him, Candelabra seemed to be friends with everyone, easily jumping from friend group to friend group, universally liked. How did she do it?

She and Jennizabeth were walking in front, with Stanbert following behind. He was using a fallen branch like a walking stick, although he mostly just waved it around and swung it at tree trunks as he passed by.

“I don’t even like gum that much,” Jennizabeth said. “Plus, I’ve had gumballs from that machine a million times before. It’s just a normal gumball machine. And you never get the red ones, which everyone knows are the best ones.”

“I like the purple ones,” Stanbert said.

Candelabra and Jennizabeth (and Bobert from afar) let their silence tell him how wrong he was.

“How come we don’t know anyone who’s disappeared, then?” Stanbert said after a moment.

“Because we’re not dummies!” Candelabra said. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t have to stick my hand in a fire to learn that getting burned hurts. Someone learned that lesson for me a long time ago.”

“Or we are dummies, because we believe some silly story without any evidence,” Stanbert countered. “Don’t you listen to what Professor Blort says? Believing something without evidence can feel good, but that doesn’t mean that thing is true.”

Bobert could only see their backs, but he could sense Candelabra rolling her eyes. He’d seen her roll her eyes in class a lot, especially in Professor Blort’s class. He was one of those teachers who seemed to believe that everyone but him was wrong. He would probably become an Elder someday, Bobert thought. Along with the king, the Council of Elders helped decide how a lot of things in Nefaria ran. And they mostly thought every idea but theirs was bad, even if it was one of their own ideas from years before.

“Have you ever gotten a gumball after sundown?” Stanbert asked. He whacked at an overhead branch with his walking stick. Little bits of the branch fell off and landed on him, though he pretended like they hadn’t.

“Well, no. But that’s because my mom gets mad if I ruin my dinner,” Jennizabeth answered.

“So, you have evidence that the gumball machine is normal during the day, but we all know that,” Stanbert said. “What you don’t have evidence of is that the machine is normal after sundown. I’m just saying we prove it.”

They fell into silence again, the challenge hanging in the air, like a ghost. But less chatty than a ghost.

They continued on for a few minutes that way, each deep in thought, the only sound the wind rustling the leaves and their boots crunching down on the ground. Bobert liked it so much, walking a few steps behind them: the silence made him feel like he was part of the group too.

Bobert knew what gumball machine they were talking about. He’d heard the stories too (spoken near him, never to him). The rumors said that if you tried to get a gumball after sundown, the machine trapped you inside. But, as Stanbert had pointed out, no one had gotten trapped that he knew of. There weren’t even that many unexplained disappearances in Nefaria. Most of them were because of the quicksand pits that hadn’t been covered up.

Bobert vaguely remembered his parents talking about a kid they knew getting trapped in a gumball machine when they were little, but that was only once, and he couldn’t even remember if it was a real memory or if he was getting confused with a rumor or—

Oof.

Too busy thinking about the machine and feeling like he was part of the group, Bobert failed to notice that they had stopped moving. Which resulted in him walking directly into Candelabra.

He was smaller than most kids in his grade, and Candelabra had already hit a growth spurt, so it was Bobert who ended up on his back on the ground. Looking up, briefly confused about what had happened, Bobert thought to himself that it was a really pretty day. Afternoons in Nefaria could be beautiful, what with the sun making the orange leaves glow, and no goats to be spotted in the super-blue sky. Goats usually took afternoon naps.

Then Candelabra’s face blocked the view. He hadn’t noticed her freckles before, or the way one nostril was a little bigger than the other.

“Were you following us?”

Bobert blinked. All three of them were looking at him now. It was a little intimidating. But also kind of a thrill.

“He ran right into you,” Stanbert said. “Of course he was following us.” He then gently poked at Bobert with his stick. “Why were you following us?”

“Bobert,” Bobert said, hoping they would remember him if he said his name. That they would realize he’d been in school with them for years, had sat next to them in class and participated in projects alongside them.

“Whatever,” Stanbert said. “Were you following us?”

Bobert gathered himself and stood back up. “I wasn’t. I was just going into town.”

“We were going into town,” Jennizabeth said. “So you were following us.”

“I was, uh, doing both?” Bobert mumbled.

Candelabra watched him for a while before she said, “You were listening to us, weren’t you?”

Bobert’s eyes went wide. “Whaaaaat? Noooo.”

“What do you think? About the curse?” she asked Bobert.

Bobert was still having to gather himself from being spoken to directly. His heart did a little jig in his chest. “Hm?”

“The gumball machine,” Candelabra said. “Do you believe the stories?”

Bobert examined his feet, wondering how he could so desperately want to talk to other people and yet not know at all what to say to them. “I dunno,” he mumbled. As soon as he’d mumbled, though, something inside him stirred, like it was rejecting his urge to not say something wrong, to not say the thing that would turn him invisible. “We live in a weird place where almost anything is possible and schemes are everywhere. I don’t know if the gumball machine is cursed or not, but I think it’s super interesting that it could be.”

He bit his lip, wondering if he had made a terrible mistake. They were all staring at him. Candelabra especially was holding his gaze, like she was studying him.

Finally Stanbert broke the silence by turning to Candelabra. “Whatever. The stories are not true! And we should stop being so scared and just use it.”

The group of three started walking down the path again, and Bobert watched them go, feeling like, sure, it wasn’t the best of exchanges, but he was sad it was over so quickly.

Then Candelabra looked over her shoulder at him. “Are you coming?”
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DO YOU EVER WISH that sometimes days stopped at a certain point? Sunday, for example. You woke up late, then had your favorite sugary cereal (people often get the impression that Nefaria doesn’t have sugary cereals, what with the flying goats and the evil schemes and the occasional wizard wreaking havoc on the land, but they’re wrong). You got to read a book in the sun with no chores and there was the slightest bit of a breeze. Then your dad took you into town for ostrich burgers and cider ice cream, and he even took you into the play hall, where you got to shoot a bow and arrow at some balloons and you really channeled Imogene Petunias, so you did well enough to win a prize you’d been hoping to win for what felt like years now.

But then it was time to go back home, and do your Nefarian History homework, and tidy up your room, because you’d been making a mess of it all weekend. And you were cranky because of that, and a little bit sad, because you always got sad on Sunday evenings, what with Monday looming ahead, the threat of school and no one to talk to there. So, when your parents told you to go to bed and you wanted to play with your toy carts a little longer, you got into a fight and started yelling, so they punished you, and it felt like the whole day was ruined.

Wouldn’t it have been better if, after you won the prize at the play hall, the world just saw what was coming and zipped ahead to the end of the day? Boom, you were asleep, and didn’t have to deal with all that bad stuff still to come.

Well, Bobert knew that feeling. And he was about to feel it all over again, worse than he ever had before.

But Bobert was still feeling giddy that he was actually walking with some schoolmates. Far from wanting to jump forward in the day, Bobert wanted to slow it down. He wanted them to stay in his company, not look away and forget. He wasn’t behind them, listening, pretending he was with them. He was actually with them. They were talking! And if he said something, it would fold into the rest of the conversation, as if he had always been a part of it.

“If you’re so sure the stories are true,” Stanbert was saying, the topic refusing to die, “then why don’t you do it?”

“Aren’t you listening to me?” Candelabra shot back. “It’s because I believe they’re true that I wouldn’t dare try after sundown. I don’t want to get trapped in a gumball machine.”

“Yeah! If you’re so sure it’s safe,” Jennizabeth said, giving Stanbert a shove with her finger, “then you should have no problems doing it. Right, new kid?”

Bobert was not ready to be addressed so directly like that (even though he wasn’t new at all). “Um,” he said, because it was the only thing he could come up with.

“See, he thinks so too,” Jennizabeth said.

“I don’t think anyone should use the gumball machine!” Candelabra cried out, a little more aggressively than Bobert would have expected.

There was a heavy pause as her friends turned to her, and Bobert wondered if this was normal in their friendship. He felt a pang of sorrow that he was still on the outside looking in, but then Stanbert made a little snorting sound, which pulled Bobert from his thoughts. “Well, I think we should.”

They were coming to the end of the path now, toward the edge of town, and the bustle of the market, the calls of vendors hawking their meats and fabrics and potions, were becoming clearer. He couldn’t see them yet, but beyond the market there were lines and lines of squat buildings, most of them the homes of people who worked as staff in the various castles in the area. Would the group naturally split apart when they got to town? Probably they would. Any moment now they would forget Bobert; he was sure of it.

But maybe he could talk to them at school tomorrow. Maybe—and all of this was wild hope, he knew—Candelabra lived not too far away from him. Maybe she would start walking to school with him in the mornings. Maybe she had good tactics for avoiding falling goat poop, and she would show him all of them.

This was something his brain often did: trick him into hope. Trick him into thinking it could be different all of a sudden.

“So, what are we gonna do until then?” Stanbert said.

“Until when?” Bobert said.

“Until sundown,” Stanbert said cheerfully, as if they were talking about catching a show at the amphitheater.

“I never said I was going to do it!” Jennizabeth protested.

Stanbert kind of waved his hand at her. “Well, you’ve been talking about it so much, someone’s gonna have to, or this whole day will feel like it’s been wasted.”

Candelabra turned to Bobert, and it seemed like she wanted to change the subject. “What were you coming into town for?”

“Um,” he said again. His chances of having people continue to talk to him would probably be really low if he just kept saying the same thing over and over again. “I was gonna do homework at the square,” he said. “My parents are going to some meeting thing, so I was gonna wait for them and then walk home with them. And hopefully they’ll buy me some flower juice.”

“You like that stuff?” Stanbert asked, wrinkling his nose. “It tastes like dirt.”

Bobert’s heart dropped. Any moment now they’d keep going, forget to look back.

“I like flower juice,” Candelabra said. Then she sighed. “If we’re waiting for sundown—which I think is a terrible idea, but whatever—it’d be good if I had all my homework done too.”

They had broken through the trees now and could see the town clearly ahead of them, and slightly below. The town was set in one of Nefaria’s many valleys, beautifully surrounded by huge mountains that made it hard for enemies to attack them, but also made the sun set a little earlier than everyone would have otherwise wanted.

Bobert wanted to keep talking to Candelabra about flower juice, and what kind she liked best, and who she thought had the best in town. But they’d reached the grassy part of the hill, and everyone knew that when you reached the grassy part of the hill, all conversation officially ended, and rolling began.

Jennizabeth was the first to throw herself down, and Bobert could barely believe what a good roller she was. She seemed to be in perfect control of herself, even though she was going faster than anyone he had ever seen.

Stanbert went right after her, a lot clumsier, but he was getting some good bounces along the way that looked fun. A little painful, but rolling down the hill wasn’t really fun without a little pain.

This might have been the point when Bobert, later, would have hoped the day could just zip ahead to bedtime, and not leave any chance for bad stuff to sneak into the day. But we never really know when that point in a day comes, do we? We just keep living the day forward, hoping the good times will keep going all the way through. And when times are good, when we have people who invite us to roll down a hill with them, how could we possibly fast-forward through that?

“You coming?” Candelabra asked him for the second time. She barely waited for him to nod before she was off, and Bobert threw himself down after her, smiling the whole way down.
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NOT TOO FAR FROM town, there was a castle.

And in the castle was a wizard named Matt. At that moment, Matt was in his lonely turret, looking out the window at the town square and petting his mangy, long-haired cat, Justin. Justin didn’t love being petted, but he was old and grumpy and too comfortable to move, so instead he occasionally chewed on Matt’s hand and kept on purring.

Matt let the cat chew, every now and then reminding Justin about their many exploits. Right now he was recounting the time he’d tried to freeze everyone in the kingdom with a blizzard so he could stage a coup. The way Justin remembered it, the wizard had only made it kind of chilly for a weekend.

That plan had failed, but any day now, this one was going to succeed.

Matt stared at the distant plaza, at the gumball machine he had placed in its specific corner of the square so he could study it all night from his favorite spot in his castle. For what felt like forever, he’d been sitting there, watching, waiting for people to fall into his trap.

Sure, it had been a very long time of waiting, and he sort of regretted the whole they-only-get-trapped-in-the-machine-after-sundown thing. At first it seemed like the right approach: he wanted to build his army without raising too much suspicion. If he made it so everyone who got a gumball from his machine got stuck inside, then people would absolutely notice. There’d be a whole mess of witnesses, and they’d quickly discover that the gumball machine was to blame. The kingdom’s evil-scheme sniffer-outers (many kids were disappointed when they learned that they were just detectives and not some sort of animals that could sniff out evil) would investigate, and since the gumball machine was one of the first of its kind, it would have been really easy to trace back to Matt.

So he had added the after-sundown clause. Plus, during the day it seemed like the gumball machine attracted more children than adults, which could be an issue. Both ethically and for the purposes of having an army good enough to take over the kingdom.

Unfortunately, it turned out that very few adults were interested in gumball machines, even after dark. The first week, only two people fell into the trap, and they were both kids. Matt thought about letting them go and starting over, but setting up magical traps was exhausting, and the gumball machine had been really expensive.

A deeply lazy person, Matt decided to just stick with it and see what happened. A week went by before he noticed a surprising calm in town. It hit him that there hadn’t been any search parties, there’d been no breaking-news gatherings in the plaza, no posters on the lampposts. Even after a third kid fell into the trap, the town went on as before.

After two more quiet months, an adult used the gumball machine. A very childish adult, sure, but fully grown. This time there was a bit of a stir about town, and several search parties. But some of the search-party members fell into quicksand traps, so those were abandoned pretty quickly, thankfully. Still, there was more hubbub than was comfortable for Matt, especially considering he had only managed to get one adult and three kids so far. When the king’s army was about to get called in, Matt released the childish adult, and things immediately calmed down, as if there weren’t still some children missing.

So Matt went back and looked at the spell he had cast again and realized he’d read it too quickly and flubbed some of the words, which had made it so that any kids who were trapped were forgotten. But the more he thought about it, the more that felt like an even better plan now. He didn’t really like the idea of battle, after all. Swords clanging were annoyingly loud. Blood and guts were gross. And if there was even a slight chance of Matt himself getting hurt, that didn’t sound like any fun at all.

Having kids march to the castle? Who would even fight them? Knights would happily fight against an army of entranced men and women. But would they fight back against an eight- or nine-year-old, even if that child were pointing a sword straight at them? Matt would bet they wouldn’t. Plus, it would make the people of Nefaria more willing to accept his rule if he took over peacefully. So being peaceful in overthrowing the current regime seemed like a smart idea. Especially if he wanted them to throw him a parade for his coronation. Because what fun would it be without a parade?

Matt simply had to wait for more kids to fall into the trap.

But, it turned out, not a lot of kids actually went out after dark. And those who did were sometimes specifically forbidden to ruin their dinner with those fancy new gumballs. Weeks went by before another kid came at dark, and she emptied out her pockets, found nothing, and continued on her way.

So Matt waited. And waited. And waited. He brainstormed other ways to make his scheme move along faster, but his ideas had dried up, and he was really invested in the gumball machine working. He did think about just flat-out kidnapping the two hundred or so children he needed for the plan work, but that didn’t feel like the way a wizard would do things. He wasn’t a common criminal, after all!

Something many people often forget—but most Nefarians don’t—is that evil people almost never think they’re evil.

He tried to tweak the sundown provision, but it was one of those spells that was kind of like a bad sticker. Once it stuck, it was impossible to peel off and restick somewhere else without leaving a gross white residue behind. So Matt waited. He was nothing if not patient.

But then something truly magical happened—rumors of the few disappearances started to swirl, and that only tempted more children to try the machine. Matt sat back and watched his army grow.

It had now been years since his plan was set in motion, and he was so close. He just needed one more kid, his wizard math told him. Wizard math, as any kid in Nefaria will tell you, is the hardest math there is, but it was one of Matt’s few natural talents.

He petted Justin, who bit down on a knuckle. He stared out the window at the town square, begging kids to hold on to their coins until sundown. His other pet, Camila, a parrot he’d acquired during his brief stint as a pirate, flew onto the windowsill. She turned her head to Matt and smirked. “Any biters today?”

“Shut up,” he grumbled.

He could see a group of kids sitting on a bench across from the gumball machine, which seemed promising, but Matt had learned not to get his hopes up.

They did occasionally walk over to the machine and inspect it, but had yet to slip a silver nefickle into its slot. Matt imagined that they were talking about the curse, the way kids did so often. But talking wasn’t going to help Matt build his army.

If only kids these days would stop being so cautious.

You may ask: What did Matt want to do with this army? Matt the Wizard wanted what so many evil people before him wanted: more. He wanted more power, more wealth, more recognition. He wanted all of Nefaria in his hands, if he could have it (shrinking it down was another one of his failed schemes). He wanted to be able to go wherever he pleased without getting weird looks, without someone saying “no,” or “get out of here,” or “What’s that smell?”

Matt cleared his throat and stood up. Justin let out a complaining meow as he hopped down to the floor. “I need a snack,” Matt said, though he wasn’t exactly hungry. There was just a little empty space inside him, and he was going to fill it with food. “Let me know if something exciting happens.”
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CAN I BORROW YOUR ERASER?” Candelabra asked Bobert.

They were all sitting on a bench in the main square, across from the gumball machine. Bobert had never done homework with other kids before, and it was strange how much he liked it.

For a while now, they had stopped talking about the gumball machine and the curse. They sat in the sun and talked about school. They all agreed that the worst meal the cafeteria served was fish sticks, since they were more like fish noodles. They all liked fish and they all liked noodles, but noodles made out of fish just weren’t the right move. They disagreed about the best meal the cafeteria served (one vote each for pizza, crunchy potatoes, and bone broth, and Bobert voted for spicy green things that no one could identify).

Then they pulled out their bound notebooks and quills and started working. Bobert and Candelabra sat side by side on the bench, while Stanbert and Jennizabeth splayed out on the ground, ignoring the weird looks that adults passing by shot their way.

Bobert kept expecting the others to look at him in surprise, wondering where he’d come from. But whatever magical spell had been cast on the afternoon lingered on.

It was one of the best days Bobert had had in a long time, and he didn’t even feel disappointed when a squirrel messenger came by with a message from his parents. Apparently, the meeting—a weekly town hall they never missed, since they said it was important to be involved—was going to run late into the night. So he wouldn’t get flower juice like he was hoping, or have company on his walk home.

But he had had this afternoon, and the knowledge of it would keep him company at least until bedtime, he was sure of it. As would the hope that this was just the start. That he had friends now, or at least people who would look his way at school. The invisibility he’d been cursed with was over, as inexplicably as it had begun.

Bobert had the sudden urge to tell them all these thoughts, to tell them that he would do anything to stay visible. But he knew that might sound weird and a little intense, and so he kept quiet and passed Candelabra his eraser.

Then the sun started dipping toward the mountains, and all of them stared quietly across the square at the gumball machine. Bobert wondered who was going to bring it up again. It definitely wasn’t going to be him. And he had a feeling Candelabra was avoiding the topic too, as if she was hoping everyone else had forgotten about it.

Jennizabeth finally spoke up as she was coloring in a map for her geography class. “Do you guys think the curse kicks in when the sun is below the mountains, or only when it’s below the horizon behind the mountains?”

“Only one way to find out!” Stanbert said, looking pointedly at Candelabra.

“That’s not true—there’s tons of ways,” she mumbled. “None of us should use the machine. This is a bad idea.” Her voice got quiet, and Bobert wondered why she seemed to be afraid. She didn’t strike him as the kind of girl to be afraid often.

“Other than trying it, what other ways are there?” Stanbert said.

Candelabra didn’t have anything to say to that, but Bobert decided to help his new friend out a little. He hoped that thinking of Candelabra as his new friend wasn’t going to jinx him in any way. “Well, you could technically ask whoever did the curse if it’s real. That’d be another way.”

“True,” Stanbert conceded. “But since we don’t know who did the curse, that’s not much of an option.”

Again, the challenge in Stanbert’s words was silent, but Bobert could feel it, and he knew the others felt it too. Oh, feeling things with others, as a group. What a great feeling that was.

Stanbert wasn’t going to let it stay silent, though. He turned to Jennizabeth and spoke the words they all knew were coming. “I dare you.”

A flock of pigeons took off nearby, their wings flapping all at once, causing an ominous whoosh to flow through the square.

Stanbert raised an eyebrow at Jennizabeth. “So?”

“So, what?”

“Do you accept my dare?”

“Stanbert,” Candelabra said. “I’m not joking. We shouldn’t mess with it.”

“I dared Jennizabeth, not you.”

Jennizabeth looked at her feet. She kicked at a pigeon feather that had landed by the bench.

Bobert suddenly felt very bad for Jennizabeth, and the dilemma she’d talked herself into. It was entirely possible to not believe in a curse and still be scared of it. And it was reasonable of Stanbert to try to push Jennizabeth toward the gumball machine, because either way, he won. Either he was right and he was safe, or he was wrong and everyone was safe. But it wasn’t really fair.

Before he could even think about what he was saying or why, Bobert said, “I’ll do it.”

The other three turned to him, their expressions a mix of shock and awe and curiosity. Bobert let his eyes meet Candelabra’s longest. He didn’t know why, but he felt calm. Maybe he didn’t believe in curses at all. At least not anymore. Maybe he was just happy to be visible, and would do anything to stay that way.

“Bobert, no,” Candelabra finally said, her voice almost at a whisper.

“I can do it,” Bobert repeated, emboldened by the fact that Candelabra remembered his name. His name!

“You don’t have to,” Candelabra said.

“It’s okay,” Bobert said, feeling more confident than he probably should have been. It’s funny how good days and good feelings can sometimes carry us through moments we might have thought we wouldn’t be able to handle. “I’ll do it—I’ll use the gumball machine after dark.”

There was a long pause; then Stanbert asked, “What do you think will happen?” The bravado was gone from his voice.

Bobert just shrugged. It hardly seemed like the most important matter to think about, the consequences. Whatever happened, he felt certain that if he was the one to test the machine, Candelabra, Stanbert, and Jennizabeth would not be so quick to forget him. It was like a magical solution to all his problems, and they were offering it up so conveniently.

He looked down at his History of Magic homework, as if just now realizing that it was almost finished. He dipped his quill in the inkpot they were all sharing, but when he looked down at his sheet of paper, his eyes refused to read the words on the page. Not knowing what else to do, he started to doodle in the margins.

“Something doesn’t feel right,” Candelabra said, but her voice wasn’t as resolute as normal, and no one knew what to say to that.

The sun was definitely down behind the mountains at that point, the chill in the air confirming that it was no longer day out. Whether the sun had fully set wasn’t clear. He supposed it would just have to be up to the supposed curse to decide.

He folded up his notebook and tucked his quill into his bag. Then he couldn’t make up his mind whether to leave the bag with Candelabra and the rest, or take it with him, and so he held it on his lap for an awkward moment. The others seemed to notice his movement, so before it got too weird, he stood and threw the bag’s strap over his shoulder.

“You’re really gonna go?” Jennizabeth asked.

“I think it’s technically sundown now,” he said. He started walking toward the gumball machine. He wondered if the others would follow him, but he didn’t have to wonder for long. They were on his heels in no time.

If someone had asked him at that moment, like they would later on, what he was thinking as he approached the machine, he supposed he would say that it just felt like everything was going to be all right.
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