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To Jennifer Flannery,
the magical one from the outfield,
and
Kevin Lewis, survivor
of the Cultural Revolution, and the
last man standing, always.
—P. B.

To my father,
William G. Long,
who introduced me
to the Big Red Machine.
I’d still rather go to a ball game
with you than anyone.
—L. L.
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From city to city, the Travelin’ Nine have struck a chord with crowds and played like champions. The Chancellor may have plucked some strings to cancel the St. Louis game, but the mysterious old man joined their band and revealed his identity: He is the Chancellor’s father. Maybe he can finally help the Payne kids gain an upper hand in their game of cat and mouse.

But in New Orleans, there were still plenty of sour notes. Elizabeth was exposed as a woman and forced into a skills competition, which she handily won. And Griffith finally uncovered the mole: Crazy Feet, who leaves the team heartbroken—not to mention short a player. Graham, however, steps in to face the famous Cy Young and—with the help of a little magic—leads the barnstormers to another victory.

But even the magic baseball has its limits. As the team packs for the next leg of their journey, the Chancellor’s men attack Uncle Owen and the children. Uncle Owen is shot and the kids can barely hear him as he whispers something that could change everything. Are the Travelin’ Nine ready for their final inning?
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PROLOGUE
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The Attack and the Aftermath

[image: image]uddenly the door to Uncle Owen’s room burst open. Three of the Chancellor’s men stormed in. One brandished a gun.

Truman leaped to his feet.

Woof!

The ferocious bark sounded more like a lion’s roar. Every hair on the hound’s back stood on end.

“No!” Ruby screamed.

Graham! Griffith didn’t plan his actions; there wasn’t any time. He leaped in front of his brother, yelling, “Get out!” faster than he could blink.

“Give us the baseball!” one of the goons shouted at Ruby. He kicked the bedroom door shut.

The two other dark-suited men were hollering as well, but Griffith paid no mind to their words. The only thing that mattered was that they were heading straight for him. Griffith raised his fists. Barreling over Uncle Owen, one of the goons lunged at Griffith. But before he could reach him, Truman leaped like a rabid dog and sank his teeth into the intruder’s leg.

Bang!

A shot rang out.

The Chancellor’s thug punched Truman’s snout. As the hound loosened his grip, the goon kicked him away. Truman hit the wall by the bed, toppling the lamp on the end table and dislodging the mirror.

Yelp! Yelp!

Griffith wanted to race over to Truman, but he couldn’t, not with the other goon reaching for Ruby and Graham. So he dove at that thug.

Bang! Bang!

Wrapping his arms around the thug’s frame and using every ounce of strength he had (and some he didn’t know he had), Griffith lifted the goon off the ground and rammed him into the wall next to the door.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Griffith and the thug crashed to the floor as the gunshots echoed in the small room. Shielding his head with his arms and shutting his eyes, Griffith couldn’t tell if more shots were being fired or if the same bullets were ricocheting off the walls.

“No!” Ruby shrieked.

“Griff!” Graham screamed.

Even though he could hear his brother and sister’s cries, Griffith didn’t respond. He could feel the thug moving next to him, and if he reacted to their calls, he had no idea what the goon might do.

And there was a second reason why Griffith remained absolutely still: the piercing pain above his heart. It felt as if he’d been stabbed with the end of one of the flaming bats from Chicago. He’d been shot. Griffith fought panic.

“No!” Ruby screamed again.

Stay calm. Don’t move.

The Rough Riders must have heard the commotion, Griffith told himself. Happy’s house was big, but not that big. They’d arrive any moment.

Griffith felt a rush of air. The door had been opened, and the thugs by the entrance were shouting—arguing. However, Griffith couldn’t focus on their words, only on the burning below his neck. Was he bleeding? Did the goons think he was dead? Were they about to check to see if he was breathing?

His mind accelerated. Where exactly were Ruby and Graham? Was Truman okay? What about Uncle Owen? As he thought about the others, the pain in his chest seemed to subside. Or was he simply distracted? Griffith wanted to open his eyes, but didn’t yet dare.

Stay calm. Don’t move. Not until they’re gone.

The thugs were arguing about the baseball now. “There’s no time!” cried one. “They’re going to discover us any second!”

The next thing Griffith heard was the sound of disappearing footsteps, followed by scampering across the floor.

“Griff!” Graham was shaking his shoulder. “Wake up!”

“Say something!” Ruby was squeezing his fingers.

Griffith squeezed back.

“Griff!” Ruby screamed. “You’re alive!”

For the first time since the attack, Griffith released the tension from his face. He managed a small smile.

“I think so,” he whispered, opening his eyes.

“Where are you hurt?” asked Graham. “They shot you!”

“I think not,” he replied. Without lifting his head, he placed a hand on his chest. Then he reached into his shirt pocket—which now had a hole in the front—and pulled out the baseball.

“The baseball saved you!” Ruby exclaimed, taking it from her brother. “The baseball stopped the bullet!”

“I think so,” he whispered again.

Griffith grimaced as he sat up. Even though the baseball had protected him, he was still in some pain from the struggle with the Chancellor’s goon, as well as from the force of the bullet hitting the ball.

His anxious eyes searched for Truman—and found him. The old hound stood near the remains of the lamp and shattered mirror. His tail began to wag the moment the boy looked his way. A surge of relief charged through Griffith. Truman hadn’t been shot either, but as the loyal dog hobbled across the floor, it was clear he’d been badly bruised. When Truman reached Griffith, the hound’s tickly tongue licked his cheek and chin.

“There’s still only one hole in the ball,” Graham said, taking the sphere from Ruby and examining it. “Wait a sec!” His eyes popped. “The new bullet entered the same hole!”

Griffith, Ruby, and Truman leaned in. The fresh bullet had indeed followed the identical path as the one that had been blazed a year ago in Cuba.

“The baseball saved my life,” Griffith said, wincing. His chest burned with each breath. “Just like it saved Uncle Owen’s.”

Uncle Owen.

All three whirled. He was hidden from view by his tipped-over wheelchair.

“Uncle O!” shouted Graham. He passed the baseball back to Griffith and speed-crawled across the bedroom floor.

Ruby tailed close behind.

“Uncle O!” Graham shook him like he’d shaken his brother moments ago, though not nearly as hard. “Say something.”

Uncle Owen didn’t respond.

“No,” Ruby sobbed. “Wake up.”

Griffith tried to hurry after his brother and sister, but the residual pain in his chest wouldn’t allow it. As he gingerly made his way across the room, he heard the sound of footsteps again, though they still weren’t close.

When he reached Uncle Owen, Griffith gasped. There was blood everywhere, all over his shirt and pooling around his head. His eyes were closed. He wasn’t moving.

“You can’t die, Uncle Owen,” Griffith said. “You can’t.”

Then Uncle Owen’s right arm moved. Ever so slowly, he began to raise it in Ruby’s direction. She leaned in, and his searching fingers found first her face, then her necklace, tracing its metal links until they reached the keys.

Uncle Owen’s lips were moving, but no sounds were coming out.

“What is it, Uncle O?” Graham asked.

Griffith glanced at Truman. The hound’s ears were on end, but instead of facing Uncle Owen, he was staring at the door.

The three Payne siblings inched forward. Uncle Owen gasped several times before uttering:

“Tell Guy … tell Guy I had to. Tell him … I’m sorry.”

The door to Uncle Owen’s room swung open. But it wasn’t Woody or Scribe or any of the Rough Riders bursting in. Rather, it was one of the Chancellor’s goons, the one Griffith had tackled.

Griffith spun around and moved to dive in front of his brother and sister. The sharp pain in his chest stopped him. Griffith’s eyes met Truman’s. Struggling to his paws, the injured hound tried to block the thug’s path, but the dark-suited man easily swatted the dog aside.

However, instead of heading for Graham or Ruby, the thug charged at Griffith, barreling into him. The goon slammed Griffith’s head into the floorboards and ripped the baseball from his hand. Scrambling to his feet, he shoved Ruby and Graham aside and then elbowed Truman in the neck. But instead of racing back into the hall—where more approaching footsteps could be heard—he ran full speed toward the large bedroom window.

Shattered glass flew about.

The Chancellor’s man was gone. And so was the baseball.
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In Ruby’s Words
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Planning Ahead

[image: image] still can’t believe the base ball is gone,” Ruby said, holding her head.

“No one can,” said Graham. He peered across the baggage car at Griffith, sitting against the far wall. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

When Ruby had said they needed a private and safe place to discuss everything, Griffith had suggested the baggage car. However, their mother wouldn’t allow it. Not at first. Since the attack, she’d insisted that at least two adults accompany them wherever they went. The grown-ups even slept in the same room with them. Only after Scribe had surveyed the compartment, the Professor and Tales escorted them there, and Woody promised to stand guard by the lone entrance did she reluctantly agree to give the kids some time to themselves.

“What do you want me to say?” Griffith finally answered. He looked at Ruby, lying against an oversize canvas duffel several feet from Graham. “The Chancellor has our baseball. What else is there to say?”

“We have to figure out what to do about it,” Ruby replied, putting her hand into her empty pocket and frowning.

“Right now,” said Griffith, “there’s nothing we can do.” He couldn’t mask his frustration.

Ruby sat up. “I’m afraid of what he can do with it,” she said.

“Do you think the Chancellor has powers now that he has the baseball?” Graham asked, looking from Ruby to Griffith.

Neither replied. It was the question no one wanted to ask, let alone answer. But Graham had dared to. What if the Chancellor was able to use the baseball just like the kids could?

Griffith turned away. Resting his hands on Truman’s head, which was propped against his thigh, he peered around the luggage compartment. Suitcases and duffels filled the shelves that lined three of the walls. The baggage shifted with the rocking train, and Griffith wondered if the worn-out leather straps securing the travel bags would hold them in place for the entire the trip. Extra luggage was strewn about the floor, but there was still plenty of room for the three Paynes and Truman to maneuver.

“If he does have powers,” Ruby said after a few moments, “we won’t just sit by and let him use them against the Rough Riders.” Her tone was defiant. “We’ll be able to see the magic on the field, and then we’ll find a way to deal with it.”

“We’ll do the same thing we always do,” said Graham. “We’ll stand together, think positively, and figure things out.” He clenched his fists. “Ruby’s right. We’re not just giving up.”

Griffith managed a small smile. Seeing his sister and brother bristle with fire and optimism made him proud, but as much as he wanted to share their hope, he couldn’t. Without the baseball, he felt helpless, and after talking with some of the Travelin’ Nine in New Orleans, he knew they felt that way too. Preacher Wil and Doc weren’t even certain the Chancellor still had the ball in his possession. They thought he might have put it someplace where no one else could get to it.

“We should talk to Josiah,” Griffith whispered. “If anyone has answers, he does.”

“He’s so sad,” Ruby said. “Every time I look at him, I want to cry. It’s terrible.”

Josiah had barely spoken since Uncle Owen’s death. Whenever any of the Rough Riders tried to talk with him, he responded with one-word answers, nods, or shakes of the head. Most of the time he stood off by himself, staring into space and mumbling. None of the barnstormers knew how to reach him. How do you console someone whose only son sends out men with guns to threaten others? How do you comfort a person whose offspring is partially responsible for a murder?

BARNSTORMERS: team that tours an area playing exhibition games for moneymaking entertainment .

“Preacher Wil’s been trying to talk to him,” Griffith said. Truman’s floppy ears perked up at the sound of his owner’s name.

“I’ll never forget the look on Preacher Wil’s face when he first saw Truman after the shooting,” said Graham.

“Me neither,” Ruby agreed.

When Preacher Wil had arrived in Uncle Owen’s bedroom, Truman was crumpled on the floor in a pool of blood. Without a doubt, Preacher Wil thought the hound had been shot dead, and instead of racing over, he’d staggered backward. He even let out a soft yelp that sounded like Truman crying in pai. After realizing that the dog had only been injured, Preacher Wil could barely contain his joy. Tending to the hound’s wounds, he looked at Truman with pride—the canine had been injured trying to protect the kids. In the face of great danger, he’d been fierce and fearless.

But days later, Truman still hadn’t fully recovered. He was constantly licking the scrapes and cuts on his neck and belly, and he was not yet able to put weight on his left front paw. Preacher Wil thought Truman may have broken a bone or two in the leg, and that the old hound’s limp might be permanent.

“I can’t get over Woody,” Griffith said softly.

“What do you mean?” Graham asked. He stood up.

“He’s taking Crazy Feet’s betrayal the hardest.”

Upon learning that Crazy Feet was the Chancellor’s mole, the Rough Riders had been devastated. None of the war heroes could comprehend one of their own turning on them. Now whenever Crazy Feet came up in conversation, the soldiers’ faces turned solemn. Except for Woody’s, which became lost. When he heard Crazy Feet’s name or anything related to him, Woody excused himself and walked away.

“I need to tell you something,” Graham said, plopping down next to Griffith. He then waved Ruby over. “It’s about what happened in Minneapolis.”

“What made you think of it now?” asked Ruby. She sat in front of her brothers.

“Woody,” Graham replied. He stared at Griffith. “He told you all about what happened in Cuba, and one of the things … one of the things reminded me of something that happened during the game in Minneapolis.”

“What are you talking about?” Griffith asked.

Graham glanced at Ruby and then looked back at his brother. “It’s about what Woody said … what Woody said about time standing still in Cuba.” Graham swallowed. “During the game in Minneapolis, that happened to me. Time stood still.”

CRANKS:  fans, usually the hometown fans. Also called “rooters” (see page 157).

“Tell us.” Ruby leaned in.

Graham placed a hand on Truman’s back. “Everything stopped. Right in the middle of one of Preacher Wil’s pitches. All the players and cranks just froze. And it was dead silent. No clapping, no cheering, nothing. Even the snow hung in the air. I was the only thing moving. I could touch people, eat their food, and … and drop snowballs on them.” Graham looked from Griffith to Ruby. Both stared, wide-eyed; Ruby gripped her necklace. “I headed onto the pitch”—Graham’s words quickened—“and out to right garden because St. Anthony Falls had appeared behind Woody, and the water was frozen and crystal clear, but I was still able to pass through without getting a single drop on me.” Graham paused. “Then I saw Dad. I’m sure he was—”
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“… that happened to me. Time stood still.”

PITCH:  playing field. Also called “green oasis” (see page 157).

 

RIGHT GARDEN:  right field. The outfield was once known as the garden. So left field was referred to as “left garden” and center field was called “center garden.”

“Hold on,” Griffith said, shaking his head. “You had me up till now, little brother. But that’s impossible, and—”

“No, Griff. He was there. On the river. Once I passed through the waterfalls, I was standing on the edge of the Mississippi, and Dad was down there on a raft. He called out to me. He said, ©Happy birthday!’” Graham placed a hand on his chest. He could feel his heart beating. “I chased after him as fast as I could. It was so real, the realest dream I’d ever had, but I knew it couldn’t be happening and—and—Dad disappeared before I could reach him.”

Graham stared at his brother and sister. For a long moment they sat in silence. The only sounds in the baggage car were the rattling of the shifting luggage and the rhythmic clicking of the train’s wheels rolling over the railroad ties. His story was hard to believe, but after all they’d been through, it was harder not to believe.

“There has to be a connection,” Griffith finally said.

Ruby nodded. “It’s too similar for there not to be.”

“What do you think it means?” Graham asked.

“It could mean anything,” replied Griffith. “Maybe … maybe when time stopped in Cuba, death did too. That’s why Dad was able to save lives. And then in Minneapolis, maybe something else stopped, and that’s how he was able to wish you happy birthday in your dream.”

“I don’t understand,” Graham said.

Griffith shrugged. “I’m just thinking out loud and trying to make sense of it.” He stroked Truman’s injured paw. “But Dad’s dead.”

“If Dad were alive,” said Ruby, “I don’t think I’d …” She didn’t finish the thought.

Graham stood up, hurdled a wicker storage trunk, and walked across the compartment. He was so relieved to have finally told Griffith and Ruby about the dream or vision or encounter or whatever it was. Pressing his face against the side of the car and gazing through a knot in the wood, he tried to catch a glimpse of the passing scenery, but since it was almost nightfall, he couldn’t see much of anything.

“It’s more than a coincidence,” Griffith said.

“I wish you had told us sooner,” added Ruby.

Graham turned around. “You wouldn’t have believed me.”

“We could’ve asked Uncle Owen about it,” Griffith said.

All three fell silent again, though this time only for a few seconds.

“I can’t believe he’s gone,” Ruby whispered.

“Dad and Uncle Owen,” Griffith said, frowning.

“At least we know where they are.” Graham shuffled back over and sat down in the same spot. “In heaven.”

Griffith leaned forward and kissed Truman on the top of the head. Then he reached out for his brother’s hand. “More than at any other time, we need to be together. The Chancellor has our baseball. He’s more dangerous and unpredictable than ever.”

“But everything’s not lost, Griff,” Ruby said, placing her hand atop her brothers’. “Like Dad used to say, in baseball and in life, anything’s possible.”

Graham pumped his fist. “It ain’t over till it’s over.”
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Eyes All Over
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