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INTRODUCTORY QUOTES—MOST PEOPLE SKIP THESE. THAT IS ILL-ADVISED.









Quote #1


Very young children eat their books, literally devouring their contents. This is one reason for the scarcity of first editions of Alice in Wonderland and other favorites of the nursery.


—A. S. W. Rosenbach (collector of fine children’s books)









Quote #2


Mr. Rosenbach was right!


Children are the worst thing to happen to books, and if it were up to me, would never be allowed within spitting distance of them.


Why, if you give a child a book, you can expect it to be bent in half, torn apart at the seams, and drooled over until it is reduced to a wet pile of quivering pulp.


Children are animals.


Have you ever seen a child’s hands? Filthier than a swamp crocodile.


Children have no regard for the finer things in life and have no desire to keep books in mint condition, on a shelf, in a temperature-controlled room where they belong. And they simply refuse to wear reading gloves or turn the pages with tweezers!


Not that it matters. It’s unlikely that children could even understand what was written inside. Most doctors agree that the imagination stopped evolving decades ago, so there is little point in encouraging them to read. That is why I prefer showing them what to think.


Children’s books, I fear, are a dying breed and should be reserved for us adults who can properly enjoy them.


Keep away, young ones.


Good riddance, I say.


Toodle-oo.


Now, can someone point me in the direction of the nearest restroom?


—Mr. Edmund R. Pribble (inventor/investor/collector of fine children’s books) speaking at an anti–children’s literacy convention in New York City, New York, October 24, 2059









AN OVERLY DRAMATIC
PROLOGUE









A Bloody Start


Blood.


Oliver Nelson could taste it in his mouth. It dripped down his face and pooled in the little crevice above his chin, a shock of red against his skin. He felt dizzy and weak, and his legs wobbled as he walked. The world around him was a strange and dreamlike place, skewed slightly but oh-so-very real.


Oliver tightened his grip on the backpack, could feel the weight of the contents inside. He knew what he had to do. He paused to steady himself and looked down the long, twisting wings of the mansion until he saw the bright glow of the foyer’s glass atrium. He ran toward it as fast as he could, through the book-lined hallway, rubbing his fingers across rows of perfect little spines. Things were coming into focus now.


He flew past enormous reading rooms and storage vaults where great stacks of books waited to be cleaned and sorted. Paintings of familiar characters and scenes lined the halls. Workers milled about, their mouths agape as they watched this strange and bloody child sprint through their kingdom of impeccably maintained literature.


“Oliver, wait!” a voice yelled from behind him, echoing in the halls. “We must talk this instant! Don’t leave!”


Oliver did not obey. He pressed on, crossing a giant logo embroidered in the purple carpet, which was surrounded by outlines of books and pens and blobs of black ink. He slid onto the marble floor of the atrium, where towering bookshelves extended toward the domed glass ceiling. Diagonal slices of light reflected throughout the room, highlighting the gold-foil titles of invaluable first editions. A clock above the doorway told him the time.


An hour and a half. That was how long it had been since he first stepped inside the Pribbles’ mansion. It seemed impossible that it had only been an hour and a half, but the proof was there, displayed by the twisted brass hands on the face of the clock. Tick tock tick.


Behind him, Mr. and Mrs. Pribble turned the corner of the hallway and pointed at him. Mrs. Pribble yelled, “Someone stop him!” and Mr. Pribble wheezed in agreement.


The Pribbles’ butler was fifty feet in the air, standing on a sliding ladder attached to a metal railing that ran the circumference of the room so he could dust the high bookshelves. He surveyed the situation and kicked off from a pillar. The ladder spun around the room and the butler slid down it, toward the ground, toward Oliver, his fingers curved like the talons of a hungry hawk.


The Pribbles advanced, too, but Oliver was already at the door, leaving a bloody handprint as he turned the handle and ripped it open. His eyes adjusted to the brightness of the outside world, and he watched as a tiny blue car came up the driveway. His father was inside, sipping from a can of soda.


Oliver ran to the car, not waiting for it to stop under the portico before he clawed at the door, his bloody fingers slipping on the handle.


“Oliver?” his father asked. “Done so soon?”


Oliver opened the door and threw his backpack inside before diving onto the passenger seat, which was cluttered with hamburger wrappers.


“GO!” he yelled, but by now his father’s interest had shifted from his son’s premature exit to the blood dripping from his hands and face, and he asked the obvious question that a loving father would ask, given the circumstances.


“What happened to you?”


“GO!”


The Pribbles appeared in the doorway and advanced toward the car, and it must have been the look on Oliver’s face that made his father decide that there was a time for questions and a time for fleeing, so he punched in their home address and the car sped away from the mansion, down the driveway, and onto the road, spurting gray smoke in its wake.


This was not the last time Oliver would see the Pribbles.









Rewind


Goodness!


What an unnecessarily dramatic start to our story. I apologize for all the blood and excitement, though, if you’re squeamish, I must warn you that there will be quite a bit more before we reach the final page.


The story you hold in your little human hands is full of murderous monsters and perilous caves, gangs of children, nasty rodents, gorgeous birds, towering mountains, evil villains, and several horrible deaths. And, of course, books. Lots and lots of books. But perhaps I should calm down and start at the beginning before I ruin any of the surprises.


Let’s take a breath and go back in time. A month should suffice. But read fast, because the hours move quickly.


Tick tock tick.









PART 1


WHERE WE MEET OLIVER, THE PRIBBLES, AND A HOST OF OTHER CHARACTERS WHO MAY OR MAY NOT BE IMPORTANT









The Pribbles


Oliver first saw the Pribbles at the Garden Grove Library last winter. He was hidden away in a reading loft that overlooked the front lobby and had gathered up pillows and stacked them in a pile, curling up to read the final book in the Swordflinger Saga. Large puffs of snow stuck to the windows above him. The library was warm and quiet and nearly always empty. He was the only child that ever visited after school, and Ms. Fringlemeier, the librarian, told him it would hardly be worth keeping the lights on in the children’s section if not for him.


He had just arrived at the point in the book where it looked like all hope was lost—the dragon was about to finally destroy the entire village of Cromwell—when the front door bell jingled. In stepped Mr. and Mrs. Pribble, appearing exactly as they did in their commercials, magazine covers, and billboards. It was a strange thing to see famous people in such an ordinary place, and Oliver found himself unable to look away from the peculiar pair.


Mrs. Pribble was tall, thin, and pale, with raven hair streaked with white. She wore a bright purple dress that clung to her legs and a silk shawl draped across her shoulders. She teetered as she walked, like the slightest bump might knock her over. Her smile was tight and sharp and not the least bit friendly. She held the door for her husband, who walked under her arm. He was so short that he didn’t even need to duck—his head hardly passed her stomach—and was as round and bloated as an overinflated beach ball. His nose was a putrid mass of red flesh, and a thick brown mustache sprouted underneath it, curling up in a gravity-defying swoop. His beard was long enough to touch his tie, and he wore round glasses and a small bowler hat. He snatched the hat from his head and bowed to a surprised Ms. Fringlemeier.


“Good heavens!” Ms. Fringlemeier said. “Are you the—”


“Pribbles, yes,” Mrs. Pribble said.


“You weren’t expecting us?” Mr. Pribble asked. He pulled a chair from a nearby table and slid it to the desk, climbing on top so he could see above the counter. “We called your boss. She must not have relayed the message. Perhaps she thought it was a prank. That often happens to us.”


The Pribbles were famous around the world and were also filthy rich. They were known for their vast collections of anything able to be purchased, as well as for their inventions, philanthropy, and business sense. It was also common knowledge that they loved books above everything else, and they were known to buy them by the truckload, sometimes relieving stores of their entire inventory with one thrust of a wallet.


Mrs. Pribble tilted her head back and sniffed the air. “Wonderful. How utterly wonderful! The aroma of a classic library! All mold and glue and ink. I thought this smell had gone extinct.”


Ms. Fringlemeier tried to remain composed.


“No . . . I . . . well . . . sorry . . . How can I help you?”


“We made arrangements for next week, but we couldn’t help ourselves. Patience is not a virtue we possess. We’re looking for a very particular book.”


Mr. Pribble removed a piece of paper from his breast pocket and thrust it at Ms. Fringlemeier.


“This one,” he said.


Mrs. Pribble tapped her fingers on the counter and giggled. “To think, all this time and it was right under our noses. Oh, I can’t wait, dear. I simply can’t wait!”


Ms. Fringlemeier glanced at the note and typed it into the computer. “Mm-hmm. Let me see. . . . Yes, it says it’s here.”


“Where is it? Where is it?” Mr. Pribble asked, clapping his hands and jumping up and down on the chair.


Oliver stood to look through the slats in the loft’s railing.


“It’s in the loft. Shelf B. Come with me.”


Oliver fell backward, knocking over a stack of books and making a horrible racket. He scrambled to clean up the books. He scanned shelf B. It was practically empty, save for a few books and balls of dust, and his heart began to pound. No no no, he thought. Not today. Not shelf B.


“Did you hear that?” Mrs. Pribble asked, her hand frozen in midair.


“Probably rats,” Mr. Pribble said.


“No, that’s just Oliver,” Ms. Fringlemeier said. “He’s reading in the loft.”


“There’s a child here? Reading?” Mr. Pribble asked, clearly taken aback by this revelation. “Whatever for?”


“Oh, Oliver loves to read! He’s such a wonderful boy.” Ms. Fringlemeier turned toward the loft and called out, “Oliver? Are you still here? We have visitors I’d like you to meet! Oliver?”


Oliver did not reply. He had already crawled down the loft’s ladder and escaped out the library’s rear exit, racing through the alley and across the street, along the winding roads that led to his home with the bent copy of The Swordflinger: Volume III shoved into his back pocket.


Oliver did not want to meet the Pribbles. Not today, not ever. Blood pumped through his veins faster than usual.


Shelf B. Why did it have to be shelf B?


His body tingled in fear, and the book in his pocket seemed to burn red-hot. You may have guessed, but Oliver Nelson had a terrible secret, and he feared that if anyone discovered it, he would be thrown in jail for the rest of his miserable life.









Oliver’s Terrible Secret


Oliver was poor.


No, that was not his terrible secret, but I feel a need to provide some context to the little lad before I reveal all the scandalous details. Oliver’s father was a hard worker, but good jobs were difficult to come by, and with the ever-rising cost of living, the Nelsons found it challenging to keep money in the bank and food on the table. Oliver knew better than to complain—he much preferred to stay quiet. What was the point of complaining when it was clear that things could get worse? And things always got worse. That had been Oliver’s experience, at least.


Why was he so cynical? Well, for a ten-year-old boy, his little life had been a series of Roald Dahl tragedies and Lemony Snicket misfortunes. Take last summer: his father worked overtime every day for a year so the Nelson family could have a weeklong vacation at Wacky World (the Wackiest World north of Orlando), and his mother died of a sudden heart attack on a roller coaster regrettably named the Sudden Heart Attack. The news reports on the ordeal seemed to relish this detail, ignoring the fact that a young child lost his mother and that his entire world changed in an instant.


Time moved on.


Shortly after returning from the trip, his father lost his job, and the two of them were forced to move to a smaller house in a worse part of town. Oliver didn’t have friends. Grief was a powerful thing, and he mostly kept to himself, scared of becoming close to anyone for fear they might leave him, too.


But then, in the midst of tragedy and misfortune, he found a refuge. Books. Books provided all the friends he could ever want, a place for his imagination to run wild, for his dreams to soar twice as high as a butterfly in the sky. Oliver loved books more than anything else, because it was in their pages that he could escape from his sad world.


Now, with that little piece of backstory given, I feel you can handle Oliver’s secret: He was a thief.


Before you judge him too harshly, you must consider that Oliver was not a vicious and violent thief who plunders solely for the joy of it. He was the honorable type of thief, the kind who follows an unbreakable code of conduct, and the first and most important rule in his code was that he only stole books.


His life of crime began like many others, with a slight lapse of judgment and then a quick descent into irredeemable transgressions. The library had a policy that limited children to borrow only two books at a time, and that simply wasn’t enough to keep up with Oliver’s prodigious reading speed. What else could he do but steal?


I’ll just take one extra book, he reasoned. And no one ever comes to the library anymore. Ms. Fringlemeier will never notice. I’ll bring it back someday.


So one afternoon when Ms. Fringlemeier was making tea, Oliver slipped a book under his shirt and ran out of the library, waving goodbye and giggling with the strange glee that is common in first-time thieves. And once he took one book from the library, it was easier to take a second and third, and then he took another, and another, and another. With each passing month, it became harder to stop, and he soon found himself a petty criminal with a mountain of loot stashed under his bed. And since his name wasn’t on record as having borrowed the books, there was no point returning them within the usual two-week window. Even if he wanted to, how would he manage to bring them all back without Ms. Fringlemeier noticing? It was safer to keep them, and his collection of stolen material quickly grew.


The second rule in his code was that he only stole books that deserved to be stolen. What, you may ask, makes a book deserve to be stolen?


Good question. Let’s explore the characteristics of books that made Oliver’s thieving little fingers tremble in delight.


Old. Of course, this was a characteristic of every book Oliver pilfered, as new books were a rare thing and certainly not present in the Garden Grove Library.


Musty. Old books have the most wonderful smell, don’t they? When locked in a damp room for years, books acquire a truly pleasant stink. His copy of The Swiss Family Robinson had a potent aroma to it, in part because of the mold growing along its spine and the bits of old cheese that had become embedded in its pages.


Ripped. Most of the time, the books had broken bindings and were held together by tape and rubber bands. Take his copy of The Mysteries of Grimshire Manor, for instance. That beautiful book clearly had been gnawed by some feral child and was missing half its cover.


Yellowed and brittle. This should go without saying.


Incomplete. His favorite book, The Timekeeper’s Children, was missing the final chapter. He could tell from the table of contents that the chapter title was “A Timely End,” but the pages had been torn out, leaving only a few ragged inches of paper with enough words and sentences for Oliver to guess how the story ended. He had checked out the book eleven times and nearly had it memorized before he finally nicked it one crisp autumn afternoon.


The Timekeeper’s Children was about two children named Cora and Jack whose mother had died unexpectedly. When the evil sorcerer, Sigil, killed the king and took over the kingdom of Dulum, the siblings set off to collect the pieces needed to build a magical clock that could turn back time to before anything bad had happened.


But Sigil had other plans. He wanted to build the clock in order to speed up time so he could rule over a land with no children. Why? Children were the only people in Dulum who were entirely unaffected by magic.


Perhaps it was because Oliver had something in common with the siblings, or maybe it was because he also wanted to turn back time, but there was something about this book that stuck in his imagination and never shook loose. The world of Dulum was alive in his mind. Oliver covered his bedroom wall with drawings of the characters and maps of the land. There were Cora and Jack racing through the trees and the hideous giants guarding their jewels in the valley. There were the Cave of Horrors and the rich foliage of the Green Lands. He drew the wooden cities of the Old Mountain Guard and the snow-covered mountain ridges to the west of the main city of Dulum, with the castle where King Gerard once ruled. He taped pages together to create the Dark Forest and the Twisted Tower, which lay in the middle of a swamp far in the north where Sigil hatched his evil plots.


And though Oliver never technically finished reading the story, he had still drawn a clock in the center of it all, its hands moving in reverse, and the children back in the arms of their mother.


Books, you see, were very important to him. But being a thief was a heavy burden for Oliver to carry. He lived in fear that his father would discover the stash of books in his room or that he would get caught in the act and be thrown into prison or, even worse, banned from the library forever.


So that is why Oliver ran from the Pribbles that fateful afternoon in the library and why he had no desire to meet them. Shelf B had been a particular target of his larceny, and he didn’t want to see Ms. Fringlemeier’s reaction when she discovered how sparse the selection had become.


He had to return the books and clear his conscience. He promised himself he would. Someday.


But that day would never come.









Books!


Weeks later, a school bus was headed toward Garden Grove Elementary, packed tight with children. They wore metal goggles that glowed like the glistening blue light of the ocean on a hot summer morning. Their fingers wriggled in the air like baby worms waiting to be eaten.


They were quiet, mostly, their heads tilted slightly back and their mouths held open at just the right angle to prevent drool from dripping down and splashing on their trousers. For the most part, they all looked the same. Oh yes, hair and skin color varied across the usual human spectrum and their clothes were slightly different cuts of a similar style, but by and large it would be difficult to tell any of the little creatures apart.


Except, of course, for Oliver.


His clothes were old—last year’s style, the horror—and his face was missing the sparkling goggles that were so prevalent among his peers. Oliver sat on a seat with an old book open on his lap. He turned the pages slowly, spinning a clump of his dirt-brown hair with his pinky finger as his eyes darted across the sentences.


He loved the bus ride to school. The goggles made his schoolmates so quiet and peaceful, and for the most part they never even saw him. Each morning he could read for thirty-seven minutes without being bothered, enjoying the meditative hum of the school bus’s wheels on the road as it careened past empty parks and city streets.


It was pure bliss.


On this day, however, he was interrupted at the exact moment his book took an unexpected plot twist.


“What is that?” the boy next to him asked, pulling up the left lens of his goggles to peek out. His skin was a pleasing brown, and he rubbed one of his fingers on the page, whispering, “Ohhhh.”


“It’s a book,” Oliver answered, somewhat sarcastically. “You read it.”


“Why would you wanna do that?”


Oliver was annoyed by the question and scooted over a bit in the hopes that the boy would take the hint and leave him alone.


He didn’t.


“But where are your goggles?” the boy asked, tapping the strap that wrapped around his head. The words Pribble Entertainment Co. were laser-etched onto the side. Oliver flinched at the sight. It had been several weeks since he had seen the Pribbles in the library, and he hadn’t returned since. He yearned for a new book.


“I don’t have a pair.”


“You don’t?” the boy asked, as if the notion were so preposterous that it was almost like Oliver had told him he had fingers sprouting from his nostrils. “Well, this here is the newest model. Just got it last week for my quarter birthday. Very expensive. I told my parents I’d hold my breath until my actual birthday if they didn’t buy it right away. Pribble Entertainment Company added a ton of new worlds to Boom, Explode, Dragon that you can only play on this model. You want to try?”


Oliver shook his head.


We’ve already established that Oliver was poor, so let’s not belabor the point, but to try the goggles might mean he would want the goggles, and as any poor child knows, wanting something you can’t have is a terrible curse. An unreachable itch. An unbelchable belch. Besides, he could see the scenes from his books so vividly in his imagination that he couldn’t possibly think what benefit the goggles might have.


“Ah, come on,” the boy said, and he removed the goggles and slid them over Oliver’s eyes. He adjusted the strap so they formed a tight seal across the bridge of Oliver’s nose. Through the semiopaque blue lenses, Oliver could see the children on the bus. Out the windows, the city raced by.


“Try them.”


Oliver’s little heart pattered in his chest. Is this what all the fuss was about? It didn’t seem so—









A Brief Demonstration of the Pribbles’ Remarkable Alternative Reality Goggles


Suddenly, the world around him seemed to melt away. His ears hummed. The bus began to tremble in his vision. Windows stretched, smearing color and sunlight around him.


“What’s happening?” he asked. He felt like he was falling, falling, and his belly rose up to his throat.


“It’s beginning,” the boy answered, but now he didn’t sound like he was seated next to Oliver; he sounded like a great booming voice from the heavens, light-years away and yet still able to whisper into Oliver’s ear.


Blackness crept in from the corners of the goggles and letters spun around in the sky, coming together to form words.


PRIBBLE ENTERTAINMENT CO. PRESENTS
SPACE, DARK AND DEADLY


“Whoa,” Oliver said. He held out his hand. It was covered in a thick white glove. He wiggled his fingers as the words CONTINUE and NEW EXPERIENCE and OPTIONS appeared in front of him.


“Don’t overwrite mine. Start a new one,” the boy said, and Oliver reached out, wrapping his hands around the words NEW EXPERIENCE. They tickled his palm and exploded in light so bright that he had to squint and look away.


The light faded, and he noticed he was standing on the dusty surface of some desolate moon. Looming large in the sky above him was a giant planet swirling in purple gases.


“What do you see?” the boy asked.


“Dirt,” Oliver answered. “And space.”


“Nothing else?”


“No.”


“Then you better start running.”


“How do I—”


The ground in front of Oliver exploded, sending a cloud of gray dust in the air. He spun around and saw two giant figures looming on a mountain ridge. They were tall and gnarled and covered with eyes and strange folds of wet flesh. Their mouths opened, revealing rows of dripping, red teeth.


Oliver reached up to remove the goggles, but his hands bumped against the thin glass dome of a space helmet.


“How do I take them off?”


The boy laughed. The sound echoed in the helmet.


“You can’t just grab them. These aren’t those stupid old virtual reality goggles. These are alternative reality goggles. I’ll show you. Run like you would in the real world.”


“I want out!” Oliver yelled. He looked down and saw his legs were covered in a white space suit. The alien creatures jumped into the air, landing and running toward him. They shot beams of red light at the ground around his feet. He stepped forward and saw his foot move on the ground. How was this possible? He’d been sitting on a bus a moment ago and now he was standing, and it was almost like—


Another beam struck near his foot, grazing the side of his boot. He felt pain and jumped into the air, floating a bit before settling back on the surface.


“They’re shooting at me!”


“Don’t worry, this is only the first moon. They still have have terrible aim. But you need to run!”


There was no time to argue. The alien monsters ran forward, unearthly noises coming from their wretched bodies.


To Oliver’s left, a small spaceship had crashed nosefirst into the dust. Smoke poured from its engine, and beside it, stuck into the moon’s surface, was the curved handle of a blaster. Oliver ran toward it, taking powerful leaps and rolling on the ground to avoid the aliens’ blasts. It truly felt like he was moving, like he was actually here in this place, far away from the real world. His fingers wrapped around the handle and he jumped into space, arching his body in the air and sending a wave of blue beams back at the monsters. They exploded in light, their screams piercing through his helmet.


“How are you doing in there?” the boy’s voice asked.


“I’m . . . I think I’m safe.”


The boy laughed.


“No, you’re not.”


The mountain ridge that surrounded him began to squirm, almost like it was alive, and an army of alien creatures appeared, too many to count, their shapes visible against the starry light of the galaxy.


Oliver’s knees went weak.


“I don’t want to play anymore.”


“Come on, don’t be a wimp. At least get to the moon base. Then I’ll show you how to exit.”


Oliver turned and saw the base behind him. It was built into the ridges of the moon and was constructed from clusters of cubed, white buildings. Diagonal pillars poked from the top, adorned with flags of fictional planets.


“You’ll have to run.”


Oliver did run, faster than he ever had before, his body flailing through the moon’s thin atmosphere. Screams came from all around him, and hundreds of red beams of light struck the ground at his feet.


Psssstttt.


He felt a sting on his arm. A beam had hit the sleeve of his space suit, and oxygen was beginning to leak from the hole.


He ran harder.


“Are you there yet?” the boy asked.


Oliver couldn’t answer. He felt a great weight pressing down on his chest, and his mouth flapped open and closed, but no sounds came out. As he approached the moon base, he hit the ground and crawled to a triangular door, slamming his palm on a blinking red button. A robotic voice said, “Biochemistry analyzed. Human. Pressure off. Doors open in three . . . two . . . ”


Red veins appeared in the corners of Oliver’s vision.


“One.”


The doors slid open, and Oliver pulled himself inside.


“Pressure on,” the voice said, after the doors sealed shut.


Oliver ripped off his helmet and sucked in the rich, cold air. It felt real and luxurious sliding down his throat and filling his lungs.


Banging sounds came from the door, and the indentation of an alien fist formed in the thin metal.


“Get me . . . out of . . . here,” he wheezed.


“Don’t you want to go down the hall and find the—”


“NOW!” Oliver yelled.


“All right. Fine. Take off your gloves and I’ll show you the exit motion.”


Oliver did. The door buckled and groaned and bent on its hinges. Alien fingers slid through, their fingernails clicking against the frame.


“Place your index finger right above your left ear and hold it.”


“What?”


“Just do it.”


Oliver obeyed, pressing his finger hard into his skull. He heard a beeping sound.


A beam of light hit the door and smoked poured into the hallway.


“Hurry!”


“Now trace that finger in a straight line to the middle of your forehead. Stop right between your eyes.”


The door ripped from the hinges, flying out into the dark expanse of space. There was a whoosh and Oliver slid toward the doors, wedging his feet on the frame. The alien creatures grabbed him and pulled him near their mouths.


His hand shook, but he slid his finger to his forehead.


“Now what?” he screamed.


Alien teeth wrapped around his ankles, sending a dull pain throughout his body.


“Press down,” the boy said.


Oliver did, and his finger seemed to sink into his forehead like it was made of melted butter. Everything around him froze in place. The pain in his leg disappeared, and the aliens turned to dust and blew away as the world slipped to black. His body seemed to turn inside out, and the words RESUME, RELOAD LAST CHECKPOINT, and EXIT appeared around him. He reached for EXIT, wrapping his fist around the word. Light shone from between his fingers. He began to fall, and his body lurched forward. His head bumped on the soft rubber of the seat in front of him. The world around him came into view through the blue lenses of the goggles. The city whizzed by, and his classmates continued to sit in neat, quiet rows, absorbed in their own worlds.


“What do you think? You want a pair, don’t you?” the boy asked. He held up Oliver’s book and waved it around. “Makes this seem pretty dumb, right?”


Oliver shrugged. He didn’t want to be rude, but no, he absolutely did not want a pair. He reached for the book and laid it in his lap, rubbing his hand against the pages, his heart still beating from the nightmare he had just experienced.


“Whatever,” the boy said, slipping the goggles on and tilting back his head. He disappeared into his game and the bus continued toward the school.


One thing was certain: Oliver never wanted anything to do with the stupid Pribbles or their stupid goggles ever again.









The Invitation


So you can understand how, when Oliver received an invitation to visit the Pribbles’ mansion later that week, he nearly tore up the letter and threw it away.


They’re onto me! Oliver thought, clutching the exquisite envelope, which had arrived in the mail. A gold-foil logo was printed across the top, and the paper smelled like a mixture of cinnamon and blueberries.


Dear Oliver, the letter began, handwritten in ebony ink.


As you may know, we are the world-renowned Pribbles—inventors, philanthropists, and collectors of fine children’s books. You have recently come to our attention in a most unusual way, and we would simply love if you would join us for a meal at our home. We believe there’s something special about you, Oliver, even though you may not realize it. I’m afraid we can’t give any more details, but it would be an absolute honor for us to have you as our guest and “pick your brain,” as the saying goes. I’ve written our personal phone number on the back of this letter. Please R.S.V.P. as soon as possible. We are (quite literally) trembling in anticipation.


Your friends,


Edmund and Sophelia Pribble
Founders, Pribble Entertainment Company


P.S. Please do not tell anyone about this letter.


P.P.S. And do try to stay safe. If you ride a bicycle, remember to wear a helmet.


At first glance the letter seemed quite positive, though Oliver rightly suspected there was some other, more sinister motive behind it. It couldn’t be a coincidence that the Pribbles had happened upon his library, the very scene of his crimes, before inviting him to their mansion. Ms. Fringlemeier must have discovered the truth and ratted him out.


No, nothing good could come of this.


“Well, what is it?” Oliver’s father asked, snatching the paper from his fingers. His eyes widened as he read the note. “Is this for real? An invitation from the Pribbles?”


Oliver nodded.


“What do they want with you?”


“I have no idea,” Oliver lied. He suspected they would be waiting with police officers and Tasers and attack dogs and—


“Amazing! We have to go,” his father said, sniffing the envelope. “Can you imagine? The Nelsons meeting the Pribbles. What good luck!”


As I’ve already mentioned, good luck did not happen to Oliver Nelson. Panic began to course through his limbs. He ran upstairs and crawled under his bed, pulling out his stash of stolen books. He had to return them. He grabbed a box from his closet and piled them inside. Today was the day. He’d return the books to the library, and he’d never steal again. He considered writing a note to Ms. Fringlemeier, apologizing for his crimes, but decided against it. No, it would be best if he simply left the box at the door and ran away. She’d find the books and put them back on the shelf where they belonged and everything would go back to normal, just as it had been. He’d no longer be a thief, and his conscience would be clear.


Oliver picked up the box. It was heavier than he expected. He gripped it by the bottom and tiptoed down the stairs to the back door. He was about to exit his house when he heard his father on the phone.


“Yes . . . yes . . . that sounds wonderful! We will be there. Saturday at noon it is! Thank you so much, Mr. Pribble!”


Oh no! Oliver’s heart raced. Why did bad things always have to happen to him? He slammed the door and ran down the alley just as his father yelled, “Oliver! Did you hear? We’re going to visit the Pribbles this Saturday! Isn’t that exciting? Oliver?”


But Oliver didn’t answer. He ran as fast as his little human boy legs could carry him, lugging the heavy box toward the Garden Grove Library, where, I’m sad to say, things were about to get much worse.









CLOSED—FOREVER


By the time Oliver made it to the library, his arms were aching from the weight of his box of purloined books. He set it down on the stairs that led to the side door of the library and opened it, running his fingers along the pages of the books one final time.


That’s it, he thought. It’s over.


But then he noticed something odd. There were other boxes stacked all the way to the curb, full of alphabet posters and metal bins and old Dewey decimal charts.


Strange, he thought.


He went to the door and pulled at the handle. It was locked. Even stranger.


He ran to the front door and discovered that it was locked as well, and just he was about to knock, he noticed a sign on the door that said CLOSED—FOREVER and underneath, in Ms. Fringlemeier’s loopy handwriting: Sorry, Oliver.


Through the windowpanes he could see the racks, once covered in books and magazines and archival newspapers, were now bare. Scraps of paper lay on the floor, and a lone fluorescent light bulb flickered in the ceiling. The loft was empty except for a single ripped beanbag chair. Without books the library was just a sad, gray room with streaks of water damage dripping down the walls.


Oliver wanted to cry, but he bit his lip to stifle it. He had become skilled at that.


“Where have you been?” a voice asked behind him. Oliver turned to see Ms. Fringlemeier standing beside her car. “I wanted to tell you in person, but I haven’t seen you for a few weeks.”


Oliver stuffed his hands in his pocket and kicked at a weed. “I’ve been busy.”


“I’m so sorry, Oliver,” she said. “I never thought it would come to this.”


“What happened?”


“No one came,” she said. “We couldn’t keep it open anymore. Libraries are closing all over the country, I’m afraid, and we had an offer from a generous couple to buy all of our books. It wasn’t my decision.”


The Pribbles, Oliver thought.


Ms. Fringlemeier pulled a gift-wrapped box from her car and handed it to him.


“I got you a present. Open it.”


It had been a long time since anyone had given him a present. Oliver ran his fingers along the paper and tore it away, revealing a beautiful leather-bound journal. His name was stamped on the cover, and the paper was lined and brown and gorgeous.


“It’s time for you to write your own story, Oliver,” she said. “I know there are amazing things happening in your mind.”


Oliver shook his head. Nothing he could ever write would be worthy of its pages. But the journal felt wonderful in his hands, perfect in every way.


“Thank you,” he whispered.


“Goodbye, Oliver,” Ms. Fringlemeier said. She sat in her car and started the engine, waving from the window as she puttered away.


That was the end of the Garden Grove Library. Ms. Fringlemeier’s car disappeared down the hill, and tears began to flow down Oliver’s face. He felt more alone than he ever had before. Was it possible that things could get worse? He doubted it. This had to be the absolute lowest he would ever feel in his entire life.


A loud squealing sound came from the side of the library. A garbage truck had parked, and workers were shouting and scraping boxes across the ground, heaving them into the metal back of the truck.


“No,” Oliver whispered, and his heart felt like a woodpecker beating against his ribs. “No no no no.”


He ran around the building, watching as a man in an orange safety vest picked up his box of stolen books and heaved it into the back of the truck, then wiped off his hands and jumped onto the side, signaling to the driver.


“Wait!” Oliver screamed, but the truck began to move, rumbling away from the library, its engine so loud that the workers inside never looked back to see the screaming child racing behind them.


“No, you can’t! My books! Stop!” Oliver yelled, waving his arms.


The truck continued on, taking with it Oliver’s broken copy of The Mysteries of Grimshire Manor, his incomplete copy of The Timekeeper’s Children, and his green and stinky copy of The Swiss Family Robinson.


Gone. All of them—gone!


The horror hit him in waves. He’d never read The Westing Game again. Matilda was lost forever among mounds of smelly garbage. His complete series of The Borrowers—vanished. He’d never finish volume three of the Swordflinger Saga, never get a chance to revisit the familiar friends in volumes one and two. They were gone now, only existing as distant memories in his mind.


He collapsed on the ground, and then another horrible realization washed over him: he was stuck as a thief forever. He was irredeemable. A scoundrel. A sinner. Alone and without his books.


Now it was surely impossible for things to get worse for Oliver, right?


Keep reading.









The Pribbles’ Mansion


The Pribbles lived an hour away, far away from the dingy row homes with boarded-up windows and eviction notices to which Oliver was accustomed. Their mansion was located on the top of a majestic, green hill that could only be reached by way of a long, narrow road surrounded by hedges and marble fountains.
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