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For Marieanne






1 Mr. Boot’s Urgent Message


When you are massively unpopular in school, you will usually wind up with a lab partner who is certifiably bananas. I present to you exhibit A: Gretchen Mousekey. After our biology teacher, Mrs. Grummund, told us to buddy up, the whole class went into this frenzied game of musical lab partners. Gretchen Mousekey and I were the last ones standing.

“Can you… just…. Can you stop that?” I whispered to Gretchen as she cleaned out her ear with one of the toothpicks we were supposed to use for the experiment.

“Why does it bother you?” Gretchen asked. She was sitting so close to me I could hear the toothpick scraping around in her ear canal. That’s the other thing about Gretchen—she has no concept of personal space.

“Why? Because number one, it’s totally disgusting,” I said, “and number two, you’re going to shish kebab your brain.”

Mrs. Grummund had been explaining how to put methylene blue on a microscope slide to look at cells from our cheeks, but now she stopped cold. She clasped her hands in front of her and stared at me. I shut up right away.

All the other kids turned to look at me too, a bunch of them with smirks on their faces. I was public enemy number one after causing Tom, an eighth grader whom half the school was crushing on, to be expelled. Except it wasn’t my fault, not strictly speaking. And Tom wasn’t strictly a boy, not a human one anyway.

“Since you don’t appear to need my instructions, Nell,” said Mrs. Grummund, “you can demonstrate to the class how to examine squamous epithelial cells under a microscope.”

I knew she expected me to cave and grovel. I probably should have, but I was in a strange mood that day. I’d seen something that morning that made me feel all squirrelly inside. And when I feel squirrelly, I get mad. And when I get mad, I do stupid things.

“No problem,” I told her.

I snatched up one of the toothpicks from the cup. While the whole class watched, I scraped the inside of my cheek with the toothpick. It felt like putting deodorant on in public. I wiped the toothpick on my microscope slide, topped it off with a few drops of methylene blue, plopped a cover slip on it, and placed it under the microscope. Boom.

“She’s done this before, Mrs. Grummund,” Leilani objected. She was a tall, square-jawed girl who harbored a special brand of hatred for me. Thankfully, she wasn’t in Mr. Boot’s after-school club, because if that girl knew even a speck of magic, she’d be lobbing curses at me like tennis balls at a border collie. “Nell’s been kicked out of, like, three other schools.”

“Four,” I muttered under my breath.

“She said four schools,” Gretchen corrected Leilani loudly as she worked a toothpick around the outer edges of her ear. “She was kicked out of four other schools.”

There was some giggling in the class, but Leilani was shooting eye bullets at me.

Mrs. Grummund clapped three times. That was supposed to settle everybody down, which you wouldn’t think would actually work with a group of seventh graders, except that it almost always did.

“Nell, please look in the microscope and tell the class what you see,” said Mrs. Grummund.

I pressed my eye to the microscope lens. Several blue-stained globules began to move around. They stretched and thinned and curled, forming spidery words:


THIS IS AN URGENT MESSAGE FROM MR. BOOT.



A few weeks ago, I would have been totally shocked to see those words appear on the microscope slide. But that was before I joined the Last Chance Club, where weird stuff happened on a fairly regular basis.

“Can I look?” Gretchen was standing right behind me, so close that I could smell her Cheerios breath.

“No.” I kept my eye pressed against the microscope so that she wouldn’t nudge her way in.

“Nell, please describe what you see,” Mrs. Grummund said.

“Um.” I tried to remember what a regular epithelial cell had looked like. “There’s some blobby stuff?”

There was an eruption of giggles in the class.

“A good scientist is specific, Nell,” said Mrs. Grummund. “ ‘Blobby’ is not specific.”

A loud snort came from Leilani’s direction.

I looked back down at the microscope. The previous message was gone and there was a new one in its place:


THERE WILL BE A GUEST AT THE LAST CHANCE CLUB TODAY. THE GUEST IS NOT A HUMAN. DO NOT STARE. DO NOT MAKE THE GUEST MAD. DO WATCH YOUR MOUTH. (AND BY YOUR MOUTH, MR. BOOT MEANS ME. YOUR SQUAMOUS EPITHELIAL CELLS. GET IT? LOL.)



A nonhuman guest? Well, that was a wide playing field. A nonhuman guest could be just about anything—a Sylph or a Fainting Faun. I wouldn’t have minded seeing one of those. But knowing Mr. Boot it was probably something a whole lot less pleasant. Something with serrated teeth and eyeballs that squirted poison. Plus, not making someone mad was going to be a stretch for the Last Chance Club, since Crud, Annika, and I were basically pros at getting ourselves into trouble.

“Nell?”

I looked up. Mrs. Grummund and the whole entire class were staring at me.

“Sorry.” I put my eye back on the microscope, trying to remember what cheek cells looked like specifically. “They are… they’re sort of…”

The cells were reforming into another message now.

“Let me have a look.” Gretchen draped herself against me like a human backpack, pressing her head against mine so that she could maneuver her way to the eyepiece. I stepped on her foot and she quickly backed off.

The new message said:


AND BY THE WAY, THE INSIDE OF YOUR MOUTH SMELLS LIKE A DUMPSTER



Well, I had hummus on a bagel for breakfast, so what do you expect?

Someone in the class screamed, and when I looked up, everyone was staring at me in horror.

My first thought was that I must have said the thing about the hummus out loud. I spend a lot of time alone. I’ve definitely been known to talk to myself. But then I noticed they weren’t staring at me exactly but at something just behind me.

Gretchen.

More specifically—since Mrs. Grummund wanted specifics—they were staring at Gretchen’s right ear, which was bleeding like a stuck pig.

“What’s everyone looking at?” Gretchen asked, holding up the bloody toothpick, baffled as to why she was suddenly the center of attention.

“Congratulations, you’ve poked a hole in your ear,” I told her.

The sudden appearance of blood outside the body can really show you what people are made of. John Shultz, a six-foot-tall basketball star and school legend, puked; Mrs. Grummund just stood there with her hand clamped over her mouth. No one seemed to know what to do. But then I remembered the time when a hair stylist had accidentally nicked my ear with a scissor, making it bleed like mad. “Don’t worry, honey, it’s nothing,” she had told me. “The ears are the drama queens of the body.”

So I sucked it up and examined Gretchen’s ear. It was pretty gory. Her ear was filled with blood and it was overflowing and snaking down her jaw onto her clothes. I ran over to the sink, grabbed a few paper towels, and sopped up the blood. That hair stylist might not have been great at cutting hair, but she was 100 percent right about ears. After I mopped all the blood away, I saw that it came from the tiniest scrape.

Since I now appeared to be Gretchen’s self-appointed caregiver, Mrs. Grummund had me escort Gretchen to the nurse’s office. Before we left, I managed to pull the slide out from under the microscope and shove it into my back pocket.

At least I wouldn’t have to answer any more questions about epithelial cells. Now the only thing I had to worry about, besides Gretchen threatening to ask Mrs. Grummund if we could be permanent lab partners, was whether Mr. Boot’s “special guest” was a Moss Neck or a Boggedy Cat or some other terrifying creature, and what it would do to us if we ticked it off. Which, if history was any guide, we probably would.






2 THE LEFTOVERS TABLE


I was dying to talk to Annika and Crud about Mr. Boot’s message, but they were both in the eighth grade and I was in the seventh. That meant I had to wait until lunchtime to check in with them. And even then it would be tricky.

At lunch I took my usual seat at the Leftovers Table. It’s called the Leftovers Table because it’s where all the kids who don’t fit in at the other tables sit. We’re the friend-group refugees, our own little tribe of free-range weirdos.

Annika was sitting at the Goddess Table. That’s where the school’s beautiful people sit. While the rest of us are shoveling food in our face holes, the girls at the Goddess Table—with a carefully curated boy or two tossed in—laugh and whisper and play with each other’s hair. It looks like a slumber party has spontaneously erupted in the middle of a prison cafeteria.

Annika was sitting at the end of the table, laughing with the rest of them. With her fine-boned features and polished curtain of mahogany hair, Annika was easily the most beautiful of all the goddesses—something I don’t love to admit since she and I have a long and difficult history. It was only recently that we had called a truce, and had maybe even grown slightly fond of each other. Yes, it had taken a few scrapes with death to get us there, but never mind. To be honest, it irked me that Annika was still sitting at the Goddess Table after everything we’d been through together in the last few weeks. I had thought she’d join me at the Leftovers Table, like Crud had. We’d all become a team, really. But I guess Annika was too worried about what her glitterati friends would say if she started eating lunch with me, aka school pariah, and Crud, a supersized thug. Not to mention Ruth.

I glanced over at the table in the far corner—the Elsewhere Table, where the foreign exchange students sat.

The table where Tom used to sit.

Tom, the Imp.

It was stupid, I know, but there was a little part of me that half expected he’d just suddenly appear there again one day, wearing that dumb Viking hat, eating Twizzlers and grinning at me.

I glanced to the left and locked eyes with Leilani at the Goddess Table. She had caught me staring at Tom’s old spot. She lowered her eyelids to half-mast and shook her head in disgust. Then she leaned over to the girl next to her and whispered something. The girl’s eyes flickered toward me, her face squinching up with distaste.

“Hey, kid.”

I swiveled around to see Ruth plop down in the seat across from me. She was tall and gangly, with a shoulder-length pageboy, cut so sharply you could slice an apple on it.

“No word from him yet?” She pulled out a sub from a bag marked Rocco’s, the restaurant that her family owned.

“No word from who?” I asked.

Ruth tipped her head toward the Elsewhere Table, meowed, and then winked at me.

“I’m assuming you mean Tom?” I tried to keep my voice dignified.

“You assume correctly, my good woman.”

“Tom moved to Florida,” I lied.

I’m not proud of it, but I’m a decent liar. It comes from all those years of playing with the chess hustlers in Washington Square Park. They taught me how to read people’s body language at the chess tables. It’s important to pick up on those cues because, if you don’t, it can cost you a game. They taught me to notice if a player moves their pawn timidly or if they slide it across the board like a hero. If a player seems impatient, they might rush in to capture your queen without seeing the trap you laid for them. Playing with those hustlers was a master class in deceit.

“I’m really sorry, kid.” Ruth did sound sorry too, which embarrassed me. I didn’t love having her know how much I missed Tom. I shrugged and bit into my mozzarella and tomato sandwich.

A moment later Crud lumbered over to us, carrying a tray of school-lunch meatballs and spaghetti. Everyone on his side of the table shifted over to make room for his bulk, and also because they were a little afraid of him. He had a dangerous reputation in our school. Rumor was that he ate kittens (totally untrue) and that he tried to strangle one of his teachers (true, but there were extenuating circumstances).

“Hey,” he grunted at us.

Ruth stared down at his lunch pointedly.

“What?” Crud asked her.

“Yeah… so this garbage?” Ruth pointed at Crud’s tray of meatballs. “That’s not your lunch.”

She shoved Crud’s tray away from him with her index finger, as if it were a dead squirrel. Reaching into her Rocco’s bag, she pulled out a covered plastic dish, and placed it in front of him.

“This is your lunch.”

I shot Ruth a grateful smile. The girl was a good egg. Although Crud never said as much, I was pretty sure his family didn’t have a lot of money. For one thing, not many kids ate school lunch, and he wolfed that slop down. And for another, I know that he went to the library to do his homework, which probably meant he didn’t have a computer at home.

“Thanks,” Crud muttered with some embarrassment as he took the container of food and pulled back the lid. Inside was a hefty serving of chicken parmesan, with fat slices of Italian bread on the side. I saw his eyebrows twitch with pleasure.

“I’ll find a good home for this.” Ruth grabbed his tray and headed toward the trash can at the other end of the lunchroom.

“So,” Crud said to me quietly, “did you get a strange message today?”

“Yep. In Biology lab. Under the microscope.” We had to be very careful about what we said in public. We were still under Mr. Boot’s Gaggen-Shtoppin Spell, which meant we couldn’t speak openly about the club. If anyone overheard us, something unpleasant would invariably happen to shut us up. As in, a bunch of ceiling tiles might magically crash down on our skulls. Mr. Boot’s Gaggen-Shtoppin Spell took no prisoners.

“Any idea what it means?” Crud asked.

“Not a clue.”

He narrowed his eyes at me but said nothing.

“What?”

“You’re acting weird,” he said. “And not just because of the… you know, message. You’re acting weird weird.”

I hadn’t known Crud for very long, but in that short time we’d been through a lot together. It’s hard to hide stuff from someone when you have that kind of history with them.

“All right.” I sighed. I reached into my backpack, pulled out a bit of torn paper, and handed it to him. “I found it this morning. That’s why I’m acting weird weird.”






3 THE NOTE


On the door to my apartment building was a faded poster with a photo of my brother River. Above the photo were the words STILL MISSING. It never failed to make my heart pinch every time I saw his ten-year-old face looking back at me. His dark eyes seem poised on a question, as though he knew his life was about to take a strange turn.

And it did. One bright sunny morning, my brother vanished from Washington Square Park. For three years my dad and I searched for him. For three years we lived in hope that he was still alive, somewhere, but with each passing year that seemed more and more impossible. Then I joined the Last Chance Club, and impossible things, magical things, began to happen all the time. Suddenly the world was not what I’d thought it was. In fact, I had discovered that there were two worlds: our world, which was called the Hither, and another world that was hidden from us but just a hairsbreadth away, if you knew how to find it. That world was called the Nigh, and it was where River was, trapped, until I could find a way to get him home safely.

Crud read what was written on the scrap of paper I had handed him. “I don’t get it. What is this?”

“Someone wrote that in the corner of River’s poster.”

Scrawled across it, as if it were written in a hurry, was a note:


THERE MAY BE A WAY TO BRING HIM HOME. THE GOLDEN IMAGINARIUM.



“What’s the golden imaginarium?” Crud asked.

“I have no idea.”

“It sounds like a video game.” Crud turned to the kid across from us—a hard-core gamer. “Hey.”

The boy looked up from his lunch. His eyes widened when he saw who was talking to him.

“What’s the golden imaginarium?” Crud asked the kid.

“I, uh… what? A golden imaginarium? I, um…” He looked genuinely terrified, as though Crud was going to throttle him if he didn’t give him the right answer. “I’ve never heard of it. I’m sorry.”

Crud handed the note back to me. “I don’t know, Nell. I mean, it could just be someone messing with you.”

“Who would do that though?”

Crud raised an eyebrow, then jerked his chin toward the Goddess Table. “Take your pick.”

I sighed. He might be right. Any one of those girls, with the exception of Annika, might be vindictive enough to write that note. Still, the wording of the note seemed too on the nose. It didn’t say YOU CAN FIND HIM. It said THERE MAY BE A WAY TO BRING HIM HOME.

“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you guys.” Ruth plopped down in her seat and slapped her hands on the table. “It’s Spooktober week at the Barton Theater. Carnival of Souls is playing tonight. Who’s in?”

“I’d be up for that,” Crud said immediately.

I suspected Crud would be up for anything that Ruth suggested. Mani-pedis, parasailing. Anything.

“What about you, kid?” Ruth asked me.

“Nope. I hate horror movies.”

Which was true. But also, this thing sounded a lot like a date.

“Come on, Nell,” Crud said. “You should go.”

There was something in the way he looked at me, with his brows pinched tensely, that made me think he was not just being polite. In fact, it seemed like he was all-out pleading.

I hesitated, then said, “All right. Maybe.”

“I’m taking that as a yes,” Ruth said. “Let’s meet outside the theater at five.”

We spent the rest of lunch discussing whether or not to come to school in costume for Halloween on Monday—a definite no for me, since I’m allergic to people looking at me. Ruth was all over the idea though. She ran through her list of possible costumes, from Cruella de Vil to Rosie the Riveter. She apparently had a wardrobe that rivaled the Met costume gallery.

She snapped her fingers. “Oh, I have the perfect thing for you!” she said to Crud. “Picture this.” She spread out her hands and waved them over Crud. “Black silk cape with red lining. Droopy hood.”

“Vampire?”

“Vampire?! Please. No, I’m thinking sorcerer!”

Crud and I exchanged a quick glance of amusement, which Ruth caught.

“Okay, okay, I mean, it’s not etched in stone or anything,” Ruth said, misreading our expressions. “I also have a giant avocado costume that I’m pretty sure you could squeeze into.”






4 THE FOUR-HEADED WEIRDO


The Last Chance Club met every afternoon in Room 101, which was the kindergarten classroom. Crud was already there when I arrived. He was standing by the glass aquarium tank, his arms folded across his barrel chest as he stared at a very fat hamster in the cage. It hadn’t been there the day before.

“What do you think?” Crud squinted suspiciously at the hamster.

I crouched down and peered into the cage. The hamster waddled over to the plastic wheel and made a sad attempt to squeeze its pudgy body underneath it, only succeeding in tipping the wheel over.

“I think someone should ease up on its kibble.”

“No, I mean do you think it’s actually a hamster?” Crud asked.

“Ohhh!” I looked at Crud with wide eyes, realizing what he meant. “Right.”

The last class pet had been a deranged Magician from the Nigh that Mr. Boot had turned into a ferret, so it wasn’t out of the question that this hamster might be something other than a hamster.

I looked at it again more carefully. “Hard to tell,” I said. “We can ask Mr. Boot.”

Crud shook his head. “Boot didn’t warn us that the ferret was really a Magician, did he? And that Magician almost dropped an apartment building on your head.”

That was true actually.

“I have an idea.” Crud unzipped his backpack and fished around in it. “There’s this spell I’ve been practicing….” He pulled out a thick book. It had a dark blue cover, and in gold lettering were the words Last Chance Club Handbook, 112th Edition.

“That thing is the size of a cinder block,” I said.

“Yeah, I know. It’s a beast. Every time I open it, there’s, like, ten more pages filled with spells.”

The club’s handbooks grew on their own and at their own pace, depending on how skillful you were at magic. The better you became, the more spells it gave you. My handbook was about as thin as a comic book, a fact that definitely worried me.

“I’ve got loads of animation spells and illusion spells,” Crud said. “Plus a bunch of protective wards and some weird spells too, like one that makes you grow a full beard in three seconds. I wouldn’t mind getting one of those floating spells though.”

“A spell that makes you float?”

“Nah, I have one of those. I’m talking about a spell that floats from person to person. Only one person at a time is able to use it. Mr. Boot said they’re really rare.”

“I don’t remember him talking about floating spells.”

“I stayed late one time to get extra help with a protective ward and he told me about it then.”

“Oh.” I swallowed back my jealousy. I was an A student in all my classes. I mean, I barely even studied. But in the Last Chance Club, I was a disaster, a total brick.

“All right, let me see if I can find the spell I need….” With a thud, Crud plunked his handbook on one of the tiny kindergarten desks and began to flip through the pages.

The door opened and Annika strode into the room. “Boot not here yet?”

I shook my head.

“So who do you think this special visitor is?” She flung her backpack on the ground. “Probably some weirdo freak. A guy with four heads and with legs like a rooster.” Noticing that Crud hadn’t even been listening, she turned to me. “What’s with him?”

“He thinks Mr. Boot might have put the hamster under a spell.”

“Like that ferret?” She walked over to the cage and looked at the hamster, who was now stuffing a baby carrot in its mouth.

“Hey!” Annika tapped on the glass and the hamster jerked its head up to look at her. “You hiding anyone in that hamster suit, Nibbles?”

“Here it is.” Crud jabbed at a page in his handbook. After studying the spell for a moment, he took out a pair of chopsticks from his backpack. The chopsticks were our “magic wands.” Mr. Boot had explained that chopsticks were good at conducting magic, especially for beginners like us. That’s because they’re made of white spruce, a very snoozy type of wood that’s only half awake (we had learned the hard way that even inanimate things were actually very much alive), so that the magic it produces is reliable. Very little chance of magical accidents.

Crud took the lid off the hamster’s cage and gently scooped up the hamster. Holding it in the palm of his hand, Crud made several quick flourishes with his chopsticks. For a big lug of a guy, his movements were remarkably graceful and quick. In his hands, the chopsticks danced in the air, creating a spray of sparks that fizzled into smoky green vapor trails. It was a complicated spell, but Crud made it look effortless. It was no wonder his handbook was so massive.

“That’s the Oofen Mumzer Spell.” Annika nodded knowingly.

I guessed her handbook included this spell too. I felt a wave of dismay.

With a startled squeak, the hamster began to rise in the air, its little legs paddling, as though it thought it had suddenly been plopped into a swimming pool.

“How can you tell if Boot put a spell on him?” I asked.

“When you turn someone into an animal,” Crud said, “they’re tethered to a particular spot by a Shnoor.”

“A Shnoor is a magical cord,” Annika explained to me, which I resented very much. “Looks like tinsel.”

“You really don’t want to snap the Shnoor,” Crud continued, “because then you break the spell, which means you might come face to face with something really nasty. So”—he glided his chopsticks to the right and the airborne hamster drifted to the right as well—“if we move the hamster to the outer edges of the Shnoor’s reach, the Oofen Mumzer Spell will reveal the cord and we’ll know if this little guy is under a spell.”

“Better hurry up, Crud,” I said. “If Boot walks in, he won’t be happy about us snooping around his spell.”

And of course, wouldn’t you know it, at that moment the classroom door swung open.

Crud was so startled that he dropped his chopsticks, and the hamster dive-bombed to the ground.

“Oh no! No, no, no!” Crud cried out in anguish, crumpling to the floor beside the hamster. He put a hand on the little creature and, after a moment, choked out, “He’s not breathing. I’ve killed him, I’ve killed him!”

It wasn’t Mr. Boot who had entered the classroom, after all. It was a boy with a wild cap of curly hay-colored hair and thick black eyebrows. As he walked, there was a slap-slap sound from his left sneaker, the sole of which was partially detached. He was holding a purple plastic rectangular gadget with a digital display. Behind him were a bunch of other kids, all holding things that looked like defective science-fair projects—walkie-talkies wrapped in tin foil, a circuit board with wires hanging off it. One of them held a TV remote control attached to a Magic 8 Ball.

“We’ll need to have a look around this room,” the kid with the curly hair said officiously. He looked to be about ten at the most, and so skinny Crud could have snapped him like a pretzel stick. His voice was scratchy and high, so it sounded like it belonged to an old lady who had smoked for sixty years. Despite all this, he was clearly the leader of this ragtag group, who were bunched up behind him, peering into the room excitedly.

“Who are you clowns?” Annika stepped right up to the boy, arms crossed.

“That’s not your concern,” the boy answered.

I had to give it to the kid. If a girl who looked like Annika challenged most boys his age, they’d be reduced to a puddle of slobber. Not this kid. He acted like a hard-boiled police chief.

“Wait, I know who you are,” Annika said. “You guys are the Boo Crew.”

“What’s the Boo Crew?” I asked.

“It’s this nerd club that hunts ghosts,” Annika explained. “You’re Ben McElray’s little brother, right?” she said to the leader. “Justin or Jarvis or something…?”

“Jordan,” he corrected. “And we’re paranormal investigators.” He held up his gizmo and waved it around the room while staring at the display. “My EMF detector is getting strong readings from this room.”

I exchanged a nervous glance with Annika. Was it possible this kid’s Spook-O-Meter had picked up Crud’s magic?

“This is a community service club. We do volunteer work,” I told him. “There’s nothing paranormal happening here.”

Which of course was a big fat lie.

“All right, you guys, scram.” Annika herded them out of the room, even as Jordan declared very dramatically, “The Boo Crew will be back! My detector doesn’t lie!”

Once they were gone, I turned to Crud, who was still kneeling on the floor holding the hamster and sobbing.

“Are you sure he’s dead?” I asked. “Maybe he’s just in shock or something.”

Crud shook his head. “He’s dead. I killed him! Stupid, stupid, stupid!” He pounded his fist against his chest so hard I was afraid he’d crack his sternum.

“It’s just a hamster, Crud,” Annika said. “They have a lifespan of about ten minutes.” Crud shot her a pained look.

“Unless,” she added slowly, “it actually was a person who’d been turned into a hamster. Then I guess you could call it murder.”

“Annika!” I hissed a warning, even though I realized she might be right. I turned back to Crud and asked, “Was it? A person?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I hadn’t finished the spell. I guess it could have been a person.”

I noticed that the thought of having killed a person appeared to be somewhat less agonizing to him than the notion of having killed a hamster.

“If you killed someone that Mr. Boot put a spell on,” Annika said, “he’ll probably turn you into a crouton and toss you to a pigeon.”

“Seriously, Annika, you’re not making this any better,” I warned.

“I’m just saying, Boot is not going to be happy about any of this. Neither is the four-headed weirdo with rooster legs.”

“Do you think that Spook-O-Meter thing really picked up on our magic?” I wondered.

“I think it picked up on me,” said a voice in the back of the room.

We all turned. Sitting in the rocking chair in the reading nook was a very thin teenaged boy with a mop of dark hair and sharp cheekbones. He was maybe eighteen or so and was wearing jeans and a pink T-shirt with a picture of a gaming controller, underneath which were the words, I paused my game for this?

The kindergarten room was not large. There was no way we wouldn’t have noticed him. Yet none of us had.

“Where did you come from?” Annika asked.

“I’ve been sitting here all along. Watching you guys.” He stretched his long legs out.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I’m the four-headed weirdo.”






5 TERRANCE


We barely had time to let this sink in, when the door opened again. This time it was Mr. Boot. Dressed in a dark suit, yellow tie, and carrying a worn brown briefcase, he walked briskly into the room but stopped short when he saw the teenager in the rocking chair.

“Ah. Terrance.” Mr. Boot raised his hand in an awkward greeting. “Please excuse me for being late.”

Annika and I exchanged glances. Mr. Boot was acting very strangely. In fact, he was acting as though he was scared, which was very un-Boot-like.

“No problem!” said Terrance cheerfully, exposing one crooked incisor. “It’s given me a chance to get to know these fine youngsters.”

Youngsters! The guy must have only been a few years older than us.

“Oh yes, yes, they’re certainly…” He looked at us warily, as though he were trying to figure out just how much damage we had done in his absence. “They’re a decent group of—” His eyes fell on Crud, who was still on the floor with the dead hamster in his hands.

“What’s happened here?” Mr. Boot asked sternly. The old Mr. Boot had abruptly returned.

Crud got to his feet, his giant paws cupped around the hamster, and he opened his mouth to explain. But before Crud could get a word out, Terrance said, “Funny story about that.”

Terrance hopped out of the rocking chair and sauntered over to Crud. He had a slump-shouldered, loose-limbed way of walking, as though he hadn’t quite figured out how to manage his long arms and legs.

I held my breath for what would come next. If this guy had been sitting back there all along, he must have seen Crud put the spell on the hamster.

“Well,” said Terrance, “it seems like this rabbit got caught—”

“Hamster,” Crud corrected him.

“Oh sorry, it’s been a while since I’ve been down here. Yeah, this hamster got caught under his… spinny whatchamacallit and he had a little shock.”

Terrance took the hamster out of Crud’s hands and studied the lifeless little thing. He puffed up his cheeks and gently blew on the hamster.

For a few seconds nothing happened. Then the hamster’s hind legs kicked out. I watched in shock as it struggled to right itself, finally managing to sit back on its chubby haunches. Its pink paws swiped over its snout as it cleaned itself.

Crud, Annika, and I all gawped at Terrance. That hamster had 100 percent gone to the big toilet paper roll in the sky. And this guy, Terrance, had brought a dead hamster back to life.

Or possibly he had brought a dead person who had been turned into a hamster back to life.

“All better now, little…” Terrance frowned at the hamster, as though trying to remember what it was called again, and finally settled on, “… little animal thingy?” He handed the hamster back to Crud, who, dumbstruck, gently placed it in its cage, whereupon the hamster immediately grabbed a baby carrot and began eating.

“So!” Terrance clapped his hands. “Now that we’re all acquainted, let’s get down to business.” He looked at Crud, Annika, and me. “I’m assuming Mr. Boot explained what’s about to happen.”

“Well, actually, I didn’t have a chance to,” Mr. Boot said hesitantly. “I only got word from the AOA this morning—”
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