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The Leather Bag


Jared figured it was now or never. They’d been in the old Italian church for an eternity. So the minute his mom was finally done talking about the painting of the saint with his hands tied behind his back and all the arrows sticking through his chest, he headed down the center aisle, hurried past the pews where old women were kneeling, and grabbed his skateboard from the entrance to the gloomy chiesa. The white-haired signora selling postcards at the entryway slid her glasses down her nose and squinted at him disapprovingly as he hopped onto the deck of his board, pushed through the velvet curtains, and burst out into the open space of the Venetian square.


It was a week till Carnevale, Venice’s huge costume party, and everywhere Jared looked, people were already wandering around in fancy getups.


“Whoa! Whoops! Sorry!” he called out to a woman in green face paint standing on a box, where German tourists dropped coins into a basket at her feet. The back wheels of his skateboard had knocked her basket flying. She glared at him, the Medusa-like lengths she’d woven her hair into quivering. Behind her, Jared could see his sister Shireen hurrying out of the shadowy entrance to the church and onto the square. She was about his size. They had the same brown eyes and thick black hair. Sometimes people mistook them for twins, and that drove him crazy—she wasn’t like him in any other way, and plus, he was a year older.


“Jared!” he could hear Shireen yelling as he whizzed past a café table ringed with girls in voluminous ball gowns drinking cappuccinos and texting on their cell phones. He crouched low on his board, ignored his sister, and sped toward the embankment fronting the deep waters of the Venetian lagoon.


“Jared!” Shireen shouted again. “Mom! Tell him to stop!”


But he’d had enough. They’d been in the church for an hour. And tomorrow they’d go to another one to look at more paintings. And the day after that, another. He dropped his heel and pushed again. Up ahead he saw a lumbering vaporetto force its way between crowds of bobbing gondolas.


“Ja-red! Stop! That’s the wrong boat!”


He glanced over his shoulder as the wheels of his board spattered a knot of pigeons with a spray of lagoon water that had spilled over at high tide. Shireen was forcing her way through the crush of people milling around. His mother and his youngest sister, Miranda, were a few steps behind, Miranda craning her neck back to get one last look at the Medusa lady on her box.


“The number eighty-two, Jared!” Shireen was pointing furiously at a vaporetto docking one platform farther down. The breeze had caught her dark hair, wrapping its ends around her face.


“We need to take the eighty-two! The number one takes forever!”


Jared turned his back on Shireen, pulled his ski cap lower, and eased his weight on the board. He’d reached the wooden ramp stretching out to the vaporetto stop. With one hard kick of his heel he popped his skateboard into the air, tucked it under his arm, and maneuvered through a thicket of luggage-toting grown-ups exiting the boat. “MOM!” He heard Shireen’s protest lifting through the air as he pushed through the doors of the vaporetto cabin and grabbed a seat, grinning to himself.
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The drizzle started falling as the vaporetto crept down the curving length of the Grand Canal, pulling in at every stop. Now Shireen was really steaming.


“You’re such an idiot,” she hissed to Jared. “How long have we been here? And you still don’t know the difference between the number eighty-two and the number one?”


Jared looked up at the route board screwed above the cabin door. He hated to admit it, but Shireen was right. The number one did take forever. Eleven stops down. Seven more to go. He spun the wheels of his skateboard against his hand and gave her a sheepish “Sorry.”


“Not good enough!” Shireen frowned back. “What if it’s closed? It’s Wednesday, remember?”


It took him a second. Wednesday? Then it hit him. Wednesday in Italy wasn’t like Wednesday in America. Stores here closed at all sorts of weird hours. On Wednesdays they were barely open at all.


Ugh.


Miranda looked from Shireen to Jared. “Mom?” She leaned forward in her seat to catch her mother’s eye. “Is the bookstore closed already? It can’t be closed. It’s the only one in Venice.”


Meaning, Jared thought, the only English bookstore in Venice. Miranda and Shireen had been making lists for a week, ever since their mother told them about it. He couldn’t blame them. Italian TV was awful.


“We’ll see,” their mother answered, her lips pressed a bit tight. His sisters glared at him. He pulled his skateboard in to his chest and slunk down in his seat as the vaporetto went chugging down the canal.


Three-quarters of an hour later, no one was any happier. The vaporetto had finally let them off, and then there were fifteen minutes of turning down skinny little side alleys, climbing over canal bridges, and angling across tiny campos rimmed by shuttered stores. Jared couldn’t even skate. It was pointless. The drizzle had turned into a cold, hard winter rain, so it would be suicide to try to ollie up the steps of the bridges. Half an inch of water was sluicing across the alleyways. They were getting drenched.


Their mother pulled them up to shelter in the tunnel of a long covered alley running alongside a wide campo. Jared could just barely make out the name of the square painted on the wall of a building on the far side: GHETTO NUOVO.


“We’re here!” he announced happily. His sisters looked at their mother expectantly. She pointed wordlessly at a storefront off to the right. There were no lights on inside. A metal shutter had been drawn over the door. The English bookstore was closed.


A wind gust swirled down the sheltered calle, rushing freezing pages of rain over them. They scurried back.


“Thanks a lot!” Shireen fumed at Jared as she wiped the water off her face.


Then Miranda saw it. “Mom, look!” She pointed at a glimmer of light that was shining through the windows of the store next to the bookshop. “That one’s open. Maybe we can go in there while we wait for the rain to let up.”


Their mother sized up the distance across the exposed square. Another swirl of rain-chasing wind from the back of the calle made up her mind.


“Right,” she said, grabbing Miranda’s hand. “Let’s go.”
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“Mi dispiace,” their mother apologized to the old man sitting behind the wooden counter of the shop as the bell-tinkling door closed behind them. Water was dripping from the ends of their scarves and pooling on the marble floor.


“Prego.” He smiled. “Welcome.” He had a white beard. A pair of little round glasses perched on the end of his nose. Behind the wire-rimmed lenses his blue eyes gleamed with pleasure at the sight of the children. A black cat curled at his feet blinked at them as they stood there awkwardly. The shopkeeper disappeared briefly into a back room and came back out holding a towel. “Please.” He smiled again, handing it to their mother. “For the children.” She took it from him and briskly toweled Shireen and Miranda off. Jared held his hand out for the towel before she could do him. He wiped his face and dried off his skateboard.


“Thank you,” their mother said, handing the towel back to the man. “You’re very kind.”


“No,” he responded, “it’s nothing. The rain is bad.” Jared noticed that he seemed to be studying them intently over the rims of his glasses, like he was trying to work something out. Well, it wasn’t the first time that had happened, though it still bugged Shireen if people were too obvious about it. “We’re adopted, okay?!” she’d blurted to a cashier in a Kroger Food and Drug at home when she caught the lady staring at them as they stood together in line: Miranda, a blond, blue-eyed, round-faced miniature version of their mother; she and Jared with their black hair, brown eyes, brown skin. “Me and him! We’re adopted. From India. Get it?” But it didn’t really bother Jared anymore. People got used to it. After a while, they forgot. And besides, no one at the skate park cared. So he just folded his wet ski cap into his coat pocket, propped his skateboard in a corner by the door, and was turning to check out the contents of the shop when he realized something.


The old man wasn’t looking at them as though he thought they were an odd grouping—it was more like he’d been waiting for someone exactly like them. Like he’d been expecting them.


The old man caught Jared eyeing him and gave him a quick wink, then turned back to their mother. “So, signora, can I help you with anything?”


“No,” she admitted, “we’re really just escaping from the rain.” She gestured out the window to the torrential downpour.


“Prego,” he said again. “Stay as long as you want.” With another welcoming nod of his head, he returned to the book he’d been reading at his counter.


It was one of those dark little shops they’d seen all around the back neighborhoods of Venice, jammed full of masks for a Carnevale of fifty or a hundred years ago: lion-faced masks, jesters’ masks, and simple black-ribboned masks for hiding your eyes. The shelves were stacked with brass candlesticks; embroidered scarves; velvet slippers; big blue bowls of mismatched, multicolored glass Murano beads; and really old portrait paintings of ancient bearded Venetian men in bright cloaks and red skullcaps. The doges of Venice, Mom had taught them, were like dukes, and were the only ones who wore those caps. Stacks of musty books were piled in every corner. The wall behind the old man’s desk was covered with framed maps of Venice drawn in black ink on yellowing parchment. At the opposite end there was a statue made of blue porcelain, almost life-size, holding a fraying leather bag.


“Marco Polo!” Miranda exclaimed, looking to their mother for confirmation. “Look, Mom, that’s Marco Polo, right?”


She studied the statue for a few seconds and nodded. It was Marco Polo, the thirteenth-century explorer who’d spent years crossing half the world from Venice to Asia until he’d finally arrived at the court of the Great Khan. He’d been the first person they had to study in their homeschool class on Venetian history when they’d arrived in Italy back in January. After Marco finally came home to Venice, he’d written a book about all the things he’d seen: the strange animals; the horse-riding warrior clans; the spicy, steaming food.


But what had captured Jared’s attention now wasn’t history—it was the leather bag clutched in the statue’s hand. Something was flashing inside it. He waited until their mom had wandered off to flip through a pile of maps, then crossed over to the statue. He quickly peeked over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching, then reached inside the leather pouch.


There! There it was again!


“Shireen, Miranda,” he whispered, “come on, take a look!” The coast was clear: The storekeeper was over with their mother, talking to her about the maps she was paging through.


“What is it?” Miranda asked, standing at his elbow.


“Treasure!” he answered. He widened the mouth of the bag to get a better look. It was full of rings, coins, oddly marked dice, gold-colored balls, little stoppered glass vials, writing nibs, and other stray things.


“Hey, cut that out,” Shireen whispered furiously, glancing back at their mother. “You’ll get us in trouble.”
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“Hang on,” Jared said, digging his hand deeper into the bag. “I saw something in there.”


“What? It’s tourist junk!”


“No, I saw a light!” He tipped the bag to show his sisters—and there! He was sure he’d seen it again! Somewhere deep inside the trove of coins and dice and cold glass balls, a golden light was gleaming. And there it was again! And there! Coming from two or three corners of the leather sack. Jared had started to scoop the top layer of treasures out when he heard a voice behind him and stiffened.


“What have you found?” It was the shopkeeper. He’d left Mom studying a map he’d suggested and come over without their noticing. Jared blinked dumbly at the old man, the heat rising in his face. His hand was frozen in the bag. He knew what it looked like. He was aching to just grab his skateboard from the door and get out of there before he got into more trouble. But he was trapped.


The look on the old man’s face wasn’t angry, though. “Come, ragazzo,” he said, looking Jared in the eye. “I know you are not a thief. It is only . . .” He paused, and it seemed like he was weighing his words carefully. “You are drawn to these things. Yes, you are drawn to them.” He was giving Jared that strange look again. “Very well,” he finally announced. “I make this agreement with you: You may have one thing from the bag. No charge. Each of you. But first you must tell me what the statue holds.”


The words were out of Miranda’s mouth before she had thought about them. She wasn’t trying to win anything from the bag. She just loved answering questions, especially when she thought she was right. “It’s Marco Polo’s treasure. He brought it back from China.”


“No, it’s not,” Shireen interrupted. “That stuff would be worth a fortune.” She pushed her wet bangs out of her eyes. “It’s got to be in a museum somewhere. Not here.”


“You are right.” The old man turned to Shireen. He didn’t seem put out by her response. “Your little sister made a good guess, but it is true, I don’t sell such precious things. So what do you think it is?”


“Kid stuff,” Shireen answered, narrowing her eyes at Jared. “It’s for children to look at while grown-ups shop for real things.”


“That is half right,” the shopkeeper said slowly. The black cat had stalked over and was eyeing them all curiously. “These things are just for children. Just for kids,” he added, as if amused by the word. “But they are real. Very much real. Still, I think you have guessed it close enough. You may pick. But I think maybe you shouldn’t look. It would be hard to choose. Just reach in, and whatever you pull out is yours.” He paused again. “Yes, that is best. Let us see what the bag gives you.”


Shireen frowned. He was acting too mysterious. It was just a bag of tourist junk.


Miranda wasn’t waiting, though. Before her siblings could say anything else, she closed her eyes, reached inside the leather bag, and pulled out the first thing she touched. Jared couldn’t believe it. It was a ring, and it was gleaming. Or, at least, it was when she pulled it from the bag. He could see its bright light as she plucked it out. But the moment it was free of the bag, the light went out, as though cold water had been thrown on it.


This time, though, Shireen had seen the flash of light. Her eyes widened.


“You see,” the old man said gently. “What is in the bag is real. Quick, now—your mother will be finished with the maps soon, and like I say, these things are just for children. Now you must take your turn. And the boy, too. Subito. Quick. It is our secret.”
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The Most Powerful Thing of All


Jared couldn’t believe it. Shireen had snagged one too. She’d stepped up to the statue, darted a cautious look across the store to make sure Mom was still busy, then pulled out another ring. This one had some kind of emblem or design on its crown, and it also glowed briefly with light before growing dim. Shireen closed it in her hand, a look of amazement in her eyes.


Now it was his turn. Jared plunged his hand into the bag, but no matter where he reached, he couldn’t find a ring. His hand was starting to sweat. The coins and dice he touched were slithering away. Any moment now, their mother was going to look over and see what they were up to. He groped around desperately. There was no way he was going to let his sisters beat him at this. And then he felt it! A perfect circle of cold metal. But as he tried to take it, the ring slipped out of his fingers. His hand was too sweaty. He was about to give up—he’d rather have nothing than pull out some worthless writing quill or marble—when the old man reached into the bag and said, “Here, let me help you.” He guided Jared’s hand to the very bottom and said, “There, it is there; take it.” Jared’s fingers closed on something, and he pulled it from the bag without knowing what he’d picked. He took a breath and unclenched his fingers.


It was a dull brown wooden cube. One of the dice. He dropped it back in the bag in disgust.


“No, ragazzo, no,” the old man whispered in his ear. “Look again.” Deep in the leather pouch, the wooden die was teetering on its edge against a slide of coins and tiny perfume bottles. For a second it lit up with an amber light, as if a minute lantern had been switched on inside it. Then it rolled over and the glow extinguished. But Jared had seen the light. He grabbed the die.


And then time ran out. Their mother was holding up a map, calling the shopkeeper over. The kids stuffed their treasures into their pockets and hurried over to join her, grinning crazily.


“What is it of?” Shireen asked, trying to act nonchalant as she looked at the map her mother had spread out on the countertop. It showed a green countryside bordering on the sea. A gray path stretched across the green land from one side of the map to the other. There were numbers on the path, inked in a medieval-looking script, from one to thirty-seven, and beside each number, colorful drawings: a castle, a monk sitting by a well, a water mill, a strumming troubador, a knight on a horse, lots of churches.


“It’s one of the pilgrim routes to Santiago de Compostela, in Spain,” their mother answered, a smile lighting her face as she gently touched the old parchment. “See? It starts here, in France.” She pointed to the drawing of a walled town beside the number one. “And it ends in Santiago, at the cathedral. Every number is a place to stop along the way. People have been performing the pilgrimage—walking this route—for more than a thousand years.”


“Cool,” Shireen said.


“But why do they do it?” Miranda piped up.


“Because the body of Saint James, one of the apostles, is supposed to be buried at the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, and some people think it’s holy. A relic. What do you think? The shopkeeper recommended it. Will Dad like it? I’m thinking of getting it for his birthday.”


“Yes,” Shireen answered. “Definitely. He’ll love it. It’s beautiful.”


Their mother paid the shopkeeper. He was going to have the map framed and delivered to their apartment in time for Dad’s birthday next week. They were about to head off—the rain outside had finally let up—when the old man stepped into a room at the back of the store. He came out holding an ancient-looking leather-bound book.


“For the children,” he said, handing the slim volume to their mother. “A souvenir.”


“Oh!” she exclaimed. “Are you sure?”


He nodded while she opened the cover. The pages were made of yellowing parchment, covered in a fading handwritten script.


“It’s in Latin,” she said. “The kids don’t read Latin. Well, not much. My husband’s teaching them, but they’re just beginning.” She sized him up a little uncertainly. “I don’t know what we’d do with it. Isn’t it valuable? A book this old?”


“You will find a use,” he answered quietly. “Please, signora, take it for the children. You will make an old man happy.”
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By the time they got back to the apartment, Dad was home. He’d spent the day at the university on San Servolo, one of the islands scattered across the Venetian lagoon. Back in the States, he taught history at the college in their hometown. But now he’d taken a job as a visiting professor in Venice for a semester while he worked on a book about the doges, the ancient dukes of Venice.


It had seemed like a cool idea at first. Dad had promised to take them to an Italian soccer match every couple of weeks. Cruising around everywhere on boats instead of being thrown in the back of a minivan definitely sounded like an upgrade. And Italian gelato was supposedly the best ice cream in the world. But after two months Jared had had enough. His cell phone didn’t work in Italy. His parents had made him leave his Xbox at home. They didn’t even have a laptop in the apartment to Skype with their friends in the States. Worst of all, he had to share a bedroom with Shireen and Miranda.


“You’re kidding!” he’d blurted out when they’d first arrived and he’d realized that the apartment had only two bedrooms. Mom and Dad were dropping off their suitcases in one of them and steering him and his sisters into the other. He’d begged them to let him stretch a sheet across the living room and live in a corner with his skateboard and a sleeping bag, but they’d refused.


No question about it. Venice was a bust.


Until today.


Jared slipped his hand into his pocket while Dad gave Mom and the girls kisses and then waved them all into the kitchen, where pasta was already boiling. The die was still there, deep in his pocket, hard and angular against his fingertips. Had it lit back up? He was aching to take it out to see. But not now, not with his parents around. He’d have to wait until later, after bedtime, when he and his sisters could get a serious look at what they’d found.
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After supper Dad started flipping through the book the old man had given them. He squared his glasses on his nose and concentrated on the script. His lips moved silently while he translated the Latin in his head. “It’s a story,” he finally said, “about the Arabian Nights. You know—Aladdin, Sinbad, all those tales. It’s about a bookseller from a really long time ago who got his hands on a copy of the Arabian Nights and set off on an adventure with his nephew.” He paused. “Are you sure the shopkeeper said we could keep this? It looks pretty rare to me. It has to be worth something. Maybe we should take it back.”


“You can’t take it back!” Miranda broke in, her eyebrows furrowing.


“Excuse me?” Dad answered.


“It’s ours! The old man gave it to us, me and Shireen and Jared. You can’t take it back!”


“Miranda.” He gazed firmly at her. “Your mom and I will make that decision. Not you. What were you doing there anyway?” he asked. “I thought you were going to the English bookstore.”


Jared frowned across the supper table at Miranda. Why was she making such a big deal out of the book? The book was not important. The last thing they needed was for their father to start asking too many questions about what they’d been up to at the store.


“We were just killing time while the rain blew over,” their mother called out from the sink. “Right, kids?” she added, giving them one of those remember-we’re-a-team looks.


Shireen blinked at her. Why was she covering for them? And then she remembered: Dad’s birthday present. Mom wanted to keep it a secret.


“Maybe the shopkeeper just gave us the book because we didn’t buy anything,” she volunteered. “He wanted to make us think he had interesting things in his shop. So we’d come back. You know, kind of like advertising. I bet Mom told him you were a professor. He’s probably got tons of old books like that in the back of his shop.”


“Boxloads,” Jared chipped in. “I saw them.”


“No, you didn’t!” Miranda interrupted. “We spent the whole time over at the . . . Ouch! He kicked me!” she yelled. “Jared kicked me!”


“Didn’t,” Jared lied.


“Yes, you did!” Her eyes narrowed angrily. “Mom! Dad!”
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They were in the bathroom, brushing their teeth. Jared had timed the kick just right. The squabbling had gone on for five minutes, until Mom and Dad had had enough and sent them off to get ready for bed. There’d been no more questions about what they’d been doing at the store.


“I wasn’t going to tell them,” Miranda muttered as she put her toothbrush away. “I’m not stupid.”


“Sorry,” Jared said with a shrug. “We couldn’t take the chance.”


Miranda made a face at him and stalked off to the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.


“Pretty cool, huh?” Jared turned to Shireen.


“What?”


“Oh, come on. You know, our stuff—your ring, my die. Don’t pretend now like you don’t care! You saw how they lit up. Maybe we can figure out what they are after lights-out.”


Shireen smiled to herself but didn’t say anything. She took a minute to put her long black hair in a ponytail, eyeing her reflection approvingly in the bathroom mirror. “So maybe you’re not such an idiot,” she said as she brushed past Jared. “At least, not all the time.”


The bedroom was just big enough to squeeze three beds into. One to the left of the door; one against the far wall, where the ceiling sloped down almost to the floor; one opposite the walk-in closet. That was the best bed, because there was a skylight above it. At night, when the sky was clear, you could lie under it and look right up at the stars, listening to the church bells tolling over the roofs and towers of the city. Jared had been the first one to claim that bed after their mom and dad had turned down his idea of camping out in the living room, but Shireen and Miranda had protested. So now they rotated, each one getting it for a week at a time. Tonight Miranda had it, and when Jared and Shireen came in, she was already tucked in under the covers, staring up at the skylight expectantly, as if she was waiting for something to happen. Their father followed a minute later and made space for himself to sit down next to Miranda. He had the book from the store in his hands.


“I thought I’d read some of it for you,” he announced.


“We can keep it?” Miranda asked excitedly, pushing herself up to a sitting position.


“For now, yes,” their father affirmed. “Your mom and I talked about it.”


Jared groaned. How long was this going to take? Over on her bed, Shireen was mouthing something to him while their dad opened the leather binding to the first page and took a minute to get the Latin straight.


What? Jared mouthed back.


Act sleepy, she mouthed, miming a yawn.


Jared grinned in agreement. Okay, so she was just as curious as him, no matter how superior she acted.


Dad rubbed his palm against his bearded cheek, and began. “On the thousand and first night, when Scheherazade had told the emperor her last tale—”


“Scheherazade?” Miranda asked. “Who’s she?”


“The princess whom the emperor was going to marry. She knew that he was crazy. He’d been married lots of times, and the day after each wedding he always had his new wife put to death. So when Scheherazade found out that she was next, she made a deal. Every night she’d tell the emperor a story. If she could keep him interested for a thousand and one nights, he’d spare her life. That’s where the real title comes from—it’s not really called the Arabian Nights; it’s One Thousand and One Nights.”


“And it worked?” Shireen asked fake-dozily, opening her mouth in an enormous yawn.


“Yes,” he replied. “It worked. Are you tired?”


“A bit.” She yawned again.


“Me too,” Jared added, giving a tonsil-baring yawn himself.


“Hmm.” Dad gave them a quizzical look. They never went to sleep this early. He found his place in the book and started again.


“On the thousand and first night, when Scheherazade had told the emperor her last tale, the great ruler clapped his hands and summoned his court scribes. ‘Write them down,’ he commanded. ‘Every tale. Make me a book of all these stories. Send copies to every corner of my empire. I wish all the world to know that Scheherazade, my empress, is the queen of storytellers.’ When the work was done, the copies of the books, each stamped with the emperor’s seal, were loaded aboard sailing ships, packed in camel bags, slipped into the carrying satchels of the fastest horse-riders of all the empire, and sent off, north, west, east, and south, one to each city of the emperor’s vast realm. Now one of these books was sent across the Mediterranean Sea, to the city of Almeria, in al-Andalus—”


“Al-Andalus?” Miranda interrupted again. She had her hands behind her head, elbows out, and was staring dreamily up through the skylight into the winter night.


“Spain,” Dad explained. “It was part of the Islamic empire for hundreds of years, all through the Middle Ages.”


Jared took advantage of the break to yawn hugely again. “Man, oh man, I am so exhausted!”


Their father ignored him. “Now, one of these books,” he translated, “was sent across the Mediterranean Sea, to the city of Almeria, in al-Andalus, where after many years it fell into the hands of the famous book merchant, Mounir al-Mari. Mounir had traveled every quarter of the Mediterranean, buying and selling books, from Alexandria to Marseille, Istanbul to Tangiers, but never had he seen so precious a manuscript. ‘We shall sell it for a mountain of gold,’ he told his nephew, Rashid, the day they boarded a ship to set out on their newest bookselling voyage—”


“All that running around in the rain,” Jared broke in. “I’m wiped.”


“Jared?” Dad said, putting the book down. “Are you trying to tell me something?”


“We’re just tired, Dad.” Shireen smiled sweetly.


“I’m not!” Miranda objected.


“Well, we are!” Shireen snapped back, staring daggers at her sister. Jared was right, she thought. Did they have to share a room with a nine-year-old?


Their father closed the book. “Okay,” he said, “I’ll read more tomorrow. Miranda, we’ll start earlier.” She started to protest, but he hushed her. “No arguing. Now, it’s time to pray. Miranda, why don’t you do it tonight?”


She was about to object when a gleam lit her eye. She snuck a mischievous glance at Jared and Shireen, folded her hands over her chest, and prayed: “Dear God, thank you for the cat. Amen.”


“The cat?” Dad asked.


“Back at the old man’s store,” Miranda explained. “The cat. He spoke to me.”


“Oh,” said Dad, looking over at Shireen and Jared for an explanation. They shook their heads in confusion. Who could tell with Miranda? “What did he say?” he added.


“ ‘Hello.’ ”


“And did you say ‘hello’ back?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“I said ‘miaow,’ ” Miranda explained.


“I suppose you did,” he answered with a chuckle. He bent down to kiss her. “Now go to sleep, little cat.” After kissing Shireen and giving Jared a good-night pat on the head, he switched on the night-lamp, turned off the overhead light, and closed the door.


“The cat? You prayed about the cat?” Shireen demanded incredulously once she was sure that their father was safely gone.


“Yes. Maldini, that’s his name.” Then she added mysteriously, “You’ll see.”


Shireen rolled her eyes and Jared shook his head in disbelief. They had some seriously strange Venetian treasures in their coat pockets and Miranda felt the need to go with some make-believe nonsense. What was wrong with her?


But who cared? Jared could hear the noise of the TV coming on down the hall. At last! Mom and Dad were settled in for the night. He pushed back the covers, bolted to the closet, and recovered his die from his coat pocket. Shireen followed, and after a minute so did Miranda.


Miranda slipped her ring over her finger and held it out for her siblings to see. A picture was carved on its crown: an etching of a man and a tree with the smallest of little birds sitting on its branches. The man seemed to be listening to them.


Shireen’s ring also had an image carved on it, but it was less clear than Miranda’s. The lines seemed fuzzier, as if they had been worn away or hadn’t settled into a final pattern. As best they could tell, the lines were cut in the shape of a shield, with something vague in the middle. A dragon? An eagle? A flying horse? None of these seemed quite right to Shireen. But even if she had to hold back from saying it to Jared and Miranda, right now that actually made it better. Not knowing. It felt amazing to be clutching a mystery so tightly in her hand on a winter night in Venice.


And Jared’s wooden cube, or die? It was the most mysterious of all. On two of its sides they could see the outline of a faun and a dragon. On three of the remaining surfaces were a book, a map, and a man holding what looked like a round guitar or mandolin. The sixth side was blank. Jared had no idea what to make of it.


“It’s from a game,” Miranda announced as he held it up to the shaded light from the sole night-lamp they were allowed to keep on.


“But how do you win?” Jared asked, raising his eyebrows.


“You don’t win,” Miranda decided firmly. “It wins.”


Jared didn’t know what the heck that meant, but for the moment he didn’t care. Miranda was wrong. He knew it. He’d won. He’d captured the most powerful thing of all. Why else would the old shopkeeper have taken the trouble to make sure that he got the die? He turned it to study each side before settling at last on the blank surface. What could that mean? Why had it been left bare?


And why wouldn’t it light back up? For that matter, why didn’t the rings light up either?


Shireen must have been wondering the same thing. She was over on her bed, rubbing and twisting her ring. But it just sat there on her finger. She started to frown at it, like she’d been tricked. Like maybe it was just kid stuff after all.


Miranda was the only one who wasn’t concerned. She’d crawled back under the covers and was lying on her back again, her ring snug on her finger, holding it up to admire against the fall of moonlight coming through the skylight. “Don’t worry,” she called out from her bed. “They’ll come back to life.”


“How do you know?” Jared demanded.


“The cat told me.”


“The talking cat?” Shireen asked.


“Yes. Maldini, that’s his name.”


Jared and Shireen stared at her in exasperation.


But for now, there was nothing more to discover. Maybe they’d think of something tomorrow that would help them find out how the treasures worked. So they all settled down with their own thoughts. As she was drifting off to sleep, having finally given up, temporarily, on getting her ring to come back to life, Shireen looked over at Jared. He was blowing on his die and rubbing it, hoping that might have some effect.


“Cut that out,” she instructed him. “Nothing’s going to happen.”


“It might!” he countered angrily.


“Not if it’s up to you to make it work. Now just put it away somewhere safe.”


“Nope,” Jared answered. “Why should I? You and Miranda aren’t putting your rings away.”


“That’s different. They fit on our fingers. You’ll probably lose it, knowing you.”


Jared shook his head again and turned his back on her, clenching his fist around the die. Nothing ever changed. Even when something amazing—something magic—happened, she still had to tell him what to do. Well, not this time.


Before long, though, much sooner than he would have guessed, he’d also fallen asleep. Miranda was the only one still awake, her eyes fixed on the skylight, waiting patiently. The cat didn’t disappoint her. Just as the bells of Santi Giovanni e Paolo were ringing ten o’clock, he slipped across the red ceramic tile of their roof, padded onto the glass of the skylight, and stretched his furry black body out, looking down at her.


“Miaow,” said Miranda from her bed in the room below, looking up at him as the ring on her finger began to glow.


“Good night,” purred the cat from his spot on the skylight. He lifted one paw to his mouth and began to clean it with his neat pink tongue. Miranda closed her eyes happily and tumbled into her dreams.
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Something Missing


The next morning, right at seven o’clock, just as the distant sound of a church bell was ringing the hour, Jared jerked awake. Something was shining in his eye, something sharp and bright. He scanned the room to see what was causing it. The room was shrouded in winter-morning gloom. The light wasn’t coming from the skylight—the sun wasn’t anywhere near high enough yet. So what was making it? His sisters were still sleeping. He swung out of bed and there it was, on the floor, beaming at him. His die! The light was coming from his die! It must have fallen out of his hand while he was sleeping. One of its sides had kindled fiercely to life.


Jared snatched up the die and angled it away from his face to get a better look at it without being blinded. A square-edged cone of light was coming from the side with the outline of a book cut into its surface.


“Shireen! Miranda!” he whispered urgently. “Wake up! Look!”


Before they’d blinked their eyes open, Jared heard footsteps approaching from the other side of the door. He spun and dove back into bed, stuffing the lit die under his pillow.


“Kids,” their mother called, pushing open the door. “Come on, time to wake up. Dad’s gone to pick up frittelle from the pastry shop.”


The two girls dragged themselves out of bed, stretching as their mother headed back down the apartment hall. Jared started to pull the die out from under his pillow to show them what had happened. But then he thought better of it. Why tell them? Shireen would just make fun of him for not being able to hold onto it. And besides, he didn’t need their help. He could figure it out on his own. Then he’d let them know what was going on.


As soon as Shireen and Miranda filed sleepily past, he tucked the still-shining die in his pajama-pants pocket and followed them.


Their mother was whisking a pot of milk for coffee. Dad had just come bustling back into the apartment with a bundle of pastries. “Help yourselves,” he said, holding out the ribbon-tied package. He had a fleck of sugar on his beard. He must have already gobbled up his share at the pasticceria. The kids greedily unwrapped the package and tore into the sugarcoated rolls. Puffs of steam came wafting out of the doughy insides as they broke the frittelle apart with their fingertips. When they were finished, Jared was still hungry, so he poured himself a bowl of cereal. Dad swallowed a gulp of coffee and hauled out their Latin grammar book.


“Right,” he said, flipping to an earmarked page. “Predicate nominatives!”


Jared groaned. Okay, so Dad was a professor, but did he have to treat everything like a classroom? Even breakfast! But Miranda’s eyes were lighting up. She liked Latin, as long as Dad explained everything carefully.


“Jared,” Dad continued cheerily, “how do you say ‘Bears are wild animals’?”


Jared looked down into his cereal bowl, hoping that the floating Rice Krispies might magically arrange themselves into the required letters and words. He was actually pretty good at Latin; he just couldn’t see the point. Now Elvish, he thought as the floating puffs drifted into odd, runelike shapes, if Dad could teach them Elvish, or one of the other languages from Middle Earth, that would be worth learning. Maybe the rings had hidden runes on them, he suddenly thought. They’d just need to put them in a fire to find out! As his mind churned, he didn’t notice Miranda, on her side of the table, silently mouthing out the answer to him. Before her father could raise Jared from his reverie, she blurted it out.


“Ursae bestiae sunt! Ursae bestiae sunt! Bears beasts are! Right?”


“Yes, Miranda, that’s correct,” her father said, “but the question was for Jared. You need to wait your turn.”


Miranda closed her eyes angrily and crossed her arms.


And on it went until, finally, their father glanced at his watch, realized that he was late, gathered up his book bag, and hurried off to catch the boat to the university. As his steps rang on the marble-topped staircase leading down from their second-floor apartment, their mom told them to put on their coats. They were going to start today’s art class with a visit to the Accademia, Venice’s main museum.


Jared looked at his mother in dismay. A museum! Churches were bad enough, but at most they only had five or six paintings to study. A museum had hundreds. It would take forever! At this rate he was never going to get a chance to figure out what was happening with his die. There was no arguing with her, though, so minutes later they were in their coats and heading down the calle outside their building.


As if to make everything take even longer, their mother decided to make a stop at an Internet café along the way. The kids tried to follow her in, but she made them wait outside. “I just need to check my e-mail. If you get online we’ll be here for an hour. This afternoon, after your lessons are done . . . I’ll think about letting you come back then.”


So they waited by the door while Mom settled down in front of one of the computers. Jared was pop-kicking his skateboard in frustration, making it flip. Shireen watched her mother idly through the glass front of the Internet café for a while. Sure enough, she wasn’t just checking e-mail. She’d logged onto Facebook so she could catch up with all her friends back home at once. It was totally unfair. Shireen looked on jealously for a minute, then glanced around. Where was Miranda? She’d wandered off somewhere.


Shireen spotted her after a few seconds, down at the far end of the calle, bending over a stray cat, stroking its fur. Shireen headed down the calle to see what she was up to, edging her way past a group of old women milling around an outdoor fruit and vegetable stall. The cat looked familiar. Then she recognized it: It was the cat from the old man’s store. What was it doing here? The Ghetto Nuovo was on the other side of Venice.


Miranda, meanwhile, was talking earnestly to the cat. She must have recognized it too, Shireen decided.


And then she saw.


[image: images]


Miranda’s ring was glowing! Each time she ran her hand down the cat’s spine, the golden band on her finger cast a sharp beam through the shadows of the calle. Shireen froze. Her heart started pounding. A second later she had her own ring out. Was it doing the same thing? No. Nothing. Disappointed again, she quickly stuffed it back into her pocket. So why was Miranda’s ring lit up? What had made it do that? What was so special about her? And what if someone saw it?


She had to get that ring off Miranda’s finger before someone noticed. She’d pull it off if she had to.


“Miranda!” she hissed. “Take off your ring! Quick!”


“I don’t need to,” Miranda replied merrily. She checked for confirmation with the black cat, who glanced up at Shireen.


“Yes, you do! Now, before someone sees it!”


“No one can see.”


“Of course they can see!” Shireen grasped her sister’s arm. “Everyone can see it!” She pointed frantically around the crowded street—women busy at the vegetable stand, friends strolling arm in arm, a man dressed as Casanova in soft velvet shoes and white tights. “It’s like you’ve got a laser on your finger!”


“No,” Miranda replied calmly, “only kids can see our things. Adults can’t. Except the old man. And he’s special. Maldini just told me.” She reached down to stroke the feline’s smooth fur. “Look,” she said, and before Shireen could stop her, she’d bolted down the calle, past Jared, and through the glass door of the Internet café. Shireen scrambled after her, but it was too late.


“Her ring!” Jared blurted, grabbing Shireen’s arm. “It’s glowing!”


“I know!” Shireen replied. “She won’t take it off!”
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