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The only way of discovering the limits of the possible
is to venture a little way past them into the impossible.


—ARTHUR C. CLARKE
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Sign


WHEN HORACE F. ANDREWS SPOTTED THE HORACE F. Andrews sign through the cloudy windows of the 77 eastbound bus, he blinked. Just a blink, nothing more. He was surprised to see his own name on a sign, of course—and his sizable curiosity was definitely roused—but still, he took the sighting in stride. He had always been a firm believer in coincidences. Given enough time, and enough stuff, it was only natural that the universe would churn out some odd happenings. In fact, the way Horace saw it, a universe in which strange coincidences did not occur would be a pretty suspicious place.


The Horace F. Andrews sign was tall and narrow, hanging from the side of a building back in an alleyway off Wexler Street. It featured a long column of faded yellow words on a weather-worn blue background, but it was his name, written large at the bottom, that jumped out at him first, clear and unmistakable:


HORACE F.
ANDREWS


The bus rolled on. Just before the sign slipped out of sight, he caught a few of the yellow words in the long list above his name: ARTIFACTS. MISERIES. MYSTERIES.


Sparks of curiosity flared up inside Horace. He blinked—just once—and thought the situation through, tending those sparks like a brand-new fire. What were the odds of his seeing a sign with his exact name on it? Not terrible, he decided. Horace wasn’t a very common name, but Andrews definitely was. And it was probably fairly common to have F as a middle initial—certainly better than one chance in twenty-six.


Of course, it was pure chance that he was even here in the first place. The 77 was his usual bus home from school, but this was not its usual route; normally the bus went straight down Belmont Avenue, but construction had forced the bus to detour down Wexler Street instead of driving right by. It was also pure chance that Horace had been looking out the windows at all. Ordinarily, he would have been sitting in the very back row, reading or working on a science problem for Mr. Ludwig’s class, building a bubble of concentration against the noise and confusion of the bus. But today the bus was extra crowded, packed with rowdy kids from school in the back and stone-faced adults in the front. Horace had to stand in the middle, at the top of the steps near the rear door, feeling large and awkward and hating his heavy backpack, and wondering just how much he, Horace Andrews, belonged here. All he could do was look out the window and hope the ride would be short.


But then the sign slid by, and a block or two later the bus slowed and jerked to a stop. The rear door opened, and a plump old lady in a purple dress began easing down the steps, clinging to the rail with both hands. Horace looked through the back windows, but the sign was out of sight. Was it for a store? Or maybe someone’s office—presumably the office of Horace F. Andrews. The sign had looked very old; maybe the place didn’t even exist anymore. But then there were those words—“Artifacts,” “Mysteries.” And what possible reason could any business have for putting “Miseries” on its sign?


Horace watched the old lady stretch out one chubby leg, reaching for the curb below. The other passengers rustled impatiently. A scrawny red-faced kid Horace recognized from social studies leaned over the stairwell and started chanting at the old lady: “Go! Go! Go!”


And then Horace stepped around the woman and jumped out of the bus. He landed heavily on the sidewalk. The old lady squawked at him and yanked her foot back. “’Scuse me,” Horace mumbled.


He trotted away, feeling as startled as the old lady looked. He was not ordinarily impulsive, not the kind of person who simply did things without thinking them through ahead of time. But sometimes his inquisitiveness pulled him places he wouldn’t ordinarily go. And that sign . . . those words and his name together like that. . . .


The May air was cool but held a hint of thickness that spoke of summer—of freedom, and possibilities. Horace’s internal clock, always accurate, told him it was 3:16. This time of day, the 77 eastbound ran every fourteen minutes. He could investigate the sign and then catch the next bus, still getting home before his mother. He hurried on down the sidewalk, searching.


Just as he thought he was drawing nearer to the alleyway, an enormous shape swept across his path, colliding with him hard and knocking the breath from his chest. Horace staggered back, almost tumbling into the gutter.


“Goodness,” said a musical voice from high above.


Horace looked up—and up—into the face of the tallest man he’d ever seen. The man was so tall that he hardly looked like a man at all . . . ten feet tall or more. And thin, almost as impossibly thin as he was impossibly tall, with spidery limbs and a torso that seemed too narrow to hold organs. He had hands the size of rakes, with long, skinny fingers. He stank of something chemical and foul. Horace drew back as the man leaned over him.


“Are we all right?” the man asked, not unkindly. Again that singsongy voice. The man—if it even was a man—wore a black suit and dark, round sunglasses. A thick shock of black hair topped his head, out of place on his pale, skeletal body.


Horace tried to catch his breath. “I’m fine,” he wheezed. “Sorry.”


“Perfectly understandable. I believe you were distracted.”


“I’m sorry, really. Just . . . looking for something.”


“Ah. Do you know what it is you’re looking for?” The man’s teeth were slightly bared, as if he were trying to give a friendly grin but didn’t know how.


“It’s nothing, really,” Horace said, faint threads of alarm tingling in his bones.


“Oh, come now. Tell me what you’re looking for. You can’t know how intrigued I am.”


“I’m just looking around. Thanks, though.” Horace began backing away.


“Perhaps I can be of some assistance. You do need assistance.” He said it like a command.


“No, that’s okay. I’m okay.” Horace skirted wide around the strange man and hustled off, trying to hunker his big frame down beneath his backpack. He was all too aware that the man’s eyes were still on him, but when he looked back, he was relieved to find that the thin man was not following. In fact, he had disappeared. Completely. How could someone so large simply drop out of sight? And how could someone be so large in the first place?


But it wasn’t just the man who’d disappeared. The sign, too, was nowhere to be found. Horace went almost three full blocks without spotting it. He turned and began to methodically retrace his steps. The Horace F. Andrews sign was nowhere.


Abruptly, a looming shape stepped out of the shadows in front of him. Horace stumbled to a stop. The thin man gazed down at him, still trying that gruesome smile.


“Didn’t find what you’re looking for?” the man sang sadly.


Panic blooming, Horace tried to catch the eyes of people passing by, hoping to draw their attention. No one even slowed. Several people sat at tables outside a deli nearby, but no one so much as glanced at the thin man. Couldn’t they see him? Horace was tall for his age, and he barely came up to the man’s waist. Why was no one staring?


“I did, actually,” Horace said at last, desperate, with no idea what he was going to say next. But then the words came to him. “That deli right there. My parents are inside, waiting for me.”


The man’s awful grin cracked open wide. “Of course they are,” he said, gazing at the deli. “And I wouldn’t think of keeping you from them. But first, a bit of advice.” The man bent over, folding like a giant crane. He held a gaunt hand right in front of Horace’s face, lifting a single long finger. The smell that came off him was burning and sour and rotten. And the man’s finger was wrong. It was almost as if . . . did he have an extra knuckle? Horace’s own terrified face curved back at him in the man’s glasses.


“Watch where you roam, Tinker,” the man sneered. “Curiosity is a walk fraught with peril.” And with that he shot up, straightening to his full, unreasonable height. He snapped his head to the right, as if hearing some far-off sound, and then he left as swiftly as he had come, stepping out into the street. Six great strides took him across all four busy lanes, and then he effortlessly hurdled the hood of a parked car onto the opposite sidewalk. He sped down Wexler and a moment later vanished around a corner.


Horace stood there for another ten seconds and then, his limbs coming back to life, broke into a run. Whoever—whatever—this man was, Horace wanted to get far away. He made it exactly twenty-seven steps before he was halted in his tracks again. He stood in front of an alleyway, mouth gaping open. He’d passed this alley already and seen nothing—he was sure there had been nothing to see—but now here it was, plain as his own hands.


The Horace F. Andrews sign.


Or rather, not exactly.


Horace stared. He forgot all about catching the bus. He even forgot about the thin man. He read the sign from top to bottom again and again.


Oddments


Heirlooms


Fortunes


Misfortunes


Artifacts


Arcana


Curiosities


Miseries


Mysteries


and more at the


HOUSE OF
ANSWERS





CHAPTER TWO
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The House of Answers


HOUSE OF ANSWERS. THAT’S WHAT HE HAD SEEN, NOT HORACE F. ANDREWS. Similar-looking words seen from the dirty windows of a bus. “Mistaken identity,” Horace said aloud, his words echoing down the alley. The discovery disappointed him at first, but he quickly decided that the sign in reality was more intriguing than the sign he’d imagined. “House of Answers” was a name just begging to be investigated, wasn’t it? And Horace—being Horace—definitely had questions.


There were tall buildings on either side of the alley: an electronics store on the right and a Laundromat on the left that looked closed for good. The floors above both obviously held apartments. The alley itself appeared to dead-end at another tall building about fifty feet back.


“I don’t see any answers,” Horace mumbled. He headed down the alley. It got darker and gloomier the deeper he went, and the sounds of the street faded away. He was just beginning to think he should turn around—he wasn’t crazy about how narrow and high the alley was getting—when he was struck with a sense of vertigo. The back wall suddenly, dizzyingly, looked much farther away than it had. Then the alleyway seemed to open up at his feet, and Horace almost pitched down a steep flight of crumbling brick steps that he hadn’t seen until he was on top of them. He caught himself, blinking. At the bottom of the staircase, barely visible in the shadows of the three buildings towering overhead, was an arched blue door. On the door was a round sign encircled with yellow lettering, too small to read—but the colors were exactly the same as the House of Answers sign.


“Holy jeez,” Horace said.


He glanced around. No one was in sight. Slowly he eased himself down the dilapidated steps. The air grew cool. He reached the small wooden door and read the little round sign.
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There were no other signs. No OPEN sign, no PUSH or PULL, no HOURS OF OPERATION. No windows. But this had to be the place. He tugged on the rusty handle. The door held fast.


State your name. “Horace?” he said aloud, feeling foolish. Nothing happened. “Horace F. Andrews,” he tried again. Still nothing.


Horace looked again at the circle of words. “Wait. State your name or . . . name your state?” But that was ridiculous. Why would anyone want him to name his state? The door was here in Chicago, and Chicago was obviously in Illinois. “Illinois,” he blurted out anyway, just to see. He tried the door again—nothing, of course. “State your name your state your name your state,” Horace whispered, until the words started to make no sense to him whatsoever. And then he remembered the thin man’s parting words: “Curiosity is a walk fraught with peril.”


“My state. My state is . . . curious. That’s the state I’m in.” Horace reached out for the handle again, pulling harder. “Curious and confused and a little bit p—” With a jarring squawk, the door flew open. Horace stumbled, his backpack dragging him to the ground.


A rich cloud of smells bloomed out of the opening—dust and wood and cloth and animal—old, thick, damp smells. And another thing, too: a wavering, high river of sound, almost like music. But the passageway was dark and cramped. Horace got to his feet warily. Tunnels were not something he handled well. He had a deep fear of small spaces—claustrophobia, technically, though he didn’t like the word. He leaned cautiously in through the doorway.


“Hello?” he called. The strange chattering music seemed to swell briefly. Horace hefted his backpack onto his shoulders and stepped into the passageway.


The door swung closed behind him. His chest went tight as the unforgiving weight of the darkness crushed in from all sides. A panicky voice ribboned up in his thoughts, telling him to go back, to get out, get clear.


But his curiosity wouldn’t let him turn back. He swallowed and closed his eyes, and forced himself forward. Ten feet, twenty. He pushed on until he sensed a faint golden glow against his eyelids and, opening them, found himself at the top of another dark stairway. The strange music drifted up from below. Small, busy shadows flickered in a dim amber light. His curiosity doubled, and his heart grew calmer. He descended the stairs, and as the rich sound swelled around him, he realized what it was.


Birdsong.


At the bottom of the stairs, the tunnel widened and the light grew brighter, and he began to catch flitters of movement all around. He realized the walls were filled with birdcages—no, made of birdcages, all kinds, wire and wicker, boxes and domes, from tiny cubes to grand bird palaces. Inside them, there were too many tiny darting shapes to count. The walls and ceiling flickered as the birds pattered about, all of them singing, so that the whole mass was in constant motion.


Horace walked through, wonderingly, and emerged from the tunnel of birds into a long and high stone room, hazy and golden. The birdsong faded. The room stretched back into darkness along a line of stone columns that rose high into wooden rafters. The golden haze came from curious amber lamps affixed to the columns, small stone containers from which drifting swirls of glittering light lazily rose. A long row of tables ran down the center of the room, and wooden shelves stretched along the walls. Shelves and tables both were piled high and crammed with bins and boxes and containers of all shapes and sizes and colors. The room was deserted.


Horace slid out from under his backpack and let it drop. He walked over to a table, his shoes scuffing loudly on the stones. He eyed the first bin he came to, trying to identify some of the strange objects it contained. A three-barbed hook hung over the side—a kind of fishing hook, but this one was two feet wide, with barbs as long as his hand. Beside it, the tip of a miniature scarlet pyramid poked into the air, and an accordion arm with a large spiky wheel on the end dangled limply. A rabbit head peeked out of the next bin over, motionless; a unicorn horn sprouted between its ears. If this was a store, it was like none he’d ever seen.


The containers themselves were neatly labeled, but the labels were bizarre. WHATSITS, one read, and another: WORTHY OF CONSIDERATION. Horace read quickly down the bins he could see.


Lost Bits


Mostly Incomplete


For the Weary


For the Wee


Truculent


Horace had no idea what truculent meant. He resisted peeking inside and kept reading.


Invisible (Defective)


Odd-Shaped


Even-Shaped


Ship-Shaped


Miscellaneous


Foul-Smelling


Unremarkable


Unsellable


Unaffordable


Unbinnable


Horace frowned at that one, a tall, blue metal container. A bin marked UNBINNABLE would have to be empty, wouldn’t it? He hooked his finger over the edge of the bin, tugging.


A voice rang out: “Sign in, please.”


Horace yanked his hand away. A woman’s voice, husky and sharp, coming from deep in the room. Horace squinted, but saw no one. “I . . . I’m sorry?” he called out.


“No need for apologies,” the voice said briskly. “Sign in please. At the podium.”


Horace looked around the room. Back near the tunnel of birds, he spotted a short wooden podium, atop which lay open a large and elegant-looking guest book. He moved in for a closer look.


The guest book looked new; no one else had signed it yet. It had the usual columns for name and address, but there were a few more columns as well: AGE, REASON FOR VISIT, and finally . . . QUESTION. Horace had no idea what that meant.


Next to the book, there was a long, gleaming white quill, and beside it a green bottle of dark ink. Horace had never before written using a quill, much less an inkwell. He turned to peer once again into the depths of the store, but before he could even open his mouth—


“Sign in please.”


The quill was almost as long as Horace’s forearm, and surprisingly heavy. Gingerly, he dipped the sharp tip into the dark pool of ink.


Writing with the quill turned out to be more like scratching than writing. The quill rasped harshly across the paper, sending little chills up and down his arm. The ink surprised him, too—not black but a deep, glittering blue. He had to dip the quill repeatedly, but little by little, he filled out the top row:
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The next two required a little more thought, but he filled them out as well:


[image: images]


He wrote “mistake” because he felt a little silly for having misread the House of Answers sign. But maybe “mistake” sounded a bit rude.
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Now he came to the final column, QUESTION. He considered that, and then wrote:
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“Right here, of course,” said a voice at his ear.


Horace spun around, dropping the quill. A woman stood there—small, but with stout shoulders and a thick, severe face. She wore an old-fashioned black dress that covered everything but her head and her hands. Her dark brown hair was drawn back tightly into a bun.


The woman bent and picked up the quill, examining it intently. She ran her fingers down it smoothly, straightening the barbs of the feather. She peered at the guest book and let out a long, low hum.


“Horace F. Andrews,” she said, not really asking.


“Yes.”


She squared up to him and sank her fists into her hips. Her hazel eyes were as firm as packed dirt. She nodded solemnly. “You are in the right place.”


Horace couldn’t pull his eyes away from hers. “I . . . I am?”


“Indeed you are, but you won’t believe it until tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow.”


“That’s what I said. Tomorrow, when you return.”


Horace felt dizzy. “Oh.”


She frowned. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”


“School’s over. I’m out for the day.”


“Not a truant, then. What’s your best subject?”


“I don’t know . . . science, I guess?” Horace said cautiously. Science was absolutely his best subject—and Mr. Ludwig his favorite teacher—but not everybody was impressed by Horace’s enthusiasm for it. He didn’t mind that being into science made him seem nerdy to some people, but he resented having to defend something that so clearly shouldn’t need defending.


“Science,” the woman said, her tone unreadable. “How practical.” She clapped her hands together. “Very well. Closing time. You’ll come back tomorrow.” She began moving toward him, her arms spread like she meant to herd him to the exit.


Reluctantly, Horace began to back away. “But I haven’t even looked around yet. What time do you close?”


“I tell you we’re closing now, and you ask what time we close. Maybe you’re just asking me what time it is?”


“I know what time it is. You close at three forty-three?”


She glanced at an enormous watch on her wrist and raised an eyebrow. “Goodness!” she said, sounding startled. “Closing is neither here nor there. Tomorrow we’ll be open all day, and you’ll come back. You’ll look around all you like.”


“But what is this place? Who are—”


Suddenly the woman lunged forward, grasping Horace’s shoulders hard. She leaned closer and sniffed deeply—once, twice, three times. Her frown deepened. She stared at him hard. “You are Horace F. Andrews of Chicago. Twelve years old, here by virtue of accident and intrigue.” Her breath was planty, herbal. Horace wondered if she would ever blink. “I am Mrs. Hapsteade, Keeper of the Vora.” She poured that earthy gaze into him for another long, heavy moment and then released him. “Now we’ve been introduced. Are you comforted?”


Horace could not answer. He rubbed his shoulder. He tried not to let his face reveal the sea of uncertainty and frustration and queasy wonder that stormed inside him now. Keeper of the what?


The woman—Mrs. Hapsteade—sighed. “I see. So it is. But your comfort isn’t my concern. Here, take this.” She took Horace’s wrist and dropped something into his hand—a large black marble. It was warm from her touch. “Keep this leestone with you at all times. And if you see the man who smells like brimstone again, walk away at once—but do not run.”


Horace’s skin went cold. “What did you say?”


“Do not look at the man, nor allow yourself to be seen. Do not listen to the man, nor allow yourself to be heard. Above all, if the man should come to your house, do not allow him to be invited inside. Keep the leestone with you. Return here tomorrow. All will be well. Do you understand these things I’ve said?”


Brimstone. The thin man. “Who is he?”


“He’s a hunter.”


“Is he hunting me?”


“In a way. He hunts an object you don’t yet possess.”


“How can that be? What object?”


“I don’t know. You must return tomorrow. No doubt you’re frightened and confused, but I don’t apologize for that. The leestone will keep you safe. Tell no one. Go now—we are closed.”


Horace backed away, gripping the leestone so hard his fingers ached. He gave Mrs. Hapsteade one last look, and then he turned and hurried toward the tunnel of birds, scooping up his backpack on the way. The birds rustled and fussed as he passed, breaking into little flurries of voice. He was almost to the steps leading back to the blue door when Mrs. Hapsteade called out. Her words reached through the birdsong like an outstretched hand, gentle and warm.


“Remember, Horace F. Andrews, fear is the stone we push. May yours be light.”





CHAPTER THREE
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The Initiate


WHEN HE GOT HOME, HORACE DISCOVERED TO HIS DISMAY that he had lost his house key again. Usually he was a very organized person—compulsively organized—but he was cursed when it came to house keys; this would be the second one this week. Inside the house, Loki the cat pawed at the front window, mewing mutely. Horace waited on the porch for his mom to come home, feeling more helpless than he usually did when he was locked out. What if the thin man had followed him? What if he was watching Horace right now, just waiting for the right moment to . . . to what? Horace pressed his back against the door and fished the leestone out of his pocket. In the sunlight, it now looked more purple than black. How was this strange marble supposed to protect him? Okay, it was not just a marble—that was for sure. Horace collected marbles, so he knew something about it. It was extremely large, twice as big as a shooter, and far too light for its size. Weirdly, it still felt as warm as it had when Mrs. Hapsteade first placed it in his hand. He squeezed the leestone, thinking.


When his mother arrived and found him outside the front door, she didn’t ask Horace about his key. Instead she said only: “Your locksmithing career isn’t working out, I see.”


“No, I guess not.”


“Well, you’re young. There’s still time.”


They went inside. They were surprised to find Horace’s father standing in the hallway by the writing nook, a bowl of cereal in one hand and an upright spoon in the other, like a wand.


“Hey, you,” Horace’s mother said. “You’re home early.”


“Slow day,” he replied. He pointed the spoon at Horace. “And you’re home late. Have you been out on the porch all this time?”


Horace fidgeted. Loki twined himself around his legs. “Not all this time.”


“Did you lose your house key again?”


“I just can’t find it. I’ll look for it again. It’s not lost. It’s somewhere.”


His father closed his eyes and tapped the spoon against his forehead. “I agree that it’s definitely somewhere,” he said, still tapping. Horace waited, nervous and impatient. His dad was generally a good guy, but certain things threw him into lecture mode. Horace losing his house key—repeatedly losing his house key, as his father liked to repeatedly say—was one of those things. “Here’s the deal, Horace,” his father said. “Every time we have this conversation—”


“It resurrects every other time we’ve already had this conversation,” Horace finished. His father frowned and sighed. “Those are my exact words. You saying my exact words just proves my point. Do you like having this conversation over and over again?”


Horace shook his head vigorously. “Definitely not.”


“Then,” his mother said, “I guess you know what to do to avoid it. The key is the key.”


Horace glanced back and forth between his parents, nodding. “Gotcha. So . . . can I go?” At a faint nod from his mother, he hurried up to his room.


Horace would worry about the key later. Right now he had research to do. He got on his computer and started looking up words. He checked every spelling of Vora he could think of, but found nothing. Another search revealed that there was no such thing as a leestone. Tinker was a real word; one of its definitions was a clumsy worker—but that made no sense. And then Horace looked up the word arcana, from the House of Answers sign, a word he’d heard before but didn’t really know. The first definition he found was mildly interesting, but not a surprise: secrets or mysteries. Another definition was juicier: special knowledge revealed only to the initiate. But what was an initiate? He looked it up, and faint goosebumps sprouted down his arms. An initiate was a new member of a secret society or group. He chewed on that thought all afternoon and evening, even through dinner, feeling antsy and troubled.


After dinner Horace sat at his desk, trying to do his homework. Or sort of trying. Mostly he just rolled the leestone—still warm!—back and forth across his social studies worksheet. Back and forth, back and forth. He’d been mechanically counting each roll, and was now up to eighteen hundred and twenty-three. About a thousand rolls ago, he’d determined that the leestone’s color was fading. Black at first, the leestone now was a deep glimmering violet—though hard as he tried, he couldn’t actually see the color draining away. He could only see that it had changed, slow as the sun.


When he got to two thousand and one rolls, Horace shoved the leestone back into his pocket. He flopped onto his bed. He tried to concentrate on the spread of glow-in-the-dark stars on his ceiling, picking out the constellations he’d re-created there—weird ones hardly anyone knew about, like Aquila the eagle and Ophiuchus the serpent bearer and Monoceros the unicorn. He had been trying to memorize them by sight, but now he couldn’t even remember just where they were in the sky. His mind wouldn’t stick to them. Aquila only reminded him of the tunnel of birds, and the sight of Monoceros brought back the stuffed rabbit with the horn and all the other strange sights he’d glimpsed at the House of Answers. Tomorrow, he thought, couldn’t come quick enough.


“Hey,” came a soft voice from the door. His mother stood in the doorway, rattling the small wooden chess set. “Ready?”


“Oh, right. I forgot.”


“Friday night. I never forget.” She came to the bed. She held him for a moment with an easy, open look. “Anything wrong? You seemed distracted at dinner.”


“Not really. I guess just school stuff? Nothing much.”


His mother—unlike his father—always seemed to know when not to push. “Well, let’s take our minds off whatever else they’ve been on. God knows I could use it. And if you’re still worried about the key, you’ve worried long enough. Sometimes things get lost.” Smiling, she handed him the box. “The honors, sir.”


Maybe chess was the distraction he needed, after all. He opened the box, exposing the green velvet lining and the thirty-two tiny wooden pieces, sixteen black and sixteen white, each piece in its own special compartment, each set a mirror image of the other—very orderly and pleasing to the eye. He poured the pieces out, then flipped the open box over, revealing the chessboard on the back side. Horace loved this chess set; he was fond of clever little boxes. Horace took white, as always. Loki leapt onto the bed and took his usual spot at the corner, his long black tail lashing contentedly. Horace began setting up his pawns.


“Have you thought about going back to chess club?” his mother asked.


“Not really.”


“You liked it last fall.”


“Alex and Martin were in it last fall.” Alex and Martin, twins who had been his best friends since first grade, had moved to Maine just before Christmas. Maine was a long way from Chicago, and chess club was mostly full of freaks without them. Actually, the whole school was. “The year’s almost over anyway.”


“Will you do me a favor and think about it next year?”


“I’m thinking about it.” Horace placed his queen and then said, casually as he could, “Hey, Mom, what’s a tinker?”


“A tinker? Oh, someone who likes to fiddle with things. They like to try to build things or fix things, but they’re not very serious about it. Like when your dad tries to get the mower to run better. That’s tinkering.” She put a hand to her mouth and went on in a stage whisper, “Because he doesn’t really know what he’s doing.”


Horace laughed. This was pretty much in line with what he had already read, but it didn’t clear anything up. “Is there any other reason why someone would call somebody a tinker?”


She flicked him a look. She fussed with her king. “Did someone call you that?”


Horace shrugged. “I heard some kid at school say it.”


“A friend of yours?”


“No.”


“Oh. Well, I don’t know. People say some strange things, don’t they?”


“I guess.”


The board was ready. His mother waved across the pieces. “After you.”


They began, and soon things grew serious and silent. Horace had never beaten his mother at chess. She was not the type of parent who would ever just let him win, and that was exactly the way Horace liked it. But he was getting closer. What he liked about chess—and his mother said this was an indication of a good chess mind—was that the board and the pieces presented themselves in terms of lines and angles. As he considered his moves, these lines and angles shifted, the possibilities transforming. The effects of each move rippled forward to affect the outcome of the game in measurable, predictable ways, if only you could pay enough attention and think it through. Chess was logical and geometrical, absolute and knowable—unlike everything that had happened to him this afternoon.


They played on. Long minutes passed. One by one, pieces fell. Horace moved his remaining knight into a promising position. But his mother immediately moved a pawn that Horace had been ignoring, and now the entire geometry of play shifted. “Check,” she said. Horace examined the board. She was going to checkmate him on the next move, and he couldn’t stop her.


“You have me.”


“Let’s play it out,” she said, like always. She said it whether there was any hope for Horace or not.


Horace took his time, determined not to miss anything. His mother toyed with the pile of captured pieces, making a pawn leap onto Loki’s head. “So I’ve been wondering how awesome the thing you got me for Mother’s Day is,” she said.


“The thing I got you for Mother’s Day,” Horace repeated, not really listening.


“Mother’s Day. This Sunday. You forgot, didn’t you?” She sighed dramatically and shook her head sadly at Loki. Loki squinted back, purring.


“Maybe,” Horace said slowly. “Or I guess I did, but don’t worry. I’ll get you something.” He turned his attention back to the board. He pushed a rook to protect his king, but they both knew the rook was doomed.


His mother made a little explosion sound as she toppled his rook with her queen, checkmating him. She smiled. “Very nice,” she said. “That wasn’t your present, was it? Letting me win?”


“Very funny.”


“Because I already have a bunch of those. Victories, I mean.”


“I’m not laughing.”


“Okay, sorry. Look, about the present, I don’t really care what you get me.”


“You don’t?”


She shook her head, seeming to search for words. “No offense, Horace—you know I respect you—but when people are young they’re generally terrible at buying presents. Like . . . when you were like six, you bought me that bat. Not a baseball bat.” She bared her upper teeth and fluttered her hands like little wings to clarify. “A bat. It was a wooden cutout, wings all spread, and it had this creepy, cartoony face . . . fangs and everything.” She shuddered.


“You hate bats.”


“Exactly. You love them, though. Your favorite animal, at the time.”


True. In fact, bats were still his favorite animal, which was kind of strange since he didn’t like caves. “But . . . you liked that bat anyway, because it was from me.”


“Like is a strong word. Put it this way: it’s in the attic somewhere—hopefully the only bat in the attic. But the present itself doesn’t matter, because it’s watching you make the attempt that’s so interesting. It’s a pleasure seeing you become the person that you are, that you will be. And sometimes that means watching you make careless decisions—like buying a bat for a woman who is mortally terrified of bats.”


One of the things Horace liked very much about his mother was that she didn’t treat him like a child. Not that she pretended he was an adult—it was just that she was honest about the differences between them. Once, when he’d given up on their weekly chess after losing too many games, she’d sent him a card in the mail. He still had it. Inside, she’d written:


If smarts were a race, you would have no hope of having caught up to me yet. Not because you’re slow, or because I’m fast, but because I happen to have a huge head start. It’s not fair or unfair; it’s just the way it works. One day, you will be where I am now—and beyond.


Please let me know when you’re over it. I do miss playing with you.


They’d played again that very night, and she’d beaten him. Badly. They’d been playing ever since. And now Horace found himself seized by a desire to buy his mother the best Mother’s Day present ever. He cleared the chessboard and began to pack away the pieces. His mother joined him, the two of them working quietly.


“You like turtles,” Horace said after a while.


“I do.”


“I guess I need to go shopping tomorrow.”


His mother slipped the last pawn into the velvet-lined box and latched it closed. She stood, gazing up at the star-covered ceiling. Loki hopped down and rubbed against her legs. “That’s not really the point, Horace.” She sighed. “You know what I really want for Mother’s Day, right? Far beyond any present? I want to see you continuing to become the person I know you are. Keep thinking. Keep considering. Be smart. Be happy. Be safe.”


“I am happy. And safe.” The thin man rose up in Horace’s mind, along with Mrs. Hapsteade’s final words: “Fear is the stone we push.”


“You would tell me if you were in any trouble.”


Ordinarily he would. But today he didn’t even know how to begin. “What kind of trouble?” he asked.


“I don’t know. Trouble doesn’t always have an easy name, does it?” She dropped her eyes to Horace’s and smiled.


“I guess not.”


She held his gaze for a moment longer. “I love you.”


“Love you too,” Horace said automatically.


She left then, Loki slipping out with her. The moment the door closed, Horace let out a long breath. He flopped face forward onto the cool covers of his bed.


The leestone’s stubborn heat seemed to pulse slowly into his leg. He swam through images from the day: the House of Answers sign, though in his thoughts it sometimes still read Horace F. Andrews; the tunnel of birds, like a blanket of song; Mrs. Hapsteade grasping his shoulders; the burn of the leestone in his pocket. Trouble. He saw the thin man’s carnival shape, smelled the thin man’s sickly scent, heard the thin man’s voice, felt his bizarre fingers taking hold. The man was hunting him for an object he did not yet possess. What did that mean?


Horace fought his fears back as best he could, but he lay on the bed for a long time and lost that battle, over and over. Images of the thin man rose again and again, deep into the night, crooked and looming in his thoughts like grinning scarecrows, like ghouls, like devils.





CHAPTER FOUR
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Fellow Passengers


THE NEXT MORNING HORACE BOARDED THE 77 WESTBOUND. The bus was mostly empty, just a handful of older people up front. Horace headed for the very back row, then realized someone was already sitting there—a girl all but hidden beneath a dark green hoodie. She gave off a distinctly unfriendly vibe. Horace took the seat right behind the rear doors instead, a tingle of something—excitement? fear?—in his chest. He was headed back to the House of Answers.


He’d told his parents he was going shopping for Mother’s Day, but Mother’s Day was pretty far from the front of his mind now. He could not stop worrying about the thin man. He pondered for the twentieth time that morning what he would do if he encountered the thin man again, especially since Mrs. Hapsteade had really only given him one piece of advice: avoid him. Horace had the leestone, of course, whatever good that was supposed to do. He took it out of his pocket—still warm, but it had faded badly overnight. It was completely clear around the edges, all the color shrunken into a jagged purple cloud in the center.


The bus turned the corner onto Wexler Street and immediately wheezed to a stop. Horace looked up and sucked in a gasp of surprise. The thin man was clambering aboard the bus, as if Horace’s own thoughts had conjured him. Horace ducked down, peering around the seat.


The thin man looked even more inhuman than last time, like some monstrous insect. He was far too tall to stand up straight on the bus, so he more crawled than walked, bent over between his knees. As he crept down the aisle, his elbows knifed over the heads of the other passengers. They seemed to see him, but clearly not the way Horace was seeing him, because they weren’t staring. The thin man spoke to them, his head swiveling on his long neck, his pleasantly lilting voice so out of place coming from that mouth: “Good morning. Lovely day, isn’t it? How do you do?” He got polite nods and mumbled greetings in return. His dark glasses were gone. His eyes were black points that flicked from side to side like tiny, darting fish.


Horace dropped completely out of sight, pressing his face against the seat. He squeezed the leestone between his forefinger and thumb and realized he was counting, his brain marking off seconds on its own, as it sometimes did. Seventeen, eighteen—how long did it take to walk to the back of the bus?


Thirty-five. Forty. At last Horace sat up slowly and peeked. The thin man, improbably, had folded himself into a seat. He was right in front of the rear doors, his back to Horace, the stairway the only thing separating them. His long-fingered hands were wrapped around his head as though he was deep in thought.


Any moment now, they would pass the House of Answers. If Horace had any chance of getting off the bus unseen, he would have to sneak out behind the thin man and hope that the man didn’t turn around. He reached up and yanked the cable to call for a stop. The chime sounded. The bus began to slow. The man was still facing forward. Horace stood, his eyes boring into the back of the thin man’s head. The man’s hands, thrust into his thick black hair, did have too many joints, and his pinkies were crooked, almost like second thumbs. And that bitter burning smell—brimstone? Horace wanted to retch.


Just as he stepped down to reach for the rear doors, the bus lurched to a stop, nearly tumbling Horace into the man. The thin man lifted his head and inhaled sharply. He began to turn, his limbs bending and twisting like a spider’s.


The doors opened. Horace leapt from the top step. As he hit the sidewalk, he remembered Mrs. Hapsteade’s words: “Do not run.” But he ran. He sped away from the bus as fast as his too-long legs would let him, cursing his too-shaggy hair that fell across his eyes.


He was just reaching top speed when a voice called out, clear and loud: “Hey! Here!” Horace slowed. A girl in a green hoodie stood in the doorway of a bookstore, waving at him. The girl from the bus—but that was impossible! No one had gotten off ahead of him. “Here,” she said again, gesturing impatiently.


Horace glanced back at the bus. His stomach crumpled. The thin man was unfolding from the rear doors, a savage scowl tearing his long face in two. Horace darted toward the bookstore, hoping desperately the thin man wouldn’t see him. The girl heaved the door open and rushed in ahead of him.


The girl was tiny, but she had a confident, feline swagger. She strode deep into the store, Horace at her heels. At the very back, she pushed open a door marked STAFF ONLY. They plowed through a break room, where a plump middle-aged lady watched them pass with wide eyes, apparently too startled to say anything. “Sorry,” Horace mumbled. They burst through another door and out into a cramped, shadowed alleyway behind.


The girl spun to face him, throwing her hood back to reveal long black hair. Her eyes bored into him, dark and intense. “Did he see you?”


“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”


“Were there any others? Like him?”


She was a fast talker. It took a moment for the words to sink in. There were others like the thin man? “No, no way,” Horace said. It was an almost unthinkable thought.


The girl leaned in, continuing to look him up and down. She was about Horace’s own age, but everything about her was fierce. Horace found himself taking a step back. Had he done the right thing, following her here? What did she want from him?


“You see him like I do,” the girl said. “The freak. Nobody else sees him like that.”


“I definitely don’t know what you’re talking about,” Horace said.


She scoffed. “Of course you do. You were hiding from him on the bus.”


“No I wasn’t.”


“Oh my god, you were. The question is, Why were you hiding?”


But Horace couldn’t wrap his head around a sensible answer to that question, even if he’d wanted to trust this girl. He was hiding because a strange old lady in a secret curiosity shop had told him to, hiding because he didn’t know how a marble—even a mysterious one—was supposed to protect him. And protect him from what? Who was the thin man? What did he want? Horace’s fear and his frustration curdled into irritation. He straightened and frowned down at the girl. “Why are you hiding?” he fired back.


“No, no—you seem confused. I’m not hiding me, I’m hiding you. I was doing fine. I only led you back here because I want to know what’s up with you. I thought I was the only one.”


“The only one what?”


She leaned back and squinted her eyes, measuring him. Then she said in an annoyingly patient tone, like she was talking to a child, “Look. You were the one running. There are only two reasons to be running like that: either you’re in a hurry to be somewhere, or you’re in a hurry to not be somewhere. And don’t tell me you’re late for an important meeting.”


An important meeting—maybe. But he wasn’t about to mention the House of Answers. “No meeting. I’m not going anywhere.”


“Oh, wow. You’re a really bad liar. It sort of makes me not trust you.”


Horace laughed. “That’s like . . . the opposite of—”


“Tell me again why I helped you?”


“I have no idea,” Horace said, exasperated. “I didn’t even need help.” Of course this was not true, not at all. He’d been running blindly, terrified, and he’d followed her back here to apparent safety, to a place he’d never have come on his own.


The girl gave a disappointed sigh, as if reading his mind. “I’m not feeling very appreciated. Is this how you always are?”


That wasn’t even a fair question—nothing like this had ever happened to him before.


The girl hitched up her small black backpack and pulled her hood over her head. “I’m going now,” she said. “Good luck with all your, um . . . not hiding. Maybe we could call it cowering?” She began to walk away.


Cowering—a mean thing to say, even if she might be right. He didn’t think he liked this girl at all. “Hey, wait,” Horace called out. “That man. The thin man.” The girl turned and glared at him silently, walking backward now, her eyes deep and simmering. Horace asked, “Who is he? What is he? And will he still be out there?”


“He roams. Try not to roam in the same direction.”


“What about the bus? You got off first, but I didn’t see you. How did you do that?”


Her face softened into clear-eyed innocence. “I definitely don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, and turned her back on him. Several yards down the alley she stopped, glanced one last time at Horace, and then disappeared through another doorway he couldn’t quite make out. Clearly she knew her way around.


Once she was gone, Horace tried to get his bearings—physically and otherwise. He had no idea what to make of the girl. She obviously knew more about the thin man than he did, but she hadn’t given him any new information at all. Except to suggest that there were more thin men out there, a thought that made Horace shudder.


He followed the alleyway to his left and was surprised to discover that it opened out onto Wexler Street. Maybe he could still make it to the House of Answers, after all. But if it was true that the thin man roamed, he seemed to do a lot of roaming in this neighborhood. Horace would have to be very careful. After a cautious look up and down the sidewalk, he headed north. Before long, Horace spotted the Laundromat—and just beyond, and the alley that led to the House of Answers. He quickened his pace, still scanning ahead and behind.


And then just as he was about to round the corner, the thin man stepped out of the alley, directly into his path.





CHAPTER FIVE
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Mr. Meister


HORACE FELL BACK, PRESSING HIMSELF AGAINST THE WINDOW of the Laundromat. Remembering what Mrs. Hapsteade had said, he fixed his eyes ahead, not daring to look in the thin man’s direction. Horace hoped beyond hope that the thin man hadn’t noticed him, that the scrawny green awning above was helping to hide him even now. He gripped the leestone tightly in his pocket, willing the thin man to go away.


“Come out, come out,” the thin man sang, his notes cruel and lilting. Goose bumps prickled up and down Horace’s body, tugging his skin so hard it hurt. The man gave a long, thoughtful hum, like a greedy man contemplating a table full of delicious food.


And then, almost without thinking, Horace pulled the leestone from his pocket. He stepped out from under the awning and, in the same motion, threw the leestone underhand, hurling it high into the air, far out over the street. Even as it left his hand, Horace thought, Why am I doing this? The leestone rose into the sunlight, shimmering violet. It fell into the far lane of the road and shattered, releasing a shrill, almost animal cry that Horace could hear over the sound of the cars. A plume of purple smoke spiraled into the air.


The thin man leapt after the leestone like a predator after prey. Horns blared as traffic jolted to a stop around him, but he paid the cars no mind. He began to circle the remains of the leestone.


Waiting to see no more, Horace darted into the alley. He took the stairs at the end in a single leap, landing hard. He fumbled for the handle of the small blue door, muttering his name. “Horace Andrews, Horace F. Andrews, please let me in. I need to get in. Need, need, need.” He tugged once, twice, and the door swung open. He ducked inside, so full of fear already that he scarcely felt the cramped tunnel’s chokehold as the door closed firmly behind him. He ran through the passageway and down the stairs, through the thick tunnel of birdsong, bursting into the House of Answers.


The room seemed even more vast and deserted than it had the day before. “Hello?” he called. His voice echoed. He approached the podium. The quill and the ink were still there, and the guest book was open. But the page was blank—his entry from yesterday was nowhere to be seen. “Hello? Mrs. Hapsteade?” No reply.


He slumped to the floor at the foot of the podium, letting his fear seep slowly out through the cold stone floor beneath him. He’d escaped from the thin man—twice!—to get here, and for what? He was safe, but the place was abandoned. No one knew what had just happened. He still had no answers.


After a long, miserable time, Horace got to his feet. He might as well do what he could on his own. There was something here in this place, something he had to know. He could feel it. But the place was so huge, so overwhelmingly full. He had no idea where to begin.


He lifted the sturdy white quill and dipped it in the ink, unsure what else to do. He started to fill in his name, address, and age, as he had done yesterday, his words once again a beautiful deep blue. He paused briefly to think about the final two columns, and then wrote:
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Horace wandered away from the podium, determined to wait. He wasn’t about to risk leaving anyway, not with the thin man outside. He examined the bins he’d glimpsed yesterday. But the bins had been rearranged. Many of them were new.


Odd-Shaped


Ship-Shaped


Shape-Shaped


Implausible


Palpable


Often Lost


Never Found


Tourmindae


That last one was extra mysterious. Horace was just about to reach out for it when, once again, a strange voice—a man’s voice this time—stopped him short: “One moment, if you will.”


Horace spun around, almost stumbling against some shelves. An old man stood beside the podium, gazing pleasantly at Horace—or at least, his gaze seemed pleasant. It was hard to tell. He wore thick glasses with perfectly round lenses, which made his gray eyes appear unnaturally large—especially on the left side, where his eye was magnified to the size of a golf ball. He wore a long red vest covered in pockets—dozens of them, scores of them, all shapes and sizes. The vest, in fact, seemed made entirely of pockets. The man’s hair was wild and white, his skin wrinkled and pale.


“One moment, young man.” The man had an accent—German, maybe? He pushed his thick glasses into place as he bent over the guest book. “Ah yes, very interesting. Oh, I see. Yes, yes.” At last he turned back to Horace and smiled. “Mrs. Hapsteade was right, of course. She is a formidable woman. Terribly efficient. Does wonders with the inventory. Now come, let me have a look at you.” He waved Horace over, and Horace obliged, reluctantly. He looked Horace up and down, as though he was shopping for a car, trying to decide whether or not Horace might be a good bargain. Then he stuck out a knobby, gnarled hand. “Allow me to introduce myself—I am Mr. Meister.”


Hesitantly, Horace held out his hand. The old man grasped it and gave it a single firm pump. His skin was cold and dry. Horace noticed he wore a multicolored metal ring on his middle finger, a thick band with a neat twist at the top. It was a Möbius strip, Horace realized—a strip with a half twist that meant you could trace a line all the way around the thing, inside and out, and come back to where you started.


“And you are Horace Andrews,” Mr. Meister said, and then concern creased his face. “You have had an encounter this morning, I believe.”


An encounter. Was that the word? Really, there had been more than one encounter, if you included the girl in the green hoodie. “You could say that,” Horace managed. He wondered suddenly how valuable the leestone had been, and if the old man knew he’d destroyed it. And should he tell him about the girl?


“I will want to hear more about it shortly. In the meantime, you say you seek answers. Many answers, it seems. Sometimes we are so full of questions, we cannot choose, yes?”


Horace could only nod.


“Just so. If I may suggest, let us return instead to the question you posed yesterday: ‘Where am I?’ An excellent question, very sensible. One must always try to stay oriented.” He swept one arm theatrically across the room. “This is a warehouse, one of many. But also it is a market, of sorts. It is a museum. A refuge. A subterfuge. For some—like you, I confess—it is a trial.”


“A trial? Like a test?”


“Yes.”


“Am I passing?”


Mr. Meister laughed in a friendly way. “You passed one test when you first came through the blue door. As for the rest, it is not a matter of passing or failing. Rather, it is a matter of determining facilities, affinities, aptitudes.”


Horace felt himself relaxing, his curiosity taking over, even if he didn’t really understand what Mr. Meister was saying, exactly. “Yesterday Mrs. Hapsteade said I was in the right place.”


“That much is marvelously clear.”


“She also said she was the keeper of something. The Vora, I think? Do you know what that means?”


Mr. Meister’s bushy eyebrows rose. “I do,” he said, and then he turned abruptly and strode deeper into the room. Horace hurried to follow. “Horace, I believe the circumstances demand that we act first and speak second. Therefore, the warehouse is now yours to explore. Perhaps you will encounter what you came here to find. After all—above all—that is the purpose of this place.”


“What I came here to find,” Horace murmured, still recalling his conversation with Mrs. Hapsteade. “It’s the thing the thin man wants, isn’t it?”


Again the eyebrows went up. “Dr. Jericho wants a great many things, none of which we intend to let him have.”


“That’s his name? Dr. Jericho?”


“It’s what he calls himself, yes.”


“He’s a doctor?”


“Not in the way you might suppose. But you must put him out of your mind for now.”


“I’m not sure I can.”


“Try. Lose yourself in the warehouse. Search, and perhaps you will find.”


“Is this a part of the test?”


“It is a part of the journey—the most important turn you will ever take. But do not fear. You cannot fail this test, Horace.” He stopped short, looking at Horace gravely. “Do not touch what you do not want.” He put one hand against the wall, took an alarming step forward, and vanished. Horace stared. There was a dark panel set in the stone—it must have been a secret door of some kind. Horace pushed and called out, but only silence came back.


He stood there for a moment, gathering himself. The old man had come and gone like a ghost. “Perhaps you will encounter what you came here to find.” Great. If only he had the slightest idea what that was.


Horace began to look around, browsing uncertainly through the bins, careful to touch nothing. Most were full of objects that were either utterly foreign or utterly unremarkable. A bin labeled FLAT was full of nothing but blank sheets of paper. Another, labeled SUBTLE, contained just a single object—a delicate arm-length sliver of metal, so thin Horace couldn’t see it from the side. A bin marked UTENSILS was full of all kinds of oddities: a corkscrew two feet long and as thin as a finger, a double-headed hammer, a pair of scissors whose blades were sharp on the outside instead of the inside, and something that looked vaguely like an ice-cream scoop—if you wanted scoops of ice cream as big as your head.


Horace worked his way deep into the room. FOR THE FEARFUL held a thick stack of blankets and two ceramic vials twisted together like snakes, one black and one gold. EDIBLES was full of canned corn—at least fifty cans, all identical—while INEDIBLES contained half a dozen rusty gears, a nasty-looking spiked chain, and a golf club. The labels of many boxes were mystifying: PASSKEYS, ASSORTED TAN’KINDI, ONGRELLONDAE. So much meant so little to him, and as he searched he became increasingly sure—and increasingly worried—that the sheer volume of stuff would make it impossible for him to find whatever it was he was supposed to find.


Horace began to move more quickly, working his way toward the far end of the room. For the first time he caught sight of the rear wall, and was astonished—a door stood there that would have been at home in a castle, or a fortress. Ten feet high, wooden timbers reinforced with metal bands, sealed by a crossbar as thick as a leg. “A refuge,” Horace muttered, remembering Mr. Meister’s words. He wondered how long the old man was going to stay gone.


He continued down the line, now just reading the labels.


Useless


Misplaced


Displaced


Oblong


Unsavory


Tangible


Horace was just starting to think that the labels were becoming less and less sensible when his eyes fell on the label of the next bin down.


Of Scientific Interest


Horace stopped, his interest immediately roused. He leaned over the bin. A small sound nagged at his ears as he did so, a faint, low grind like the sound of a tiny motor winding down. He quickly discovered the source: a small, wobbling ball of clockwork. The size of a plum, the entire object was a seething golden mass of turning gears and whirring springs and tiny obscure mechanisms. Nearly every bit of its surface was in motion, so that it rocked slightly in place.


The OF SCIENTIFIC INTEREST bin turned out to be full of many such wonders. There was a human face—an exquisite mask, thin as paper. Horace understood intuitively that the face belonged to someone, that the face was real, that the woman depicted had been someone’s child, sister, mother. There was also a transparent rod, two inches thick and a foot long. Inside the rod was a fish, black as charcoal and nearly as finless as an eel. It was alive. It was almost as long and as wide as the rod itself, and it shimmied slowly, steadily, as though caught in a gentle, unending current. It could not hope to turn around inside the rod; there was not enough room. It could only keep swimming in place, all but motionless. Horace choked back a rising knot of pity. He knew that the fish was unspeakably old.


Perhaps most astonishing of all was a grapefruit-sized globe of the earth, surrounded by a glowing haze within which the globe rotated slowly. Horace watched it for a long time and very nearly did pick it up. It was, he determined at last, real. Horace knew its oceans were filled with actual water; he could see currents, and light bouncing off its surface. Its poles were made of ice that gleamed and felt cool to a fingertip hovering overhead. Its green patches were living, growing plants—microscopic trees?—and the clouds that moved over its surface drifted and swirled. It was—strange to say it—the most unworldly object Horace had ever encountered.


And then Horace spotted a diminutive leather pouch with a buttoned-down flap. The pouch was oval, golden-red in color, a little smaller than Horace’s open hand. The surface was inscribed with a twining figure eight—or was it an infinity symbol? Horace tilted his head to one side and then the other, gazing at the pouch, and then, before he even knew what he was doing, he reached out and picked it up.


He opened the flap. He pulled out what was inside—a gleaming oval box. Immediately, the globe and the clockwork ball and the impossible fish—all those marvels—slid from his mind. In many respects, the box was the most ordinary item here: quite small, made of a shimmering striped wood, shades of brown and gold and red. A line of silver snaked across the lid, and on one curving side was a delicate gleaming starburst design. Of all the objects he’d seen so far, only this box could have looked at home on the shelves of an ordinary store. Yet it was the most marvelous thing Horace had ever seen. Next to it, all the other wonders paled like cheap parlor tricks in the presence of real magic.


Horace wrapped his fingers around the box. The world dropped away, and he swooned a little, overwhelmed by the sensation that a question he hadn’t asked yet had just been answered.


“This is it,” he said, though he had no idea what that meant.





CHAPTER SIX
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The Find


THE BOX’S STRIPES SHIFTED LIKE A TIGER’S-EYE STONE. Horace knew the name for this phenomenon—chatoyance. He’d done a report on it for Mr. Ludwig in the fall. Although it usually happened in gemstones, it could also be made to happen in certain kinds of wood. But he’d never seen that until now. On the side of the box, a slightly raised black ball was surrounded by a cluster of serpentine rays, twelve long and twelve short, forming a delicate silver star. It, too, glinted in the dim light.


Horace couldn’t get the box open at first, until he realized the gentle S shape that ran across the lid was a seam. He pressed his thumb down gently on the center of the silver seam. He heard and felt a tiny click. A twist of the thumb, and the lid opened—one half swinging forward while the other swung back, spreading wide like wings. Inside, more of the curious wood, but the bottom was made of a beautiful blue substance, transparent and laced with soft ripples that almost seemed to move.


Horace held up the open box and looked straight through it. Through the blue bottom of the box, the room came truly alive, almost as if it were a living, breathing thing. He stared, exhilarated—the bristling texture of the rafters, timeworn grooves between the floor stones, floating specks of dust winking in and out of sight. He turned and panned down the room—cobwebs shining in the dark corners, straight-edged bins and boxes and crates, labels smudged out of recognition or turned sharp as knives. Horace noticed that certain patches shifted from clear to hazy and back again. Bright spots looked dimmer, but dark places looked brighter. The whole effect was marvelous, full of clarity and mystery at the same time; full of confusion and depth. It made him feel powerful, somehow, or wise—as though he was seeing the world in a way that no one else could.


“What is this?” he breathed.


Behind him, a polite cough. Mr. Meister stood there, his huge eye roving eagerly across Horace and the box. Horace swung the lid of the box closed. The two halves came together with a satisfying snick.


“I will ask for your caution in this moment, my young friend,” Mr. Meister said. His voice was as mild as his stare was keen. “The box is a subtle contrivance, and I would like to avoid any mishaps.”


Horace slipped the box back into its pouch and pulled it tightly to his chest. For some reason, he was terrified that Mr. Meister would take the box away from him.


But Mr. Meister only smiled. “I gather you would like this to be yours?”


Horace wanted to say the box was the most wonderful and important thing he had ever seen, or would ever see. He wanted to say the box already was his. He wanted to say he would not be able to leave this place without it. But he could hardly speak. He pressed the box harder against his chest. He didn’t know how he knew, but he knew. Finally he said, “This was made for me.”


“Better to say that you were made for it.” The old man’s face was full of a quivering energy. “Be at ease, Horace. I will not take the box from you. Indeed, let me speak aloud the truth you are already beginning to know: the box is yours now.”


“To keep?” Horace asked, his voice squeaking.


“Yes, to keep. This box has been in my possession for twenty years, but it was never mine so deeply as it is already yours.”


“You don’t want to keep it?”


“Goodness no. I could not even use it if I tried. It belongs to you now, Horace. You know that it does. Need I say it again?”


Horace shook his head, his throat closing. He tried to summon words of gratitude but could not. At the front of the room, the trilling birdsong began to rise again. Horace listened, swaying, feeling buoyant and loose and happy.


“Your place in the world is changing, Horace. You feel this, yes?”


“I’m not sure what I feel. I feel . . . like I’m falling. Like gravity is pulling me somewhere strange.” He looked down at the box, lost for words. “I know something is happening to me, but I don’t know what.”


Mr. Meister nodded, his wide eyes warm and shining. “This is the first stage of the Find.”


“The Find? What is that?”


“It is a becoming.”


“Becoming what?”


“What you are. But do not overthink it. All you need to know for now is that this connection you feel—this pull toward the box—it is good and right and true. The rest will be revealed in due course.”


Horace nodded. He didn’t really understand, and he had a habit of overthinking things, but he found that he could not quite summon up his usual curious urgency. The box was in his hands. He felt floaty and untouchable. He watched as Mr. Meister lifted the clockwork ball and the miniature earth from the OF SCIENTIFIC INTEREST bin, making them disappear into his vest. Up front, the birds kept sewing their river of song. “Those birds,” Horace said at last. “You sure do have a lot of birds.”


“Ah, the birds, yes,” said Mr. Meister. “They are a precaution.”


“Against Dr. Jericho?”


Mr. Meister’s face contracted, becoming hard and serious. “Just so,” he said, his voice like a hammer. “Against him, and others of his kind. You saw him this morning, yes? Was he alone?”


The terror of Horace’s flight from the thin man had drifted apart, pushed by the easy waters of this new peace. The box was in his hands. Still, he recognized the anxiety on Mr. Meister’s face. “Yes. He chased me.”


“Chased you?” Mr. Meister said, clearly alarmed. “He was aware of your presence? But were you not carrying the leestone?”


Horace rubbed his thumb across the engraving on the pouch, tracing the infinity symbol. “I was, but . . .” He tried to remember how it had happened, what he had done. “There was a girl, about my age, wearing a green hoodie. She helped me.”


“A girl. What was her name?”


“I have no idea. Bossy McSomething.”


Mr. Meister didn’t laugh. He studied Horace, then began to rummage through his vest pockets. There seemed to be hundreds of them—pockets within pockets, even. The old man pulled out a tiny notebook and a stubby pencil. He began to scribble, muttering. He finished, tucked the notebook away, then dug through his pockets again. He produced a delicate white sphere, roughly leestone sized, but shoved it back with a grunt of impatience. He stalked off, scanning the shelves of bins. Horace followed, still cradling the box. Mr. Meister stopped and stretched high to reach into a wooden bin marked RAVENS’ EYES. He pulled out a small dark purple sphere and thrust it into Horace’s face. “This was the color of the leestone when it was presented to you, yes?”


“Yes,” Horace replied, glad that the leestone hadn’t been one of a kind.


“And what color is it now?”


“It isn’t,” he said. “The last I saw, it was almost clear all the way through.”


Mr. Meister’s face went slack with shock. “A single day,” he muttered. Then his gaze grew sharp again. “I believe I am correct in guessing that you no longer possess the leestone.”
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