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For Mouse and Boo







PROLOGUE

Some people believe in the Abominable Snowman. Those people are nut muffins.

Some people believe in the Loch Ness Monster. Chowderheads. Every one of them.

Some people believe in Bigfoot. Those guys need to get their heads examined.

Me? I believe in truth. Hard facts. Things I can see and touch.

Like talking dead chickens.

Wait a minute, you say, your mind racing, your heart beating fast with trepidation. Did you just say talking dead chickens?

That’s right. You read correctly. Talking dead chickens.

Confused? You should be.

Lost? Join the crowd.

Upset? Get in line.

For your benefit, I will try to explain.

Ready? Sitting down? Bracing yourself? Good. Here goes.

I can see and talk to dead animals.

Don’t roll your eyes at me. This is real, people. Not like Bigfoot.

They come to me, bound to this world by some unfinished business. Seeking my help to right the wrongs that will allow them to move on to the great beyond.

So, if you have a delicate constitution, it’s not too late to go find yourself a book about happy woodland creatures who frolic in the forest. Because you’ll get none of that in these pages.

If you are someone who fears the mysterious and supernatural, beware, all ye who enter here.

If you are one who cannot stomach the horror of hideous fuzzy mayhem, turn away now. For what lies ahead is not for the faint of heart.

You have been warned.
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This whole chilling dead-pet predicament began when I was supernaturally zapped by a creepy carnival machine called The Reaper’s Curse. Now I’m stuck being an unwilling conduit of the spirit world.

Since that time, I have freed a dead rhino. I have released a crispy-fried panda. I have liberated a deceased gorilla, shark, and elephant respectively from the unseen forces that bind them to this earth. I know. It’s a lot for a sixth grader to deal with. What with homework and stuff.

Only Darvish knows my secret. And though he cannot see the deceased beasts with his own peepers, he has chosen to believe the unbelievable. He has tried to assist as best he can. Through it all, he has been a good best friend. Possibly better than I deserve.

Which might be why he is currently beaning me with snowballs.

“Can you believe all this snow?” Darvish says, forming a fresh projectile in his mittened hands. “Dude, this is awesome!”

Dude. This is not awesome. This is the end of April, that’s what this is. This is us getting hit with an irritatingly unseasonable nine inches of snow, that’s what this is. This is a cry for help from a dying planet. That’s what this is.

Don’t get me wrong. I respect a good snow day just as much as the next person. But I cannot condone such wanton winter frivolity with less than two months to go before school lets out for the summer. It is an abomination. A blatant disregard for the natural order of things. I expect sunshine, dang it, not snowstorms.

Drumstick, my dead chicken, is oblivious to my chilly contempt for winter. He is happily putting the finishing touches on his snowman.

He pulls a brownish thing out of a bag and stuffs it into the face.

“What is that?” I ask him, shivering in the arctic April breeze.

“Your dad was out of carrots,” he says. “I think this is a jicama.”

I step back and examine Drumstick’s handiwork. By human standards, it is a rather Abominable Snowman.

But for a dead chicken, it’s not half bad.

I sigh and contemplate the state of my life. Two weeks have passed since Darvish and I conquered the Narwhal Enigma. Also known as the Snarbly Bay Brouhaha. Also known as figuring out who killed a narwhal and a whale shark, thereby freeing the creatures from this earthly coil and allowing them to drift away to that big coral reef in the sky. Darvish and I went through thick and thin together during that little escapade. We were molded by the crucible of nautical mayhem. Bonded by the hardships of life at sea.

And I have been changed by it. That experience has brought out a kind and sensitive side that was lurking deep down in my nether regions.

I am no longer the childish, self-absorbed boy I once was. I have become a man. Rugged, yet sensitive. Abrasive, yet gentle. I’m like high-quality dish soap. In fact, I can practically feel a thatch of chest hairs sprouting… right there, just above my soft and gentle heart.

But in the two weeks since our seafaring adventures have come to a close, not a single dead animal has shown up on my doorstep.

No wrongfully poached gazelles hogging my bed covers.

No displaced penguins leaving haddock in my beanbag chair.

Not so much as a windshield-splatted butterfly.

Is it conceivable that maybe, just maybe, this jinx from the underworld has hit its supernatural expiration date? That I am free at last from the nagging presence of demanding spirits? That Darvish and I may move forward with our previously scheduled existence, unencumbered by the weighty cosmic issues of the afterlife?

Fat chance.
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My father is perched on a ladder in our living room when we finally take refuge from the frigid tundra.

We stand there thawing on the rug. But he is heedless to our frozen discomfort.

“Dad,” I hint. “It is colder than a Siberian winter out there.”

“I doubt that,” he says, holding a light bulb in his teeth. “Siberia gets pretty cold. But it is unseasonably chilly this spring.”

“Please don’t quibble,” I tell him. “We are frozen to the core.”

He removes the light bulb from his mouth and looks down from his perch. “You look it,” he says. “You guys should make some hot chocolate.”
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“Hot chocolate is a child’s beverage,” I say. “We are practically adults. Grown men. Strong, yet sensitive. Right, Darvish?”

“Actually, hot chocolate sounds really good,” says Darvish. “With marshmallows.”

“Marshmallows are not strong yet sensitive, Darvish,” I whisper to my friend. “They are soft yet squishy. Trust me on this.” I crane my neck up at my dad. “We’ll both have coffee,” I tell him. “Black as the night.”

“Oh yeah?” he says, shooting an arched eyebrow down upon us. “When did you start drinking coffee?”

“It is a recent development,” I tell him. “I am having an emotional growth spurt. Therefore, I have decided that it is time to put away childish drinks.”

“Well, I’m afraid we don’t have any coffee,” he says, screwing the light bulb into the ceiling fixture. “Your mom and I don’t do caffeine.”

“I don’t think you understand,” I say. “We’ve just come in from whiteout conditions. I may well have hypothermia. I believe it’s your constitutional duty to have a hot beverage waiting. I’m almost certain we learned that in social studies.”

He climbs down. “I don’t think so. But if you want, I could soak a brown crayon in some boiling water for you.”

“I’ll take the hot chocolate,” says Darvish.

“With marshmallows,” says my father, shooting Darvish a thumbs-up. “Sounds good. Follow me.”

They saunter into the kitchen, my chicken trailing behind.

“And where are you going?” I ask Drumstick.

“That brown crayon drink sounds incredible,” he says over his shoulder.

I let out the sigh of the defeated. I have a father who cares nothing for his civic responsibilities. A best friend who is holding on to his childhood. And a dead chicken who wants to eat art supplies.

Being a grown man is hard work. I’ve been one for less than two weeks and I’m already exhausted.
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I once trusted technology. I once appreciated things that go beep and boop as much as the next guy.

And then I met a machine with the face of a skeleton and a heart of darkness. A contraption called The Reaper’s Curse. This seemingly innocent carnival game lured me in with its flashy lights and pushy buttons. And then it wrecked my life.

I have learned the hard way: Technology is not our friend.

There it lurks, quietly waiting for its chance to wreak its vengeance on us. To overthrow humanity with its superior intellect and electric reflexes. Plus, machines have all that wire. Enough to tie up every man, woman, and child ten times over. We all should watch our backs. Because if our video games and toasters ever decide to get truly cranky about their lot in life, we don’t stand a chance.

So, what has my dad just brought into our happy abode? More technology.

“Hey, you two. Guess what I’m doing,” my dad says as he shoves two mugs of hot chocolate our way. But he’s so excited, he doesn’t give us a chance to guess. “I’m turning our house into a Smart Home! I just changed the last of the light bulbs!”

It’s the beginning of the end, people. Mark my words.

Drumstick looks around. “Doesn’t look any smarter to me,” he squawks.

My chicken is not wrong. Nothing looks any different. Factoring in my continued coffee-less state, our home seems to be just as dumb as it’s always been. But to hear my father tell it, major upgrades have been made.

“I’ve installed the AI and it’s ready to go!” he says excitedly. “Oh, sorry. I’m talking tech lingo. AI is an abbreviation. It stands for—”

“I know an abbreviation when I hear one, Father,” I tell him sternly. This man. Still treating me like a child. “AI,” I muse. “It obviously stands for Alligator Intestines.”

“No,” he says, shaking his head. “I haven’t installed alligator intestines in our house.”

“Alphabetical Igloos,” I say.

“No,” he says.

“ANTHROPOMORPHIC IGUANA!” I proclaim with authority.

“Um… no,” says my dad.

“‘AI’ stands for artificial intelligence,” says Darvish.

“That’s right, Darvish,” says my dad, impressed.

I decide to play along. See where it leads.

“So,” I ask. “What does this AI do exactly?”

“Her name is Alfreda,” says my dad proudly. “Here, let me show you how it works.”

He excitedly waves his hands around in the air. “Alfreda! Turn on the kitchen lights!”

“Okay,” says a disembodied voice. And then the lights turn on. All by themselves.

Like magic.

“Isn’t that great?!” my dad hoots. “Give it a try! Just say her name and tell her what to do. And she does it!”

Despite my reservations, my mind races with the possibilities. After all, if this Alfreda character can turn the lights on for my father, imagine what she’s capable of in the hands of somebody who knows what to ask for.

I step forward. I clear my throat. And I speak. “Alfreda!” I command. “Give me a million dollars!”

Nothing happens. Not a dang thing.

“Hmmm,” says the voice, thinking it over. “I’m not sure how to do that.”
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No million dollars appears. No sacks of silver doubloons materialize. The couch doesn’t even cough up any loose change.

My dad smacks his forehead with a palm and sighs.

As well he should. This is what comes from trusting machines. Disappointment. Cold, bitter disappointment.

I confess, I’m somewhat relieved. After all, if technology cannot even deliver on cold hard cash, how can it possibly hope to conquer mankind?

I pat my dad on the arm soothingly as I leave the room. Poor guy. His grand experiment is an abysmal failure. His faith in computers has let him down. His abbreviation has backfired.

Because his AI is not an artificial intelligence at all.

His AI is an absolute idiot.
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The South Pole is one of the coldest places on Earth. But right now, its frigid temperatures are being outdone by my upstairs hallway.

“It’s freezing in here,” Darvish points out. “Why does your dad keep the heat so low?”

I check the thermostat as we pass. It’s set at a balmy seventy-two degrees.

And yet, the kid is right. Because as Darvish, Drumstick, and I approach my bedroom, mugs of hot cocoa in hand, the chill seeps into our very bones. A coldness in the air that has nothing to do with the unseasonable April weather.

It is the spine-tingling shudder that accompanies the deceased.

Though Darvish cannot see the dead, it is possible that time spent with me is rubbing off on him. His senses are becoming increasingly attuned to the spirit world. I may have to promote him from sidekick to full partner.

It is a big day for him. I just hope he doesn’t expect business cards and custom letterhead.

But as I open my bedroom door, thoughts of office supplies leave me.

I once told you that this story you’re reading features no frolicking woodland creatures.

I was wrong.

Because those woodland creatures I mentioned? They are currently in my bedroom. And they’re frolicking the heck out of the place.

These aren’t just any woodland creatures. We’re not talking about a random raccoon who wandered in off the street. Or a stray groundhog who took a wrong turn while looking for his shadow. Or a little doe-eyed deer who’s just passing through.

We’re talking… bunnies. Here, on purpose. To see me.

Not one bunny.

Not a couple of bunnies.

My room is overrun by a sea of bunnies. A hurricane of hippety-hoppeties. A typhoon of cottontails.

They’re bouncing on the bed. They’re burying themselves in my beanbag chair. They’re dangling from my ceiling fan. You know. Frolicking.

And they’re getting their ghost-goo all over everything.

Because these bunnies are—well, there’s no way to dress it up with flowery language—these bunnies are dead.
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“What’s wrong?” asks Darvish, shivering, oblivious to the manic mayhem taking place before us.

What’s wrong? So much. As I stand there, I am hit full force with a blast of bitter chill from beyond.

I am doused by a fog of green ghost-mist.

And I am besieged with a cold hard truth: My curse is not over.

Nay. It has only begun.
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My dead chicken does the natural thing when suddenly confronted by a roomful of dead bunnies.

He strikes a kung-fu pose. I have taught him well.

“Stand down, Drumstick,” I tell my faithful beaked companion.

“Yeah,” says one of the bunnies, hip-hopping toward us. “Stand down, waddle-faced pigeon. We have business with your small-eared human.”

I take mild offense at this. My ears are of average size, by people standards. But the other bunnies nod wordlessly, their noses silently twitching.

I look this rabbit over. In a sea of ordinary white rabbits, this one stands a cut above the rest. His fur is spotted with patches of black and orange. His whiskers bristle with authority. His cotton tail is fluffed with the unmistakable poof of leadership.

I’ve been in this business long enough to know a bunny-in-charge when I see one.

“My name is Alfalfa,” he announces. “I represent this motley rabble of rabbits.” The other bunnies linger timidly in the background, content to let him speak on their behalf. “We were told that you’re the kid to talk to when animals find themselves tethered to the earthly confines of this existence.”

“Who told you that?” I ask.

“Lotsa critters,” says Alfalfa. “I forget. It’s just known in our circles, okay?”

“What circles are those?” I ask.

“Dead circles,” he says cryptically.

Great. Don’t get me wrong. I like the idea of nice things being said about me behind my back. I mean, I always figured it was happening anyway… so it’s nice to get confirmation. But I’d really like to know who’s handing my name out to all the deadies.

“What’s going on?” asks Darvish. He stands there, eyes wide, shivering in the doorway. Poor guy. I forget sometimes that he can’t see or hear any of these supernatural happenings.

“Dead bunnies,” I inform him. “Lots of dead bunnies.”

“Hold up there, buckaroo,” Alfalfa says firmly. “We’re not just anybunnies. We are proud members of the oldest business known to rabbitkind. We’re magician’s rabbits.”

“Magician’s rabbits?” I ask.

“That’s right, buddy boy,” he informs me proudly. “Professionals. Showbiz bunnies. Born and raised for one purpose: to get pulled out of the hat.”

“A hat, huh?”

“Not a hat, snowflake,” he corrects me. “The hat. The quintessential magician’s top hat. What is a magician who can’t pull a rabbit out of a hat? Nothing, that’s what!” A thought crosses his furry features. “Come to think of it, maybe that’s the point.”

“What’s the point?” I ask. “What are you talking about?”

“I don’t know!” he shouts. “What I’m saying is, we’re pros. We don’t just fall asleep on the job. Especially not forever! One second we’re right in the hat where we belong. The next second we’re waking up in the proverbial Vanishing Cabinet, if you know what I mean.”

“I have no idea what you mean,” I tell him.

“Permanently disappeared! Pushing up daffodils! Dearly departed!”

“Got it,” I say. “You’re dead and now you’re stuck.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” he says softly, nodding his furry face. “Unless you can figure out the who and what of whatever happened to us, I don’t think we’re going anywhere. You get it?”

“I got it,” I tell the rabbit. I don’t want it. But I got it. “So who did this to you?”

“That’s just it,” he says. “Nobody did it. One second, she’s putting me in the hat, business as usual. But then the air gets thin. Everything goes dark. There is no way out. And presto! Next thing you know, I’m dead as a doorknob and sitting in a puddle of my own green ghost-mist.”

“Hold up,” I say, hands outstretched. “You said she. She who?”

“Our magician!” the bunny cries, holding his paws out dramatically. “The one and only! The mysterious! The wondrous! The Astounding… Isabel!”

“Bunnies are such drama queens,” Drumstick whispers to me. “They probably died of natural causes.”

“All of us?” cries Alfalfa, going nose to beak with the chicken. “Think, furless wonder! Think! There’s no way that this many rabbits all hit their expiration dates one after another. That glorious hat, that symbol of all that is mystical and magical… it’s become a death trap. Bunnies check in, but they don’t check out!”

“So what are you saying?” I ask the bunnies.

“I’m saying there ain’t nothing natural about any of this,” says Alfalfa firmly. “I’m saying we were snuffed out. Rubbed out. Polished off.” The other rabbits nod wordlessly in agreement.
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I let the reality of it settle over me. The Astounding Isabel’s bunnies are being knocked off. On purpose.

It seems too ludicrous to be possible. Too ridiculous to be real. Too preposterous to be believed. But if recent events in my life have taught me one thing, it’s this: The world is filled with the ludicrous, the ridiculous, and the preposterous. Most people are simply too blind to see.

But not me.

As I look up into the eyes of roughly two dozen bunnies, I see the contents of my own soul mirrored in their whisker-twitching faces. Fear. Confusion. Uncertainty. And the desperate need for the nerve-calming power of caffeine.

But there’s no time for me to be afraid. Or confused. Or uncertain. Or decaffeinated. Because these little long-eared furballs are counting on me.
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When I was a tiny child of seven, I celebrated with a birthday party. It was a rousing hit.

Some people would suggest that the success of a party is in direct proportion to the adoration of the guest of honor. Since I am generally beloved by the masses, it stands to reason that my birthday party would be the event of the season.

However, in addition to me, there are three other ingredients that make for a winning birthday celebration. Three things that everybody, and I mean everybody, loves.

Ingredient one: cake. Everybody loves good cake.

Actually, now that I think about it, Sid Vendermann refused to eat the cake at my seventh birthday party. The cake was red velvet. Which, everyone knows, is the pinnacle of cake flavors.

Sid Vendermann said it looked like a blood cake. Sid Vendermann accused me and my whole family of being vampires. He then proceeded to spend the rest of the party up a tree hugging a sharp stick and gnawing on a sprig of garlic.

Apparently, Sid Vendermann is deathly afraid of vampires. And is a weirdo. Needless to say, I am no longer on speaking terms with Sid Vendermann.

Ingredient two for a successful soiree: a piñata. Everybody loves piñatas.

A small paper-mache effigy of an animal stuffed to the gills with sweets? Otherwise placid children violently beating the helpless animal in a frantic effort to unearth candy from its innards? What’s not to love?

Though, upon reflection, I recall there were piñata troubles. If I remember correctly, Holly Creskin, lover of all animals, rushed to the piñata’s defense. If memory serves, she attempted to act as a human shield to the crepe-paper llama as hyperactive partygoers, in a cake-induced fervor, pelted the creature with blows.

Holly Creskin suffered only minor contusions. But she no longer loves piñatas.

Ingredient three to a perfect party: a magician.

Everybody, and I mean everybody, loves magic.

On that fateful day, I witnessed the wonders of Archibald the Illustrious.

Archibald the Illustrious impressed everybody when he sawed his assistant in half.

Archibald the Illustrious wowed the masses when he pulled not one, but three rabbits out of his hat.

Archibald the Illustrious sealed his place forever in history when he did the most illustrious feat of all. He made a dog appear out of thin air. Not just a dog. A chocolate Labrador retriever.
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It was on this day, the seventh anniversary of my birth, that I first realized two life-changing things.

Thing one: Magic… is real! Like, really real. Wizards… sorcery… the Easter Bunny… all of it. I mean, I’d always suspected it, but this was the first time I’d seen the proof right in front of my very eyes. After all, if this guy could make a whole dog appear out of thin air, anything was possible.

Thing two: As I laid eyes on this dog, I realized that the chocolate Labrador retriever is truly the most magnificent breed of canine to ever exist. It was then and there that I saw the luster of that glossy coat and the shine of those intelligent and loyal eyes and swore that someday… someday… I would have a chocolate Labrador. A dog of my very own.

It was a magical day. For all. Because everybody, and I mean everybody, loves magic.

Four years later, I am no longer that innocent child. And I do not find myself basking in the adoring gaze of a loyal canine companion.

Instead, as I try in vain to fall asleep, I am surrounded by dead bunnies.

Magician’s bunnies.

Robbed of their fleshly bodies. Their spirits manacled to this earthly plane of existence, by one thing and one thing only: murder most foul.

There’s a rabbit killer on the loose, people.

It makes one want to weep. To cry out in anguish. To wrap oneself around all the helpless piñatas and magician’s rabbits and shield them from the evils of this world.

Because clearly… not everybunny loves magic.
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“There is an Impostor amidst us!” Miss Mary cries dramatically.

Miss Mary-Kate Mary is a swarthy amateur wrestler of Slavic descent. She is a tattooed woman with the strength of an ox and the guile of a ferret. She is also my sixth-grade teacher. As her eyes roll around the room theatrically, I find myself unsure what to make of her antics. But one thing is abundantly clear.

Despite her many championship wrestling belts, this woman has been pummeled in the noggin by one too many burly opponents.

“There is an Impostor amidst us!” she says again. “And one of you must find them!”

“What’s going on?” says Edwin Willoughby.

“Why are you using that funny voice?” asks Holly Creskin.

“I’m scared of this,” snivels Daniel Grimmer.

“Sorry, everybody,” says my teacher. “I was just trying to set the mood. Today, we’re going to start studying mysteries!”

This poor lady. If she only knew that the cold, cruel world has already taught me more than her class ever could.

“Some of the best books are mysteries,” Miss Mary goes on. “In fact, my favorite book character of all time is Sherlock Holmes.”

“Sherlock Holmes?” asks Daniel Grimmer, perking up. “Hey! He’s that funny cartoon shoe on PBS. The one that owns a shoe store. A talking shoe that owns a shoe store. That’s funny.”

“That’s Sherlock Shoes,” points out Darvish.

“Aw!” coos Holly Creskin. “I loved Sherlock Shoes when I was little!”

“Me too,” says Daniel Grimmer quickly. “Just when I was little. Not now or anything.” He turns to Miss Mary. “So who is Sherlock Homes? A talking house?”

“No, Danny,” Miss Mary informs him. “Sherlock Holmes is the greatest detective in all of literature!”

Sherlock Holmes may have been a cunning detective, but he never had to deal with a bed full of bunnies.

“And to help us study mysteries, we’re going to experience one together!” she crows. “For the rest of the school year, we’re going to play a game called Amidst Us!”

Titters of excitement race through the classroom.

Miss Mary travels up each aisle, placing a scrap of paper on the desks. “Do not look at the paper yet,” she explains. “Most of them say Average Individual.”

She stops, gasping melodramatically. “But one—ONLY ONE!—of your papers says Impostor. This Impostor… is a murderer in your midst! The Impostor must never tell anyone they are the Impostor. They must pretend to be an Average Individual. But, all the while, they are eliminating every member of the class, one by one.”
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“How do they eliminate the Average Individuals?” asks Edwin Willoughby.

“This is so cool!” says Holly Creskin.

“I’m scared of this,” snivels Daniel Grimmer.

“Don’t be scared, Danny,” Miss Mary says. “It’s just a game. The Impostor must get alone with an Average Individual. That’s very important… no witnesses. And say the words: The game is afoot. It’s a very famous line from a Sherlock Holmes book.”

“And what happens when they do that?” asks Darvish.

“They eliminate that person! If they are successful in doing so, then the Impostor must tell me in secret.” She walks to the front of the class and points to a sheet of paper taped to the whiteboard. “This is the RIP Sheet. I will post each elimination here. That’s how you will keep track of who is left.”

Edwin Willoughby shakes his head. “So, if you’re an Average Individual, you just sit around waiting to get picked off?”

“Not at all!” cries Miss Mary. “The rest of you Average Individuals must be mindful not to get eliminated while trying to deduce who the Impostor is! If you think you know the identity of the Impostor, come to me privately and make your accusation. But be mindful! Each Average Individual gets only one guess! If you guess correctly, the Impostor is unmasked and you win the game! But if you guess incorrectly… you are eliminated!”

A quiver of electricity travels through me.

“The game is over when the Impostor has been successfully identified or when every Average Individual has been eliminated,” explains Miss Mary. “The Impostor has about two months, until the end of the school year, to complete his or her sinister assignment.”

I do a quick calculation. Two months. That’s thirty murders in sixty days. Things just got real.

“So be on your guard!” my teacher says. “Because the game is afoot! And there is an Impostor… Amidst Us!”

These poor saps. My unsuspecting classmates don’t stand a chance. For I alone have keen insight into the criminal mind. Nobody but me has spent time rolling around in the treacherous underbelly of villainy and corruption.

They have no way of knowing that I am the perfect Impostor.

I will be like an ox in the henhouse. I will be like a wolf in jeep’s clothing. I will pick them off one by one like sitting yaks.

At long last. School is actually teaching me something that I can use in the real world.

“The time has come,” my teacher says nervously. “Remember, never reveal your true identity. Now turn your papers over. And discover who you are.”

Oh yeah. The game… is definitely a foot. Cutting my eyes to the right and left, I slowly peek at my paper.
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Yep. It’s just as I suspected. This game is pointless.
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“How dare she not make me the Impostor!” I cry from the rooftops.

Okay, perhaps not from the rooftops. Perhaps only from the bleacher-tops. But still. My indignation is no less real simply because I lack rooftop access.

I hear the harsh tweet of a whistle. “Get off those bleachers!” says Miss Gonzales. Miss Gonzales is my PE teacher. And she is in love with her own whistle. “You’re supposed to be running laps!” She blows her whistle loudly for emphasis.

I trudge down from my perch and join the stampede of awkward joggers making lazy circles around the gymnasium.

“I don’t think you’re supposed to tell people that you’re not the Impostor,” says Darvish, huffing along next to me.

My friend has been suckered by the system. His trusting nature makes him easy prey.

“It will become public record soon enough,” I tell him. “I plan on lodging a formal complaint.”

He scratches his head. “I don’t think you can lodge a complaint just because you didn’t get picked as the Impostor.”

“Are you kidding? My lawyers will have a field day!” I roar to the heavens. “It’s discrimination! It’s degradation! It’s a violation of my civil liberties!”

“I don’t think it actually is,” he puffs.

This kid. He’s been a full partner for less than a week and he’s already getting too big for his britches. I think his promotion may be going to his head.

“Darvish, Miss Mary is squandering my unique skill set by making me an Average Individual!” I tell my friend. “I am no mere AI! I am an IE!”

“IE?”

“Impostor Extraordinaire,” I explain. “It’s an abbreviation.”

“Oh. Well, maybe so,” he says. “But it’s just a game.”

I stop mid-jog, causing a ten-car pileup of sweaty classmates behind me. But I do not care.

Perhaps there is wisdom in Darvish’s inane babbling.

Let these children have their pretend mystery with their secret Impostors and Average Individuals. For I have a true mystery to solve. One rife with supernatural underpinnings. And cosmic importance. And bunny rabbits.

The very balance of life and death rests in my hands! THE GAME IS TRULY A FOOT! And nothing—NOTHING, I SAY!—will divert me from giving it my full measure of unwavering attention!

Miss Gonzales rends the air with an earsplitting blast. “Keep running!” she roars. “You’re clogging up the line!”

Except, possibly, my PE teacher. And her beloved whistle.
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Arguably, the best Sherlock Shoes episode of all time was the “Haunted Shoe Store” episode.

Sherlock Shoes and Sassafras Sneakers thought their shoe store was haunted. Things moved of their own accord. Lights turned off and on. Hijinks and hilarity ensued.

Those nutty shoes.

As fun as it is to watch haunted hijinks on public television, I do not need ghost-bunny hijinks following me around school, hilarious or otherwise. When lunch trays fall over by themselves and mysterious steaming piles of rabbit pellets appear in the hallways, it tends to freak out the janitor.

For this reason, I have asked my gang of creepy cottontails to remain in my room until further notice.

Thankfully, these rabbits are used to small enclosed spaces. Like bedrooms. And cages. And top hats. So they obey me. For now.

But when I return home from school, hijinks are happening. Of the most unhilarious kind.

Rabbits are bouncing off the walls. Literally. The paint is smudged with their little ghostly paw prints.

“Can’t you keep them quiet?” I mutter to Drumstick. “They’re making enough racket to wake the dead. My dad is going to get suspicious!”

“What can I do, Rexxie?” asks Drumstick in exasperation. “Am I your bunnies’ keeper?”

“Yes!” I tell him. “For now, anyway.”

He shakes his head in defeat. “They don’t listen to me,” he says. “Besides, more keep showing up.”

The chicken’s right. There are more bunnies than when I left. A lot more.

“Hey!” I hiss at the black-and-orange one. “Artichoke!”

“Alfalfa,” he corrects me.

“Whatever!” I look at the ghostly chaos surrounding us. “Where did all these extra rabbits come from?”

“Where do you think, Einstein?” he says. “The Astounding Isabel’s magic hat!”

I scratch my head in consternation. “Why is she still using it?”

“How do I know?” cries Alfalfa. “I’ve been dead for a couple days now. My access to vital information is limited. But I know this much: The death toll is going through the roof. If you want the slaughter of innocent beasts to come to an end, you better do something, Bosco!”

“I’m working on it,” I tell him.

He shrugs his fuzzy shoulders. “Well, work faster.”

As if to spur me on to great deeds, five bunnies launch themselves from my ceiling fan. They shoot through the air, loudly scattering the contents of my desk everywhere.

“Rex?” My dad’s voice is suddenly right outside. The handle turns. The door begins to open.

I heave myself bodily against the door. “Don’t come in here!” I cry.
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“Why not?” he asks, concern etching his voice. “What’s going on in there?”

“I’m… a… naked person!” I cry desperately.

There is a pause from the hallway. But the door ceases to open.

“Well, don’t change clothes so loudly,” he says cautiously. “You’re really making a racket.”

“Sorry!” I cry. “I’ll keep it down!”

“And be sure you straighten up in there when you’re done,” he says. “I don’t clean this house for my health, you know.” His footsteps fade away down the hall.

In response to our close call, twelve bunnies all start jumping loudly on the bed.

“Alfalfa!” I cry. “You need to shut this down!”

“Okay,” comes a disembodied voice. And then the lights go out.

Typical AI. I say Alfalfa and Alfreda answers.

At least the darkness has calmed the bunnies.

But it’s just one more example of how my life is quickly unraveling around me. My teacher thinks I’m an Average Individual. My dead bunnies are multiplying like rabbits.

And my Smart Home can’t even remember her own name.

Classic.
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I am a miracle of modern engineering. Or something.

For I have solved the mystery of the dead bunnies.

I know. It’s only Chapter Ten. But you may be in the presence of a once-in-a-generation intellect. Though no formal tests have been conducted, it is my heartfelt suspicion that I might be the smartest person in all of Middling Falls. Maybe even in the entire Tri-County area.

Like you, Darvish is baffled at the speed of my agile mind.

“You figured it out already?” he exclaims.

I chuckle as I root through his refrigerator for a snack.

This buddy of mine. He is like the Chewbacca to my Han Solo. The Donkey to my Shrek. The Barnaby BunnySlippers to my Sherlock Shoes. Fuzzy, adorable, and mostly there for comic relief.

“Of course I have,” I tell him. “You just have to think like a criminal. Once you do that, the rest falls into place.”

“So who did it?” he asks. “Who picked off all those bunny rabbits?”

“The AI,” I proclaim.

Darvish takes an uncertain bite from his peanut butter and banana sandwich. I can’t say I blame him for his uncertainty. Mixing breakfast food and lunch food between two slices of bread is a recipe for a confused digestive tract.

But it’s not his snack that is causing him confusion. “Alfreda? Your Smart Home did it?”

I slap my forehead with an exasperated palm. “Darvish, please try to keep up. This is going to take forever if I have to keep wallowing in your own ignorance.”

“Hey,” he says. “Be nice.”

I sigh. Being strong and sensitive is no picnic, people, let me tell you.

“Sorry, Darvish.” I slow down, laying it out for him meticulously. “No. Alfreda my Smart Home did not murder several dozen rabbits. She barely even knows her own name. Plus, she has no hands, buddy! Think it through! However, she is not to be trusted and should not be ruled out as a suspect in a litany of other crimes.”

“Okay, then who is AI?” he asks.

“The Astounding Isabel herself,” I announce. “Clearly.”

Silence. Long, shocked silence. This is a natural response to such a dramatic reveal. I’m used to it. I wait it out. I bask in it. I roll around in it like a cat in a spot of sunshine.

While I bask, I notice two small brown eyes peeking around the corner. “Hi, Rex,” says the eyes.

“Hello, Amira,” I say back to the eyes.
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Amira is Darvish’s little sister. She is three. Or five. Or something. I don’t know. She is also in love with me.

“How come your hair is so tall?” says Amira, peering out at me like a bashful hamster.

The girl isn’t wrong. It dawns on me that perhaps this is the reason I’m beating admirers off with a stick.

My hair. The ladies can’t get enough of it.
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We have sequestered ourselves in Darvish’s room. Far from the prying eyes of rambunctious bunnies, pesky sisters, and covert operatives. Here, in the safety of this sanctuary, I am free to regale Darvish with my airtight theory about AI.

“The Astounding Isabel is not all she seems,” I point out. “She is playing us for fools. Distracting us with her hocus-pocus while she takes the lives of innocent bunnies. It’s called misdirection.”

“I don’t know,” Darvish says, wiping his gaping peanut butter–smudged jaw. “That doesn’t sound right.”

What did I tell you? Comic relief. This guy keeps me in stitches.

“Why would she murder her own rabbits?” he asks.

“For the insurance money,” I explain. “Obviously.”

“Hmmm,” Darvish mutters doubtfully. “I suppose it’s possible.”

“Of course it’s possible,” I tell him. “It’s not only possible, it’s probable. It’s not only probable, it’s plausible. It’s not only plausible, it’s exactly what happened.”

Darvish knits his eyebrows together in consternation. That’s just like Darvish. Always knitting his eyebrows together in consternation. “I’m not so sure,” he says, sitting at his computer. His fingers begin flying across the keyboard.

“Think about it,” I tell him, pacing the room. “With her newfound insurance money, she’ll soon be free to give up the hard existence of a struggling magician and live a life of leisure. It makes perfect sense.”

“Well, maybe,” says Darvish, turning back to me. “We should go see her act. Maybe we can learn something.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Darvish,” I tell him. “She’s a magician. A sorceress. An enchantress who deals in the murky world of spells and wizardry. She’s like a shadow in the night. You’ll never find her.”

But Darvish points to his computer screen. “She’s performing at the Sapperstein bat mitzvah this Saturday,” he says. “It says so right here on her website.”

I look at the website with derision.

I am wary of trusting computers these days. I’ve been burned by machines before. And, at its core, a computer is a machine. Little more than a tangled web of circuits, cords, and deceit. They will always turn upon you, cursing your life with the twin viruses of grief and despair. In the end, technology will leave you standing in the darkness, surrounded by a roomful of dead bunnies, just when you most needed the light.

Also, I can never remember any of my passwords. But mostly, that other stuff.
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Darvish and I have arrived at school early to check the obituaries. And the news is dire.

For as we stare at the RIP Sheet, the chilling reality hits us. There is a shark swimming among the guppies. A fox among the sheep. An Impostor Amidst Us.

And my classmates are dropping like flies.

“Can you believe this?” Darvish whispers, staring at the RIP Sheet in horror. “Mickey Cutter, Jazzmyn Johnson, and Lizbeth Sanders have all been eliminated. Already!”

“Of course they have,” I say with a backward glance. “Those three were always destined to be cannon fodder, Darvish.”

“Well, I don’t know about that,” Darvish says. “But the game is definitely afoot.”

“Yes, it is,” I agree. “A gigantic foot. Almost a whole leg.”

And then, a shuddering realization falls over me, colder than any Siberian April. “Wait a minute.” I turn and look upon the traitorous face of my traitorous best friend. “You said the phrase.”

“What phrase?” he asks.

“Do not play dumb with me, boy. You know full well what phrase.”

“Oh!” he says. “OH! The game is afoot!”

I gaze deep into his dark shifty eyes. “Did you just eliminate me? Twice?”

“No!” he cries, laughing now. “No way, dude! I wasn’t saying ‘the game is afoot’ to eliminate you! I’m not the Impostor!”

I tap my chin thoughtfully. “Which is exactly what the Impostor would say, you villain!”

“Seriously!” he cries. “It’s not me.”

I stare at his face. It is free from guile. Free from malice. Free from cold calculation. It is the face of just another unwitting sheep, waiting to be picked off by the shark. “I believe you, Darvish,” I assure him. “You are not nearly wily enough to pull off such a charade.”

“Thanks,” he replies. “I think.”

“But do not throw that phrase around lightly,” I tell him.

“You’re right,” he says. “Sorry.”

“Those four unassuming words have already been used to silence three of our peers,” I mutter, pointing at the RIP Sheet.

He nods, abashed.

“They are the weapons of a murderer on the loose. The tools of a trickster. A shiv in the prison of this classroom.”

“I said I was sorry,” he replies, chagrined. “Besides, you have to be alone to get eliminated by the Impostor.”

“There’s nobody here but us, Darvish,” I tell him. “That’s what alone means.”

Poor, gullible Darvish. This guy is lucky I’m not the Impostor. I would eliminate him right now on principle.

But then I turn. And I see that he is right. For there is somebody sitting all alone at her desk, lurking like a panther in the high grass. Like a crocodile in the shallows. Like a dingo in the outhouse.

It is Sami Mulpepper.

“Hi guys,” she says.

“What are you doing here so early?” Darvish asks her.

“Nothing.” She flashes an innocent smile. Too innocent.

She hums to herself and continues to organize her desk. But as I take my seat and shoot her some side-eye, there can be no doubt. I am in the presence of a wily apex predator.
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She has come to class early, like a lioness at the watering hole. To lie in wait of prey.

Sami Mulpepper is the Impostor.
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There are few things more depressing in life than a lukewarm grilled cheese sandwich. Perhaps global warming. But not much else.

Though, as I stare blandly at my school lunch, I feel certain that even the ice cap–melting energy of the sun itself could not resuscitate the orange-and-brown slab that sits on my tray.

I crave an adult beverage. A fat mug of coffee. Caffeine-rich fuel to stir the senses and fill the emptiness left by the public school system. But this joint serves only chocolate milk. Honestly, how do they expect us to accomplish anything in this place powered by nothing stronger than brown milk and toasted cheese product?

Where are the pulse-quickening chemicals that will put pep in our step and focus our little gray cells? Private schools. That’s where.

“You really think Sami is the Impostor?” asks Darvish, rifling through his lunch box.

“Trust me, Darvish,” I say, chewing my sandwich gingerly. “I know this girl. She has a mind like a steel trap. A fearlessness that would make a Space Marine weep. And the patience to wait in the shadows and let her prey come to her.”

Darvish nods in acquiescence. “She is really smart.”

More than smart. Cunning. I have seen this girl in action at close range.

I suppose I should explain that Sami Mulpepper and I have a complicated history.

That history goes like this.

Once, another lifetime ago it seems, we went to a dance.

She hugged me. And I did what any boy would do. I ran for my life.

We reconciled. She became an action hero. I fell deeply in love with her.

We danced again.

And now I’m a little afraid of her.

It’s a classic love story. Boy meets girl. Girl hugs boy. Boy runs away. Boy falls hard for girl when she fearlessly pilots a speedboat. Boy dances with girl. Girl just wants to be friends. Boy is overwhelmed by awkwardness and can only stare at shoes now in girl’s presence.

It is a tale as old as time itself.

Not that any of this is your business. I just thought you should know. That’s all.

“Are you going to accuse her?” Darvish asks.

“Sami Mulpepper?”

“Yeah!” he says excitedly, stuffing his mouth with marshmallows. He has brought a whole baggie-ful of the soft, squishy treat in his lunch. If you ask me, I think he’s sending the world a subtle message. That he is a grown man and will eat marshmallows like a small child if he wants to.

I am proud of him.

He goes on. “If you know who the Impostor is, you tell Miss Mary privately. You could win the whole game right here!”

I shake my head. “I do not have time for such tomfoolery, Darvish. I have a bedroom full of bunnies. And a bat mitzvah to infiltrate.”
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There are woods behind my house.

Hidden within these primordial depths, surrounded by the scent of spruce and sandalwood, stands a hill. The perfect sled hill.

That is where I find myself now. Because sometimes a man needs to seek the solitary embrace of the forest.

All alone.

In the treacherous wilds.

With his dead chicken.

We climb wordlessly up the slope that soars skyward before us. My sled drags behind, blotting out our footprints and leaving only a soft toboggan-shaped trail in the virgin snow.

It’s peaceful out here. A person can think.

We sit on the sled and gaze down at the hill before us.

“I wanted to tell you something,” I say to Drumstick. “I’m going into dangerous territory soon. I may not come back alive.”

“The bat mitzvah?” he asks.

“Exactly,” I say. “If we never see each other again, I wanted you to know that you’ve been a faithful friend. A bosom companion. Almost as good as a dog.”

He snuggles close. “You’re almost as good as a dog, too,” he tells me.

We sit, the silence broken only by the cold breeze that whispers through the pine needles.

“Do you want me to go with you?” he asks. Like the true friend he is.

“Better not,” I tell him. “I don’t want to put you in harm’s way.”

“I’m already dead,” he reminds me.

I consider his words. “You’re right,” I say. “I sometimes forget you’re dead. And a chicken.”

“Aw,” he says. “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

“Still,” I say. “You should probably stay behind. Keep an eye on the rabbits. Better safe than sorry.”

“Okay.”

No more needs to be said. We sit there in companionable silence. Human and chicken. Living and dead. Sharing a sled as only two true friends can.

But our moment of respite is broken.

“Hey, kid!” calls a voice. “What are you doing?”

I look up. A man in overalls approaches. In his hand, a pitchfork. In his eyes, a stern look.

“Never you mind, good sir,” I tell him. “Be on your way. I am simply a man of nature taking a moment to himself.”

He puts a hand on his hip. “Well, take your moment somewhere else. This is private property you’re on.”

I look down at him from my hilltop perch. “I’ll have you know that we are in God’s country. Open wilds that are property to no one. These are public forests. And this is a public sled hill.”

“Wrong and wrong,” he says sternly. “This isn’t a forest. It’s my Christmas tree farm. And that’s not a sled hill you’re sitting on. It’s a pile of manure. It’s just covered in snow.”

What a strange world we live in. You wake up one morning and discover that your most faithful companion is a dead chicken.

Your solace and refuge is someone else’s property.

And your favorite sled hill is just one big pile of poop.
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I am wearing slacks.

Which is another word for khakis.

Which, according to Darvish’s research, is the proper attire for a bat mitzvah.

I would have preferred to wear nothing at all. That way, if things get violent during our insurrection, I will not have to worry about getting bloodstains on my good pants. But it seems that option is not “event appropriate.”

“Why would things get violent?” Darvish asks.

“One word, Darvish,” I tell him. “Thugs.”

“Thugs?” He shakes his head in confusion.

“Bouncers,” I say. “Henchmen. Burly thick-necked types designed to keep unwanted riffraff out. Riffraff like us. Have our previous exploits taught you nothing?”

But sadly, we don’t find armed thugs at the doors of the Stardust Banquet Hall. Instead, we find an old woman named Bessie.

Somebody needs to inform the Sappersteins about their lax security situation. Any idiot could just walk in.

“Welcome!” says Bessie. “You young men will want one of these!” She holds out a basket filled with little cloth circles.

“Oh, I read about this!” says Darvish excitedly, grabbing a circle and putting it on his head. “It’s a traditional Jewish head covering. There’s a special name for it and everything.”

“I believe the word you are grappling for is hat,” I say, popping the circle on my head.

“I don’t think that’s it,” he says. “I think it’s called a kippah.”

“Well, whatever it’s called, it’s the perfect camouflage,” I say, taking in the banquet room before us. Balloon bouquets decorate the tables. A chocolate fountain burbles from the corner. The dance floor is filled with teenage girls wearing party dresses. And everywhere… guys in little round hats. “We blend in perfectly. These chumps are handing out disguises at the door.”

“It’s not a disguise,” says Darvish. “It’s a symbol of respect.” He points at the refreshment table. “Oh look! Cake!”

I scan our surroundings. Disco lights flash as music blares. A curtain bedazzled with sequins sparkles from a nearby stage. Near the dance floor, a girl about my age sits in a fancy chair, surrounded by well-wishers and doting relatives.

The guest of honor. I decide to steer clear of her. It is her party, after all. She will know an impostor when she sees one.

I notice a table with two empty chairs. Near the middle of the room, it offers a strategic vantage point to the stage. Perfect.

But Darvish has wandered off. Keeping tabs on this kid is like herding chickens.

And then I spot him.

There, grazing at the chocolate fountain, stuffing himself on pineapple chunks and marshmallows. Like an antelope during the rainy season.

“We are not here for refreshments, Darvish. We are here for serious business. Namely, a magic show.”

“This is fantastic,” he says, cramming one last confection into his mouth. “Classy.”

“You’ve gotten chocolate fountain dribble on your slacks, Darvish,” I hiss.

“Oh shoot,” he says, wiping at it with a napkin.

“It could be worse,” I tell him. “It could be the blood of our adversaries.”

I grab him by his collar and drag him away from the sweets. “Now, can you kindly stop making a spectacle with your chocolate shenanigans? You’re embarrassing us both.”

“I don’t see how,” he says. “That’s what it’s there for.” But he takes his seat.

And just in time. Because mystical music begins to play. The sequined curtains part. The room fills with fog. And an Asian woman in a sparkly red-and-silver dress takes the stage.

The Astounding Isabel.
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There she is. Our chief suspect in the slaughter of innocent bunnies. She moves gracefully in time to the music. As she gesticulates at the props of her trade that litter the stage, I see it in her eyes.

Evil. Or perhaps it’s just stage presence. It’s sometimes hard to tell the difference. No matter.

When a regal Labrador retriever wishes to intimidate a lesser dog, it employs key strategies. Staring directly into the eyes. Making itself appear larger than it actually is. Frothing at the mouth. Using a loud and commanding bark.

Noble strategies that have served me well in the past.

“TELL US, ENCHANTRESS!” I howl. I am standing atop the table, making myself appear larger than I actually am. I stare directly into her astonished gaze. My mouth coated, not so much with froth as an excess of spit. And I give a loud and commanding bark. “WHY DID YOU DO IT? WHAT DID THOSE POOR, DEFENSELESS BUNNIES EVER DO TO YOU?!”

“Oh good God,” Darvish mutters, bowing his head.

It is kind of him to offer up a prayer on her behalf. Because this bunny-slaying sorceress is going to need all the help she can get when I’m done with her.
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As it turns out, there are thick-necked thugs at this event.

Because they are manhandling Darvish and me at this very moment. Toward the exit.

These goons were disguised as common partygoers. And I fell for it. What a fool I was. I blame the hats.

I am being kicked out of my first bat mitzvah. Thanks to Darvish.

“You see what you did?” I hiss at him.

“Me?” he says.

“Your chocolate gluttony has offended them,” I say. “I always knew your love of sweets would be your downfall. I just never imagined you’d take me down with you.”

He smacks his forehead. The girl in the fancy chair stares at us in mortification. I can’t blame her.

“Mazel tov,” Darvish says sheepishly as we are dragged past her.

“I suppose that’s your way of apologizing for your unseemly behavior today?” I ask him sharply.

“No,” says Darvish. “It’s my way of congratulating her on her bat mitzvah.”

I shake my head. “Well, I think we can all agree that it’s a little late for that.”
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Outside the Stardust Banquet Hall, the gray April sky sprinkles snow down upon us. And my new hat does little to shield me from the elements. Or the shame.

I scan the heavens for guidance. I search my soul for answers. I gaze across the parking lot for inspiration.

The heavens are silent to my misery. My soul is not forthcoming in this, my time of need. But the parking lot speaks… with a logo.

And that logo says: AI

Which stands for: the Astounding Isabel.

Which is plastered across a white panel van parked strategically near the side entrance. It is the perfect spot from which to make a quick getaway. Or from which to stage a sneak attack upon an unsuspecting coming-of-age celebration. Or from which to simply and easily load and unload all her magician junk.

“Come on, Darvish,” I say, taking charge of the situation.

I suggest to my friend that we break into the van. Or lurk unseen on its rooftop. Or hide beneath the undercarriage. Thereby taking the Astounding Isabel by surprise and giving us the upper hand in the oncoming confrontation. But Darvish vehemently refuses.

That’s just like Darvish. Always vehemently refusing.

So we stand there like dumb bunnies. And wait.

We do not wait long.

My fingertips are only just turning blue with frostbite when the Astounding Isabel emerges.

“You,” she says to me, eyebrows arched. “Aren’t you the kid who ruined the opening of my act?”

The key to a successful interrogation is to draw the suspect out of their shell. Build trust. Make them think you’re on their side. And then, right when they love you like the brother they never had, you extract your confession.

So I make my first set of questions easy ones.

“How many bunnies did you kill today?” I cry, stabbing an accusing finger into her face. “Where were you on the night in question? How much of the insurance money did you use on this fancy van?”

She glares at me like I’m something smelly stuck to the bottom of her shoe.

I’m pretty sure my interrogation methods are working. This woman has no idea what she’s up against. I’ll have her singing like a mosquito in no time.

“I didn’t kill any bunnies, you little creep.” She pushes past me. “And this van is ten years old and has about two hundred thousand miles on it.” She unlocks the van doors and opens them. Then she turns a distasteful gaze upon me. “What do you kids want?”

Darvish puts a calming hand on my arm. “We just heard about your bunny trouble,” says Darvish softly. “It was upsetting.”

Nice. Good cop, bad cop. This kid is learning. Now, if I can just keep him away from the sugary stuff, we might have a future together.

“If it was upsetting to you, how do you think I feel?” the Astounding Isabel says. She lets out a slow sigh and tears spring unwillingly to her eyes. “I didn’t kill any bunnies,” she whispers softly. “I loved those rabbits. Every one of them.”

“But you have to admit,” I say to her, “the insurance payoff was pretty sweet, wasn’t it?”

“What are you talking about?!” she cries. “Party magicians can’t afford insurance. As it is, I’m going broke buying more rabbits.”

Darvish approaches and pulls a handkerchief from the pocket of his chocolate-stained slacks.

I sigh. I’ve taught him better than this. You don’t bring a hanky to an interrogation. It only shows weakness.

My best friend is far too softhearted for this line of work. It is this very gooshy tenderness that is going to be his undoing. One day it is going to get him killed by ninjas. And then he will be the one who needs the hanky.

As fate would have it, it is that exact moment that a ninja attacks.
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“IS SOMEBODY GOING TO HELP ME WITH THIS VANISHING CABINET?” cries the ninja.

It is more of a verbal attack than a physical one. But no less deadly for its lack of throwing stars and nunchucks.

I turn to face my attacker, using Darvish’s body as a human shield. Standing at the loading dock door of Stardust Banquet Hall is a surly young man in a tuxedo. A gentleman assassin if I ever saw one.

“Back away, ninja!” I shout, preparing to hurl Darvish as a projectile weapon. “Or you will feel the brunt of my wrath!”

“Simmer down, weird kid,” says the Astounding Isabel. “That’s not a ninja. That’s just my assistant.” She turns to my verbal assailant. “What’s the problem now, Isaac?”
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Isaac lets out a disgruntled huff. “These props are too heavy for one person.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, man,” says the Astounding Isabel. “This is what I pay you for. To lug stuff. You are a magician’s assistant, after all.”

“Not for long, Isabel,” he grouses. “I’m working up my own magic show. Before you know it, I’m going to be the headliner. And then somebody else will be hauling around my Vanishing Cabinet!” He retreats into the bowels of the building, slamming the door behind him.

“Sorry about Mr. Grumpy Pants,” says the Astounding Isabel. “I think he’s tired of being my sidekick.”

“Perhaps he’s getting spooked by all the dead rabbits,” I suggest.

She glares down at me. “What are you trying to say, kid?” she asks, hands on hips. I show no fear, despite the fact that this woman is practiced in the mystical arts. She could probably turn me into a frog with her sorcery.

Darvish steps between us, hands held up in peace. “We’re just curious what happened to them,” he says. “The bunnies.”

“Why do you want to know?” asks the Astounding Isabel.

“We’re… uh… we’re reporters for our school newspaper,” says Darvish.

It is a clever ruse. A blatant fib. And he says it without blinking.

It’s finally happened. My baby is all grown up and telling bold-faced lies. I couldn’t be more proud.

The Astounding Isabel sits on the bumper of the van. She slumps defeatedly and blinks back tears.

“Sorry,” she says, wiping her eyes with Darvish’s hanky. “Magicians really shouldn’t cry in front of their audience members. Even the rude and unruly ones. It’s kind of a magician rule.” She wipes her face and lets out a long breath.

Then she turns to us. “I thought I was messing up the old Louis Comte bit… the hat trick. But it’s not me.” She reaches into the van behind her and pulls out a battered top hat. “It’s the hat. It was creating an airtight seal. They couldn’t breathe in the thin air.”

I don’t follow this jibber-jabber about Louis Comte and airtight seals. Probably witch lingo designed to throw us off the trail. But one phrase sticks with me. Thin air.

I let the realization wash over. “The rabbits couldn’t breathe. Because of the hat. They were trapped in thin air.”

She nods and takes a deep calming breath. “Exactly,” she says, her lip quivering.

“Sabotage!” says Darvish in a shocked whisper. “Who would do such a thing?”

“No idea,” she says. “Maybe it’s just a faulty hat. I can’t imagine anybody doing it on purpose. But it’s not gonna happen anymore.”

“Why’s that?” I ask. “Because you’re throwing in the towel? Quitting the life of a traveling conjurer? Moving to Miami, where there’s more sun and less bunnies?”

“No,” she says. She reaches into the van and draws out another hat. Its pristine silk gleams in the sunlight. “Got a new hat. Top-of-the-line. Guaranteed to work perfectly. It was expensive. But you gotta spend money to make money. Am I right?”

Yes. She’s right. Unless… she’s not.

She stands and blows her nose. “I’d better go see what’s taking my assistant so long.” She gives the handkerchief back to Darvish. “Thanks, kid. Sorry about the snot.”

She strides back to the loading dock. She pauses and turns back to us. “Stay safe out there, guys. It’s a bunny-eat-bunny world.” Then she heaves open the door and disappears inside. But as the door swings slowly to a close, something small and red flutters to the ground.

This lady is a lot of things. Brash. Confident. A litterbug. But not a bunny butcher.

I walk to the door and reach down for the small splash of color that taints the pure-white snow like a bloodstain.

It’s a small piece of paper. A business card.

“I don’t think she did it,” says Darvish.

“Astute observation,” I tell him. “I agree.”

“But I have an idea who did,” he says.

“So do I, Darvish,” I tell my friend. “It’s as plain as the jicama on your face.”

“You mean the nose on my face?” he asks.

“That’s what I said, buddy boy,” I tell him, scanning the business card closely.
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Your One-Stop Shop for Vanishing Cabinets,

Rabbits, and All Things Illustrious

(555) 655-4455



I laugh to myself. It is the confident titter of a man who has it all figured out. “That’s exactly what I said.”
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There is a saying as old as time itself. It goes like this:

There’s only one way to eat an elephant. A bite at a time.

Gandhi said this.

Or Buddha.

Or Yoda.

I forget who. That’s not the point. The point is this: Whoever said it had absolutely no experience with elephants. Especially dead ones. If they had, they would know that eating an elephant is highly inadvisable. That ghost-goo smells like rotten milk. I can only imagine what it tastes like.

The proper saying should be:

There’s only one way to solve a mystery. One bite at a time.

Because, while elephant meat is disgusting, mystery meat is delicious. And finding that business card was one juicy bite.

“Well, I’ve figured it out!” I tell Alfalfa and his long-eared cohorts. “You were not murdered by an AI!”

“AI? Isn’t that the invisible robot voice that turns the lights on and off?” Alfalfa asks.

“Yes,” I say.

“I could have told you she didn’t do it,” he says, stroking his whiskers. “For starters, she doesn’t wear hats. Or have a head.”

“It doesn’t matter!” I tell the rabbit. “AI did not do it. AS did it!”

I shove the business card into his fuzzy face. The other bunnies gather around and contemplate the card with looks of consternation.
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Your One-Stop Shop for Vanishing Cabinets,

Rabbits, and All Things Illustrious

(555) 655-4455



“Interesting,” he says, gazing hard at the indisputable proof before him. “There’s just one thing.”

“What?” I ask.

“We can’t read,” he says.

The forces of nature conspire against me. It is good that I am so resilient. Otherwise I might be tempted to simply give up trying to eat this elephant altogether.







20

Monday brings more snow. More school. And more doubters.

“Alakazaam Sam?” whispers Darvish doubtfully, staring at the business card. “The owner of the magic supplies store?”

“Exactly!” I say with hushed excitement. “The fellow is a cad. And a scoundrel. And a bunny slayer of the worst variety.”

“I don’t know,” Darvish says.

“Banish all naysaying from your lips, Darvish,” I tell him. “You’ll have to trust me on this. I’ve been nibbling this elephant all weekend.”

“Well, I don’t know what that means,” he whispers. “But I think I know who really did it. And the initials are AI.”

“Darvish,” I say. “Buddy. Pal of mine. I don’t think you understand how abbreviations work. AS is the abbreviation for Alakazaam Sam. AI is the abbreviation for the Astounding Isabel. And also my not-so-smart Smart Home.”

“I know how abbreviations work,” says Darvish.

“Then you know that we must ID AS ASAP!” I cry at full volume.

“Rex?” Miss Mary stops her less-than-riveting discussion of pre-algebra. She looks our way. Along with the rest of the class. “Is there something you’d like to share with all of us?”

“Kind of,” I tell her. “It’s pretty big news. Of cosmic importance. But, if I’m honest, it would probably go over everybody’s heads. This class isn’t exactly bursting at the seams with Alvin Einsteins and Fig Newtons.” My newfound sensitive side kicks in. “No offense.”

“Hmmm.” She wrinkles her nose in disapproval. “I disagree. I think we’re absolutely brimming with world-class brains in here. But perhaps I’m wrong. Perhaps you’d better come up to the whiteboard and enlighten the rest of us by solving this equation.”

I slowly trudge toward the front of the room, passing the RIP Sheet in the process. Three new names have hit the sheet over the weekend. And I’m starting to wish my name were among them.

Because if you’re on the RIP Sheet, then you’re dead. And as far as I’m concerned, you cannot ask a corpse to solve for x.
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The lunch line is usually a place of quiet remorse. It is here that you trudge silently along, at the mercy of the powers that be, taking what life gives you, whether it be the culinary mountaintops of French Toast Stix or the bitter depths of Casserole Surprise.

But today, the lunch line brings new emotions. Because Sami Mulpepper steps into line behind me.

“Hey, Rex,” she says.

“Hey,” I mumble, staring at my shoes.

“That thing that happened a couple weeks ago… at the Bellingham Manor… that was crazy, right?” she asks.

“Yep,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Crazy.”
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“Are we ever going to talk about it?” she asks. “How you knew about Dimitri and that dolphin? About everything that happened there?”

“Talk about it?” I repeat like some mindless drone.

“Yeah,” she says. “You know. The dolphin? The speedboat? The dancing?”

I take a deep breath of burly resolve. Enough is enough! I am done with shoe-staring in this woman’s presence! Am I a man? Or am I a moose?

“I need to tell you something, Sami,” I say, meeting her gaze, my heart beating fast.

“What?” she asks innocently.

The place is here. The time is now. To tell Sami Mulpepper, the love of my young life, how I feel. To set the record straight once and for all. To answer the dulcet chimes of my own tender heartstrings.

“I… I…” I clear my throat.

“Yeah?” she says.

“I…,” I try again.

“Uh-huh?” she says.

“I… like… drinking coffee now,” I blurt out.

She raises her eyebrows. “Okay…”

She grabs a chocolate milk from the bin and lifts her eyes, waiting for more.

In my heart, I would give her more. But my body refuses to cooperate. Nothing but air comes from my failing lungs. My voice box goes as dry as the Mojave Desert. I’m pretty sure I’m suffering from some fatal illness. Possibly from one too many school lunches.

“Well, that’s great, Rex,” she says. “Good for you.” Then she turns and goes to her table. And I go to mine. Putting a chasm between our yearning hearts the size of a lunchroom. Maybe even bigger.

“What was that all about?” asks Darvish as I sit. “With Sami?”

“Nothing,” I say nonchalantly. “I just needed to get something off my chest.”

He leans forward eagerly. “Ooh! Sounds juicy! Let’s hear it!”

“Not now, Darvish,” I tell him. “The feelings are too fresh.”

“Okay, dude,” says my friend good-naturedly. “You can keep your mysterious secret.”

I look at my tray, only to find further insult staring up at me: Casserole Surprise.

While I appreciate Darvish dropping the subject, I know it is only a matter of time before he weasels it out of me.

Though, to be fair, I’m getting quite good at keeping mysterious secrets. I’ve kept my supernatural powers a secret from my parents. I’ve kept my knowledge of the cosmic inner workings of life and death a secret from the scientific community.

But nobody can ever say that, when the chance came, I didn’t tell Sami Mulpepper how I felt.

About beverages anyway.
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I have yet to find a cup of coffee that satisfies my mature, grown-up tastes. But there is hope on the horizon.

While the food truck craze that is sweeping the nation has yet to make an appearance in my humble backwoods hometown, some enterprising genius has turned an old RV into a roaming coffee shop. And it is a rolling oasis in my quest for a decent cup of joe.

I decide to reward such forward thinking with my patronage. Besides, I need some alone time. I need to muse upon the many mysteries that now face me. I need to ponder the clues that are lining up before me like dominoes.

“Twelve cups of your finest brew,” I tell the lady in the RV.

“Twelve?” she asks.

“Just the twelve,” I tell her.

Twelve cups is not what I need. But it’s what I can afford. Because, as it turns out, I am not alone.

Because, as it turns out, alone time is scarcer in this town than a good cup of coffee.

Because, as it turns out, my dead chicken has insisted on keeping me company. And the dead bunnies have come along, too.

“There are more than twelve of us, Brewmeister,” says Alfalfa, looking at the passel of bunnies surrounding him.

“Yeah,” says another voice. “And don’t forget about me.”

The voice belongs to a squirrel. A brownish-red, fluffy-tailed, ghost-misted squirrel.

Dead, of course. Imagine a live squirrel talking to me. How ridiculous would that be?

I shake my head, looking down at the fuzzy apparition before me. “What happened to you?” I ask the squirrel.

“Car,” he says, cringing. I can see that he’s right. Tire marks on the tail. Dead giveaway.

“Well, what do you want from me?” I demand. My nerves are shot. I think I’m starting to suffer from WCO. Woodland Creature Overload. It’s a real thing, people. Look it up.

“Can’t remember where I buried my nuts,” he tells me. “You gotta help me, man. It’s got me tethered.”

“Join the club, bub,” says Alfalfa. He turns back to me. “Now, about that coffee.”

“Some of you will have to share, okay?!” I say, flumping down on a nearby picnic table. “I’m not made of money, you know!”

“Why can’t you and the chicken share?” asks Alfalfa. “There are more of us than there are of you.”

Drumstick steps up to the mouthy rabbit, looking down his beak at him. “Because, Cottontail, Rex is the boss in this relationship,” he tells Alfalfa. “And I’m his number two. That’s why!”

“Okay, okay!” says Alfalfa, holding up his fuzzy paws in defeat. “Sorr-ee!”

“Sheesh,” says the squirrel. “Crabby pigeon.”

“You have no idea,” agrees Alfalfa.

It is an impressive display on the part of my chicken. One that my frayed nerves appreciate. “Thanks for that,” I whisper as he takes a seat at my side.

“No problem, buddy boy!” chirps Drumstick. “But I’m not gonna lie, I’m ready for this mob to catch the Carrotland Express out of here.”

“Soon,” I tell him. “I’m hot on the trail. Before we know it, Alakazaam Sam will be behind bars. And this bunny crew will be free to move on.”

“And then there’s the squirrel and his whole walnut situation,” he points out.

“Oh yeah,” I say with a tired sigh. “I forgot about the squirrel.”

“Don’t worry,” he says contentedly. “You’ll find his nuts in no time! And then it will be just you and me again!”

I watch as he picks through his feathers, happy as a clam. I can’t imagine dealing with this bunny buffoonery without him. The thought hits me hard. “Drumstick?” I ask. “Do you ever wonder what keeps you here?”

“Huh?” he asks. “Whatcha mean?”

“Well, whenever we figure out who snuffed out a narwhal or rubbed out a rhino, they head off to the great beyond,” I tell him.

“Uh-huh.” He nods. “So?”

“But not you.”

“Hmm. I dunno,” he says, shrugging his wings. “I guess the reason I’m here hasn’t happened yet.”

I contemplate that. I don’t pretend to fully understand how any of this works. So I can’t imagine what keeps the spirit of this dead chicken shackled to my side. But I’m glad he’s here. Who knows what bunny mischief this group would cause if he weren’t here to keep them in check?

As I look over my crowd of long-eared companions, a fresh shocker hits me. “Wait a minute. Are there more of them than yesterday?” I ask the chicken.

“More what?” he wonders.

“More bunnies,” I say.

He looks them over. “There’s a squirrel now.”

“Not including the squirrel.”

“There might be,” he says. “But I can’t count. So I’m probably the wrong one to ask.”

Well, I can count. And there are definitely more bunnies. Which means that the Astounding Isabel is still doing her cockamamie hat magic. And, despite her fancy new headgear, she’s still losing bunnies.

I don’t have time to consider the significance of this. Because my coffee is ready.

“Here you go, kid,” says RV lady, handing me a plastic tray lined with Styrofoam cups. “And bring my tray back when you’re done.”

I return to my picnic table. I pass the coffee out to my compatriots. And I sip deeply from the cup of life.

I try hard not to spit it back out. Because the brown sludge in the cup is nothing short of dreadful.

“What does a man have to do to get some decent java in this town?” I sigh. “Perhaps I will have to start roasting my own grounds.”

“I don’t think you roast grounds to make coffee,” says Drumstick. “I think you roast beans.”

“Don’t be absurd,” I tell him. “You are a chicken. You know nothing of the finer things in life. Coffee is a brown drink for the distinctive and discerning. Beans are small vegetables that make you fart. There’s a huge difference.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

“Okay.”

As far as best friends go, Darvish does a good job. But I have truly come to appreciate the qualities in this chicken that make him the ideal companion. Fierce loyalty. Total dedication. The tendency not to give me too much lip.

We all sit quietly and drink our brown sludge. And we ponder the finer things in life.

Companionship. Loyalty. Dedication.

And cups of coffee that do not make you fart.
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I am sitting in the kitchen, innocently enjoying a bowl of Cheezi-O’s, when the tragic news breaks.

Apparently, I have to go skiing this weekend.

“With this late cold snap, we’ve got perfect ski snow,” my dad informs me.

My mom nods along eagerly. “We thought we’d take advantage of it! Won’t that be fun?”

How many precious Saturdays does a child get in their lifetime? A hundred? Maybe less? I don’t know.

I could probably figure it out with pre-algebra. But that seems like a lot of work.

The point is, I am being forcibly compelled to spend one of these rare Saturdays plummeting down treacherous snow-blown terrain against my will.

And in April, no less. It is an afront to my busy schedule. A snub to common sense. And a slap in the face of springtime.

And yet, there my parents stand, as if they are giving me a gift. A united front in the cause for dangerous wintertime frivolity. My mother waves a colorful brochure that shows happy couples wearing goggles, carrying long poles, and romping in a winter wonderland.

But I see beyond the jolly facade of these slick photos. For dangers loom in the background. Treacherous mountaintops just waiting to break my legs and cause injurious ruin to my tall hair and chiseled good looks.

Let’s be honest… the world needs my face intact. But try telling that to my mom and dad.

“I don’t like skiing,” I inform my parents.

“You’ve never been!” says my mother excitedly. “But it’s high time we take you. You’ll love it!”

I snatch the glossy brochure from her grasp. “These photos are clearly doctored, Mother! Those smiles are photoshopped on! Look!” I cry, pointing to the smiling woman in the picture. “Her eyes aren’t wide with joy. That’s fear, Mom! She’s probably posing at gunpoint!”

“You’re so silly,” says my mother jovially.

I fling the shiny advertisement to the ground. “This brochure is nothing more than propaganda! Cleverly designed to sucker unsuspecting saps like us. Why do you think they only show that couple from the waist up? Because below the shot, both their legs are broken!”

“Rex…,” my dad begins.

I cross my arms to underscore my point. “Think of your duty as parents! This outing is nothing if not irresponsible. It sounds highly cold. Highly wet. And possibly life-threatening.”

“It’s not any of those things,” my mom says, waving away my concerns with a knowing smile. “You’ll have a blast. Your dad and I used to go skiing all the time before you were born. I can’t believe we’ve waited this long to get back into it. Plus, it’s a great workout!”

“One more mark against it,” I mutter.

“Don’t be such a grump,” my dad says. “It’ll be good family bonding time.”

Not exactly a compelling argument. But I don’t say so. I do not want to hurt their feelings. As you know, I’m sensitive like that.

“You know what?” my mom says excitedly to my dad. “I bet I can still fit into my ski suit! I think it’s in the attic!”

“I think my old goggles and helmet are up there, too,” says my father. “Let’s go look.”

Faced with a miserable weekend of bonding time and certain maiming, I reach deep into my bag of tricks for one final argument. “But I do not know how to ski,” I confess humbly. “It is one of the few life skills I lack.”

“Well, they have ski instructors there,” says my mom. “You can learn while Dad and I hit the slopes. You’ll pick it up in no time!”

And with that, they race toward the attic. Leaving me with fingers coated with Cheezi-O dust.

And a heart coated with fear.

Not fear of death itself. But fear of the slow, painful tumble toward death, gathering speed and slush as I careen toward the bottom of a cliff. Finally landing, an igloo of a man, entombed in an enormous ball of snow, never to be heard from again. Ripe for some young child to come along unawares and add two eyes of coal and a nose.

And there I’ll make my final rest.

Cold. Dead. Possibly jicama-faced. Just another abominable snowman.

Do not laugh. It’s a well-known statistical fact that there are a couple of things people fear more than death.

Snowball entrapment is one of them. Also, public speaking.
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Two things still evade my grasp, eluding me at every turn: Proof against Alakazaam Sam. And a decent cup of coffee.

The clock is ticking on the rabbit-slaying shop owner with the curious name. But my quest for the perfect cup of coffee continues to be an abysmal failure.

And yet, miracle of miracles, things are looking up. A trendy caffeine emporium called Wondercups has made its way from the big city and planted a franchise in the nowhere-land of Middling Falls. Surely they can offer a cup of joe that will satisfy.

“I’ll have a grosso caramello espresso mochaccino,” Darvish tells the tattooed cashier.

“How ’bout you, kid?” she asks, quirking a pierced eyebrow at me.

“A cup of your darkest roast,” I say. “In fact, make it a double.”

Our drinks in hand, Darvish and I retire to a nearby couch.

He slurps on his straw. “Mmm. Yummy.” He looks up. “How’s yours?”

“It is swill,” I say, pouring the remains into a nearby potted plant. “It is a cup of disappointment.”

“Maybe you should try adding cream,” suggests Darvish. “Or sugar. Or a whole lot of caramel and whipped topping.”

I meet this suggestion with disdain. “No, Darvish,” I tell him. “I will not cover up the shortcomings in this cup with frilly window dressing. I will judge my manly beverages on their own merits. And I judge this one to be a slow-roasted fiasco of epic proportions.”

“Kind of like last Saturday,” he says.

“Saturday was a productive and informative outing,” I remind him.

“You got us kicked out of a bat mitzvah!” he replies.

“Relax, Darvish,” I tell him. “You cannot swallow an elephant whole. It’s bad for the digestion. Just ask Yoda.”

“Okay, whatever,” he mumbles, slurping away. “So now what?”

The answer is obvious. But I spell it out anyway.

“We go after AS,” I say.

“You mean AI,” says Darvish. “Assistant Isaac. He’s the obvious choice.”

“What? No!” I gawk at him until he seems sufficiently cowed. “Where did you get such hooey?”

My friend shrugs. It is the shrug of a man grappling for answers. “It seems logical to me. He hates being Isabel’s assistant. If he makes her look bad, he could drive her out of business and take over the act.”

“Unlikely,” I tell him. “He is bound by a strict code of moral ethics. It is the Magician’s Assistants’ Code of Conduct.”

“That sounds made up,” says Darvish doubtfully.

“Please don’t contradict my logic, Darvish,” I tell him. “You know it makes me crazy.”

He digs a finger into his frothy cup and pulls out a gooey string of caramel. “Well, who are you talking about?”

“I told you!” I cry, tugging at my tall, luxurious locks. “Alakazaam Sam, of course!”

“You were serious about that?” he asks.

“I’m always serious, Darvish,” I tell him. “It’s the perfect cover. Open a magic supply shop. Sell bunnies to magicians. Then take all the bunnies out of the picture. The magicians have no choice but to buy more bunnies. It’s a pyramid scheme!”

“I don’t know,” says Darvish doubtfully. “Seems like that would be bad for business.”

That kind of attitude just goes to show how much Darvish knows about supply and demand. The answer? Sadly, not a dang thing.

“Well, Alfalfa agrees with me,” I inform him. “And so does Acorn.”

“Who the heck is Acorn?” he asks.

“The squirrel.”

“There’s a squirrel now?” he asks with incredulity.

“Darvish! Buddy! Pal! Focus!” I tell him. “There’s no getting around it. We need to interrogate Alakazaam Sam. Tonight.”

“I can’t tonight,” he says. “I have homework. So do you.”

“Then tomorrow night,” I say.

“Can’t,” he says. “We’re going to see my Nani at the nursing home tomorrow night.”

“Darvish!” I cry. “Bunnies are dropping all around us! Your Nani can wait!”

“I don’t think she can,” he tells me. “She’s ninety-seven.”

I concede the point. The old girl is on her last legs. The last thing I need is her showing up in my beanbag chair, ticked off because I didn’t let her grandson visit.

“Fine,” I say. “Then you will have to do it on Saturday. And when you question him, don’t be afraid to get physical. If you have any brass knuckles, you should probably bring them along.”

“Me?” he cries, sipping at the dregs of his caramelly concoction. “Aren’t you coming with me?”

“I can’t, Darvish!” I tell him. “I have to go skiing this weekend!”

“I’m supposed to watch my little sister on Saturday!”

“Well, take her with you,” I say. “She’ll love looking at all the bunnies. Only, she might need to wear a burlap sack over her head. You don’t want any witnesses if the interrogation turns ugly.”

He rolls his eyes. “How are we supposed to get there?” he asks.

“Ride your bikes,” I tell him.

“Amira is six!” he whines. “And there are four inches of snow on the ground!”

“Then rent a snowmobile or something!” I tell him. “You’ll figure it out! I believe in you, Darvish!”

He shakes his head and sips despondently at his grosso caramello espresso mochaccino. Poor guy. He is overwhelmed by all the decision-making.

It is just a small taste of my everyday world. When you share your bedroom with a gaggle of deceased beasts, when life and death rest firmly on your shoulders, when the pressure of weighty cosmic questions swirls over your head like a coming storm, life is not a sugary concoction loaded with caramel syrup and extra whip.

No.

It is a harsh, unforgiving brew. Black as the night. And twice as bitter.
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You have probably never received a love letter from a bald eagle.

It’s unlikely that a kiwi has ever sent you a box of chocolates.

I seriously doubt that a toucan has ever given you a big wet kiss on the lips.

These are not things that happen to the Average Individual.

That is because, as a rule, birds are not prone to grand displays of emotion.

Until you get to know them. Then they get quite huggy.

You will have to trust me on this. I know of which I speak.

Because a dead chicken is holding me tightly. And he refuses to let go.

What has brought on this hug fest? Love. Pure, unadulterated dedication. That’s what.

But also terror.

Because Saturday has arrived like a raging April blizzard. We stand before the Middling Falls Alpine Ski Lodge and (Seasonal) Putt-Putt Course.

And looming in the distance is my new nemesis. Big Bertha.

Big Bertha is a mountain. As she laughs at me from on high, three things are clear to me.

Big Bertha is a boulder-strewn obstacle course of death.

Big Bertha is the reason insurance premiums are so high in our area.

And my parents, for reasons unknown, are trying to kill me.

“This looks like fun!” says Alfalfa. The other rabbits nod along excitedly. Even the squirrel grins. I don’t know why they’ve come.

But I know this much: Bunnies are knuckleheads. I think we can all agree on that.

I stare up at the snow-capped visage before me. And I hug my chicken more tightly.
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Imagine that somebody has chopped off your feet.

They have replaced your feet with razor-sharp blades.

Then, in this footless, blade-limbed state, you hurl down a treacherous precipice.

Toward a vicious monster that waits to devour you.

Are you imagining all these things?

Good. Then you have some small idea of the torment I am being made to endure.

Because I am forcibly strapped into skis. I am careening down Big Bertha at a death-defying rate of speed.

And I am about to be eaten alive by a monster. And this monster has a name.

Gravity.

“Just bend your knees more,” says Francois, my unhelpful French ski instructor.

“Please don’t talk, Francois,” I tell him, hurtling toward my death. “You are distracting me.”

“My name is Darius, little guy,” he says. “I keep telling you that.”

Darius my great aunt Fanny. Don’t be fooled. He’s trying to trick me with his buddy-buddy attitude and his man-of-the-people routine. But I see through his charade. He is an assassin, hired by my parents, direct from the death-strewn slopes of the French Alps.

But I will not fall for it. If I’m going to die by his hands, with cold fear gripping my heart and cold snow gripping my feet, I’m going to look my killer in the eyes and call him by his God-given name. Or something vaguely close to it.

“Make a pizza slice with your skis,” says Francois.

I do not bend my knees more. I do not make a pizza slice with my skis. In the face of gruesome death at the hands of the enemy, foul Gravity, I do the only thing I can do.

I hurl myself into a snowbank face-first.

“Okay, you probably bent your knees too much there,” says my unhelpful ski instructor.

“I almost died, Francois.”
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“It’s Darius,” he says. “And you were barely moving.”

“Do you have a radar gun?” I ask him.

He shakes his head in a confused way.

I release a shuddering sigh into the bitter April morning. “Well, I can tell you from firsthand experience, I was going at least Mach nine.”

“That’s impossible,” he says.

“Plus, I am covered in bunnies,” I mumble.

“I don’t know what that means,” says Francois.

“I’d like to see you try bulleting down Mount Kilimanjaro here at roughly the speed of sound with a boatload of bunnies and a chicken and a squirrel clinging to you,” I cry.

“Um… okay.” He raises his reflective goggles to his forehead and scratches his stubble with a gloved hand. “Hey buddy, it’s okay to be scared. Only I thought you were more experienced.”

“Why?” I ask, attempting to clamber to my feet.

“Well, on the questionnaire, it asks if you’ve ever skied before.” He pulls a form from his pocket and waves it at me. “You answered yes.”


Have you ever skied before?

Yes. Many times.



I try to scratch my dry, itchy legs through my snow pants, but it is an exercise in futility. “I assumed that was a typo,” I tell him. “It’s not your fault. French is your native language. But you obviously meant skidded, not skied. Skied isn’t a word.”

“Sure it is,” he says.

“Hush, child,” I say, gently squashing a gloved finger against his lips. “The correct answer is yes. I have skidded many times. Our cafeteria floor is quite slippery. To be honest, it’s a lawsuit waiting to happen.”

He lets out a soft sigh. “Okay, little guy. No problem. It looks like we just got our wires crossed.”

That is the second time he has referred to me as little guy. I don’t get this. It should be obvious to anyone that I’ll be shaving at any time in the next five to eight years. I’m just about to set him straight. But he has other ideas.

“Follow me,” he says. “We’ve got a beginner’s hill.”

I don’t really want a beginner’s hill. What I want are my shoes back. What I want is a little dignity. What I want is a warm fire and level ground.

Also, I’d like a decent cup of coffee.

But I don’t get any of those things.

Instead, Francois leads me carefully but surely over to the beginner’s hill. His bright-orange ski suit screams loudly into the springtime sun.

Great Napoleon’s ghost. The universe has a sick sense of humor.

Because the beginner’s hill has a name. Right there, emblazoned across a sign for all the world to see.

Taunting me. Belittling me. Mocking me.

I’ve arrived… at the Bunny Hill.
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Six seconds ago, I thought there could be no bigger waste of a weekend than being stuck at the Middling Falls Alpine Ski Lodge and (Seasonal) Putt-Putt Course.

But I was wrong.

Because, from the dizzying heights of the Bunny Hill, I spot a sight that chills the blood.

A birthday party.

And every fool knows, where there is a birthday party, there is cake.

And where there is a birthday party, there is a piñata.

And where there is a birthday party… there is a magician.

At this realization, an inspired and sickening thought penetrates my snow-numbed brain.

Perhaps the Astounding Isabel is not the only one suffering rabbit casualties at the hands of a villain! Perhaps, even now, the vile culprit lurks within the Middling Falls Alpine Ski Lodge and (Seasonal) Putt-Putt Course community room, preparing to lay waste to its next long-eared victim. Perhaps, just perhaps, all magicians everywhere are being subjected to the whims of a hat-sabotaging madman.

It is a thought too cruel to be borne. And there is nobody to put a stop to it.

Except me.

“Hold on tight,” I tell the bunnies.

I dig into the snow with my poles.

“That’s it!” cheers Francois.

I point my bladed feet toward the bottom of the hill.

“Good!” encourages my instructor.

I bend my knees. And I ski. I ski like I have never skidded before. Down the Bunny Hill.

“Hey!” cries Francois.

Past the ski lift.

“Where are you going?” my French assassin calls after me.

Past a gaggle of partygoers.

“Little guy!” I hear Francois scream in the distance.

Straight into the birthday party. Through the piñata. Through the cake. I finally come to a crashing halt, sending the food table flying.

Francois would be proud. I have finally put my skis into a pizza slice. Lots of them, actually.

But I do not have time to revel in my newfound athletic abilities. For there is bunny sabotage to stop.

“Halt!” I cry into the fracas of merrymakers. All revelry ceases. All conversations come to a standstill. All eyes turn to me and my commanding pepperoni-covered presence.

“Drop the bunny, vile warlock!” I cry, pointing an accusing finger at the dumbstruck performer in front of me.

The man’s hat tumbles to the floor.

“Um… I don’t see any bunnies,” says Alfalfa.

“And I don’t think that guy is a warlock,” says Drumstick.

They’re right. There is no bunny. There is no magician. Instead, standing before me is a being straight from the pits of my darkest nightmares. A creature that has no business at a bat mitzvah or a luau or a fiesta or any other celebratory gathering.

For these birthday-partying sickos haven’t hired a magician.

They’ve hired… horror of horrors… a clown.
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Oh yeah. It’s all coming together.

“It’s a clown conspiracy!” I scream at Darvish.

“What about Alakazaam Sam?” he asks.

“That’s yesterday’s news, Darvish!” I cry. “Things change in a heartbeat in this hurly-burly world!”

“So I went out to the magic store this weekend for nothing?” he mumbles.

“Not for nothing,” I say encouragingly. “You did your due diligence. By the way, did you find anything?”

“No,” he says. “Alakazaam Sam is actually a really nice guy! He gave Amira a lollipop. And he taught me a couple magic tricks.”

“As I suspected,” I say thoughtfully. “Alakazaam Sam was simply a patsy.”

“A patsy?” asks Darvish.

“A feint. A hoax. A clever ruse to lead us off the trail. But it won’t work. Because I know the truth!” I raise my arms over my head and whoop in exuberant triumph. “The clowns did it!”

Several nearby fourth-graders, taken aback by my exuberance, scootch farther down the lunch table. But I don’t care. I am within striking distance of victory. I can practically taste it. And it tastes manly and robust. Like a cup of Guatemalan dark roast.

Darvish looks up from his Jell-O skeptically. It’s just like Darvish. Always looking up from his Jell-O skeptically. “Come on, Rex. I seriously doubt clowns are conspiring together to murder innocent magician’s rabbits. Why would they do that?”

“So they can corner the market on the birthday party racket!” I cry. “Obviously!”

He shakes his head. “I doubt it.”

My sweet, naive friend. He is too pure for this world. “Darvish! You don’t actually think that clowns wear all that makeup just for the sheer love of children and the free cake, do you? Do you understand the kind of sweet cheddar they rake in? They’re in it for the cash!”

“Really?”

I pat him gently on the head. “You must trust me on this, little guy. You have no head for finances.”

“If you say so.” He stuffs a mouthful of pasta primavera into his gob and perks up. “Hey, guess what? While you were swooshing the dewy slopes of Alpine Lodge, I was solving a mystery of my own,” says Darvish proudly.

Let’s get clear about several things. First, I was not “swooshing” any slopes, dewy or otherwise. I was grappling against the deadly forces of nature in a battle for my life. Second, I seriously doubt that there is any mystery more pressing than the Astounding Isabel and her passel of dead rabbits. And also the squirrel and nut thing. But I indulge my friend. It’s important to build up his self-esteem.

“What mystery are you solving, Darvish?” I ask.

Darvish leans in conspiratorially. “I’m going to figure out who the Impostor is in our game of Amidst Us,” he says proudly. “I’m going to win the game!”

“Darvish!” I cry in dismay. “Priorities, brother! You cannot solve two mysteries at the exact same time!”

“Sure I can,” he says confidently. “It’s called multitasking.”

“Please don’t make up words, Darvish,” I tell him. “It belittles us both.”

“I’m not making up words,” he insists. “Multitasking is when you concentrate on multiple tasks at one time. Like solving a bunny murder while also solving a game of Amidst Us.” He looks around the room sneakily. “And you’re going to help me.”

I sigh and resign myself to this folly. After all, he is my friend. He has aided and abetted me on two separate occasions when murder was on the line.

“Okay, Darvish,” I say. “I will multitask with you.”

As if by magic, a new theory begins to form in my agile mind. Perhaps we can kill two bunnies with one stone. Perhaps, just perhaps, a gaggle of devious clowns is guilty of both the Astounding Isabel murders as well as the simulated murders of my classmates in our game of Amidst Us. That would be just like those clowns.

Oh yeah. It’s all coming together.
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There can be no doubt.

The clowns are after me. They try to hide their numbers in their tiny cars. But I am onto them.

“That’s not a clown car, Rex,” says Darvish innocently. “It’s just a MINI Cooper.”

“It’s following us,” I point out.

“It’s not,” he says. “It’s just driving past.”

This guy. His trusting spirit will be the downfall of us both.

We duck into a local breakfast establishment in an effort to throw our pursuers off the trail. It is the kind of seedy joint that no self-respecting clown would be caught dead in.

“Whatcha’ havin’, boys?” asks our gum-smacking waitress.

“Coffee,” I say. “Black as midnight.”

“Just water for me,” says Darvish.

The waitress rolls her eyes and departs. When she is out of earshot, Darvish pulls out a sheet of paper. “Here’s my list of suspects for Amidst Us,” he says, shoving the paper over to me. “What do you think?”

As I scan the short list, my answer is obvious. “I think this is a bunch of baloney,” I tell him. “No offense.”

“Why?”

“Because,” I say, pointing at his list, “Holly Creskin is no Impostor. The girl couldn’t impostor her way out of a paper bag!”

He pulls his list back and crosses her name out. “You’re probably right,” he says. “Well, who do you think it is?”

But I never get to answer. Because the waitress returns with our drinks. As I scan the streets outside for tiny vehicles, I take a long, slow sip.

My eyes go wide. Great Caesar’s ghost. I have found it. At long last.

I have struck oil. I have found my white whale. I have located El Dorado.

For within my hands rests the perfect cup of coffee.

Robust. Strong. Manly. With just a hint of chicory.
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Who would have guessed that it was waiting for me all along at the Blue Balloon Pancake House? It is a lesson for us all. Sometimes, the most coveted of prizes comes wrapped in the most unseemly and sticky-tableclothed of packages.

And yet, my enjoyment is cut short.

Because the gray-haired lady at the table next door is celebrating her birthday. And somebody is bringing her a cupcake. And singing her a loud birthday song. And giving her a really big blue balloon.

But not just any somebody. It is somebody wearing a bright-red wig. And an obnoxious striped jumpsuit. And abnormally large shoes.

And Bingo is his name-o.

Bingo the Clown. The mascot of the Blue Balloon Pancake House.

Curse these red-nosed villains. A man can’t even drink his coffee in peace.

Because there are spies everywhere.
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My roommates are becoming tiresome.

Don’t get me wrong. Sleeping in a bed filled with a gaggle of bunnies (and one fluffy-tailed squirrel) is the height of comfort and luxury. It is like floating on a cloud of cotton balls.

As somebody who has shared his sleeping quarters with a dead rhino and a deceased narwhal, I am painfully aware that, but for a small quirk of fate, I could just as easily be getting comfy cozy with a pack of dead porcupines. So I am thankful for what I’ve been given.

But still. The bunnies kick in their sleep. And I require my beauty rest. So I have taken refuge at Darvish’s house.

“The carnage can’t go on, Darvish,” I tell him. “These clowns must be brought to a stop.”

“The Astounding Isabel is getting a lot of bad press because of this whole bunny thing,” he says, his face bathed in the glow of his computer. “Look.”

On the screen is an article from the online edition of the Middling Falls Daily Spew. The headline reads: LOCAL MAGICIAN: A DEAD DUCK

I wave it away. “This is no time for supermarket tabloids and yellow journalism.”

“It’s the town newspaper,” he says. “Apparently, parents have complained because she keeps pulling dead rabbits out of her hat during her magic act. It’s been kind of traumatizing for the birthday party crowd. She’s gotten a lot of cancellations.”

His fingers fly over the keyboard. “Check out the appearance schedule on her website.”

It’s true. Booking after booking has been crossed out.

Her engagement for a real estate convention. Canceled.

An appearance at the Clydesdale/Johnson wedding reception. Kiboshed.

A gig at a local street fair. Nixed.

In fact, the Astounding Isabel only has two bookings left on her calendar. And the next one is tomorrow night.

At Big Jiggly’s Bounce House.

“Clear your calendar, Darvish,” I say. “There’s a birthday party for a six-year-old tomorrow night. We’re going to be there! And we’re going incognito!”

“Um…”

“I don’t want to hear any malarky about your Nani!” I cry. “That woman has stood in the way of justice for long enough!”

“No, it’s not that,” he says. “But what do you mean incognito?”

“Disguises, Darvish!” I tell my friend. “You know the old saying. You catch fire with fire.”

“I don’t think that’s the saying,” he says.

“You burn more bridges with water than oil!” I yell.

“Also no,” he says.

“YOU CATCH MORE FLIES WITH BUNNIES THAN VINEGAR!” I proclaim to the heavens.

“Still no,” he says.

Darvish has no appreciation for nonsensical wordplay. It doesn’t matter. I’m nonsensical enough for the both of us.
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“What are you doing, Darvish?” I cry in outrage when I arrive at BJBH. That stands for Big Jiggly’s Bounce House. It’s an abbreviation.

“You look ridiculous!” I tell him.

And he does. No red rubber nose. No gigantic shoes. No silly makeup. He’s not even wearing an oversized bow tie. It’s laughable.

He snorts and looks me up and down. “What are you wearing?” he asks.

“Don’t answer a question with a question, Darvish,” I say. “It makes me nutso.”

I twirl so he can take in the glory of my disguise. “But to answer your question, I am carrying out our plan with subtlety and panache.”

“You’re dressed like a clown!” he cries.
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“Yes, Darvish!” I reprimand. “Incognito! That’s what we agreed!”

“You never said dress up like a clown!” he laughs. As if this is a laughing matter.

I am wearing a polka-dotted frock. He, on the other hand, is wearing street clothes. The kid just looks like a fool.

“You look silly,” says Amira, giggling.

As my shock fades, I notice for the first time that Darvish has brought along his little sister.

“Why is Amira here?” I cry. “This is a serious and delicate operation!”

“It’s a birthday party for six-year-olds!” he says. “I thought having an actual six-year-old would help us blend in. That’s what incognito means.”

I take a deep breath and muster the patience of a man twice my age. “Agree to disagree,” I say calmly. “But we’re here now. We’ll just have to salvage this situation as best we can.”

“Okay,” he says, still chortling.

I sigh. “But please, Darvish. Try your level best to take this seriously.”

And with that, I point my gigantic purple shoes at the door and flip-flap my way into Big Jiggly’s Bounce House.
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Big Jiggly’s Bounce House is an elastic death trap.

There is an obstacle course made of gooshy foam where children are free to climb and plummet from ungodly heights.

There is a gladiator’s arena. But instead of the insurrectionists being eaten by lions, they are left to pound each other with soft and squishy batons.

There is a ball pit where kids cavort like porpoises and slather their unsanitary saliva all over the padded surfaces.

It reminds me of what ancient Rome must have been like. Only bouncier.

In other words, Big Jiggly’s Bounce House is no place for a serious investigation. Or a children’s birthday party, for that matter.

But it is an ideal place for a lawsuit. And also a crime. Which is really all that matters. For that is why we are here.

A barbarous infant of five takes a running leap and headbutts me with a squishy inflatable helmet. He brandishes a foam pool noodle at me like a scimitar. “Make me a balloon animal!” the little heathen squawks.

“I don’t have any balloon animals,” I tell the kid. “Now get out of here. You’re attracting attention.”

“But you’re a clown!” he yells. “Making balloon animals is your whole job!”

This tiny brute is starting to gather unwanted stares. So I grab his pool noodle and tie it into an elaborate knot, handing it back to him with flair.

“There you go, kiddo!” I say in the playful voice of a jovial court jester. “It’s a pretzel!”

The kid stares at it and whacks me in the kneecap. “You’re a stinky clown!” he shouts. Then he runs across the room, screaming pell-mell and leaping headlong into a pit filled with squashy foam bricks.

I weep for the future.
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After much toddler dodging, a prerecorded fanfare finally announces the start of the magic show.

Children everywhere stop ricocheting off the padded fixtures and rush to find a seat before the stage.

Darvish plucks his sister from the ball pit and joins me.

“See anything hinky? Suspicious? Out of place?” I ask him.

“Only you,” he says, looking me up and down.

“Well, keep your eyes peeled,” I warn him. “The villains are bound to strike.”

The lights dim and the Astounding Isabel emerges, bedecked in her trademark red and silver. As I take in her show in its entirety, I confess that she lives up to her stage name. Her magic is astounding.

She dazzles the audience when she makes her surly assistant disappear before our very eyes.

She wows us all by making herself levitate.

Darvish and I get nervous when she reveals an empty top hat and threatens to draw something from it.

But no dead rabbits emerge. Only a pogo stick. And a sword. And another slightly smaller top hat. The audience cheers raucously at the spectacle.

Show ended, bows taken, the birthday cake is brought out and all the little sugar vultures scamper aggressively away. But Darvish and I approach the stage.

“Nice show,” I say.

“Nice outfit,” says the Astounding Isabel, looking me over. Her eyes dart to Darvish. “Hey,” she says. “You’re the kid from the banquet hall.” She points at me. “Who’s the clown?”

“The other kid from the banquet hall,” Darvish answers.

She grins. “What are you guys? My groupies now? Presidents of my fan club?”

“Something like that,” I say.

“Well spread the good word,” she says, packing the odd instruments of her craft into a big black case. “I need all the help I can get.”

As if on cue, her assistant brushes by with an armload of stuff. “No, that’s all right, Isabel,” he says, voice dripping with sarcasm. “You just stand there and talk to your fans. I’ll take care of all this junk.”

“I’m loading this case while I talk, Isaac,” she tells him tersely. “Relax!”

“Looks like your assistant is just as cheerful as ever,” Darvish says.

She shakes her head in frustration. “I don’t want to talk about him.”

“Then let’s talk about… oh, I don’t know… rabbits,” I say smoothly.

See what I just did there? It is a deft maneuver called a segue. It means an effortless, dare I say imperceivable, change in subject. Not to be confused with a Segway, which is a weird contraption for people who like to go places without moving their legs.

“Your spells are impressive,” I concede.

“They’re not spells, kid,” she tells me. “They’re called illusions.”

“Forgive me,” I say. “I am not up to speed on the jargon of your wizardly craft. But I notice you didn’t do the one where you pull a bunny out of the hat. Any particular reason?”

The Astounding Isabel turns to me, a steely glint in her eyes. “Is that a joke, kid? Are you messing with me?”

“No.” Darvish steps forward, ever the peacemaker. “We’re legitimately concerned.”

She considers him for a moment, then softens. “Well, so am I. I’ve had seven cancellations in the last month. If it keeps going, I won’t be able to get hired anywhere.” She lets out a long sigh. “I’m done with bunny tricks. It’s killing my business. Not to mention all those poor rabbits.”

She turns away from us, packing up her case. But I see her wipe her eyes when she thinks we aren’t looking.

“I thought you got a new magic hat,” says Darvish gently. “Guaranteed to work.”

“I did,” she says with a sniff. “But look.” She pulls out the hat and shows us. “The inner lining has been coated with some kind of plastic stuff. It wasn’t like that when I bought it.”

“Airtight,” Darvish finishes.

“Thin air,” I say knowingly.

She flops down on the edge of the stage miserably. “You know what?” she says. “I think you were right last time we talked.”

I smell a confession in the air. Could I have been wrong about the clowns? Could the Astounding Isabel finally be cracking under the weight of my ruthless interrogation techniques?

“About the insurance fraud?” I cry, pressing my advantage. I thrust an authoritative finger at her. “Is that an admission of guilt?!”

“I can’t take you seriously in that wig,” she says. “No, not about insurance fraud. About sabotage.” She looks curiously at the hat. “I think somebody is trying to put me out of business. Though I can’t imagine who would want to sabotage a birthday party magician.”

Darvish stares hard at Isaac as he flounces past, grumpily pushing the Vanishing Cabinet. “Maybe somebody who wants all the birthday party gigs to himself,” he whispers.

I follow his gaze. Our minds meld into one as realization hits hard. “Darvish! You’re right!”

“Somebody who craves all the attention for himself,” says Darvish knowingly.

“Yes, indeed!” I say, patting him on the back.

“Somebody who wants to be the star of the show,” he surmises, shooting me a meaningful look.

“Of course!” I cry, striking a victorious fist into my gloved palm. “It’s Bingo the Clown!” For once, Darvish and I are on the same page. And it feels so good. Like all my hard work with him is finally paying off.

Darvish slumps to the floor in defeat. That’s just like Darvish. Always slumping to the floor in defeat. “No, Rex. Not Bingo the Clown.”

“Well, whoever it is, I’ll show them,” says the Astounding Isabel. “I’ve got a comeback illusion in the works that will knock people’s socks off!” She thrusts a flyer into my hands. “Once people see this trick, they won’t be able to stop talking about the Astounding Isabel!”

I stare down at the flyer.
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A queasy feeling fills my stomach that has nothing to do with the smell of clown makeup and sweaty bouncing children.

Because our problems just got bigger than bunnies.

And much, much taller.
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“Things have escalated to dromedary proportions,” I tell Darvish.

“What’s that mean?” asks Amira, burrowing through a sea of bouncy balls like a rabid gopher.

I confess, the ball pit at Big Jiggly’s is not the ideal place for a meeting of the minds. But enemies lurk everywhere.

“It means that a giraffe’s life is on the line,” I tell Amira.

“I don’t think a giraffe is a dromedary,” says Darvish. “That’s camels.”

“Do not distract me with trifles!” I tell Darvish.

“Okay,” he says defensively. “Chill out.”

“Sorry, Darvish,” I say, softening my voice. “But I’m freaking out a little. If we don’t put this mystery to bed, there will be a dead giraffe in my bed! And I am not comfortable with that on any level!”
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“You really think somebody would kill a whole giraffe?” he asks nervously.

“Well, they’re not going to kill half of one!” I tell him. I take a deep breath to try and soothe the rising panic that threatens to engulf me like a pit full of spit-soaked bouncy balls.

“Look,” I reason. “Whoever is sabotaging the Astounding Isabel means business.”

“Agreed,” says Darvish.

“They’ve been willing to take out a messload of bunnies in an effort to sully her good name,” I say.

“Agreed,” says Darvish.

“A dead giraffe would be the last nail in her proverbial coffin,” I explain. “She would be finished! And the culprit would be free to take over the posh and highly lucrative world of birthday party entertainment!”

“Not to mention all the bat mitzvahs and street fairs,” Darvish adds.

“Exactly!” I cry.

He sees my clear, undeniable logic. “It’s got to be AI,” says Darvish.

I hang my head in quiet dismay. Just when I thought we were in sync with each other, my friend starts spouting gibberish again. “No, Darvish. Think! Bingo is not spelled A-I. It is spelled B-I-N-G-O.”

“B-I-N-G-O!” sings Amira. “B-I-N-G-O! B-I-N-G-O!”

“See?” I tell him. “Every preschooler knows this.”

“I’m not talking about Bingo the Clown,” says Darvish, pushing balls out of his face. “I’m talking about Isaac. Assistant Isaac!”

“Unlike you, my friend, I do not make wild assumptions without evidence.” I hold out my hand. “Look what I found lying on the stage.” There it sits, like a viper in my palm.

Hair. Ridiculous ketchup-red hair. Clown hair.

“That?” says Darvish, eyeing my irrefutable proof with skepticism. “That’s probably yours.”

“Mine?” I cry, agog.

“It probably fell off your wig,” he says.

I gasp at the affrontery. “Are you accusing me of contaminating a crime scene?” I roar. “We have been friends a long time, Darvish. But I have my limits!”

He holds up his hands peaceably. “Look, dude. It’s gotta be Isaac. He has the most to gain by making Isabel look bad.”

“Poppycock, Darvish! Where’s the proof?” I gently grab his face between my hands. “Bubby. Pumpkin tart. My little grosso caramello espresso mochaccino. I need you to work smarter, not harder.”

“I don’t really know what that means,” he says.

“I see that,” I say, releasing his face to its own devices. “Lucky for all of us, I do.”

“Are we getting pumpkin tarts?” asks Amira. “I want one.”

“Talk to your brother,” I tell her, my mind racing. “I am not my brother’s sister’s keeper.”

Amira giggles and throws a ball at my head. “You’re silly, Rex.”

“You know what’s not silly, Amira?” I ask.

“What?” she says.

“Dead giraffes,” I tell her. “And that’s just what we’re going to have if we don’t put this puppy to bed before April twenty-eighth.”

“Aw!” she cries. “I want to put a puppy to bed! That’s so cute!”

I ignore her. Because the clock is ticking. And it’s attached to a time bomb.

A twenty-foot-tall giraffe-shaped time bomb.
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Technology has taken over my once-tranquil abode.

As part of his elaborate plans to turn our house into a Smart Home, my dad has installed a video doorbell with motion sensors. This thing is equipped with Wi-Fi, wireless 5G, battery-enabled AI, and probably a bunch of other abbreviations.

He has told Alfreda to record when anybody comes to the door.

Clearly, I cannot beat progress. I might as well pound my fist against Big Bertha herself. So I have decided to subvert this Smart Technology for my own purposes.

Namely, I’m using this wireless video doorbell to monitor for any clown assassins who may darken my door.

“I really don’t think clowns are trying to assassinate you,” Darvish says when I tell him.

Oh, Darvish. Sweet, innocent Darvish. He can’t see the florist for the trees.

But I know the truth. Somehow, they spotted me at Big Jiggly’s. They saw me in possession of their telltale hair. Recognizing that I was not one of their own, they made themselves scarce.

But now they know I’m onto them. They have felt my hot breath on the backs of their clownish necks. And now they will be coming to get me before I can get them.

“Wake up, buddy!” I tell Darvish ominously. “They’ve already found me!”

He scratches his head. “What are you talking about?”

“They have it in for me!” I tell him. “The wig-wearing weirdos have followed me home. And they are sending me a very clear message.”

“Rex…,” he starts, shaking his head doubtfully.

But I cut his head-shaking short. “If you don’t believe me, then believe your own eyes, man!”

I turn and point to the television. “Alfreda!” I proclaim into the air. “Show me the doorbell footage!”

And, suddenly, like magic… there it is. Right there in black-and-white Technicolor.

Clown after clown. Dropping mysterious packages and ominous envelopes on my very doorstep. Proof positive that they are out to get me.

Their forces are legion. They are well organized. And these clowns mean business.

“See?” I cry, pointing. “Do you see? They’re trying to silence me.”

Darvish shakes his head in confusion. “Dude. Those are just normal mail carriers.”

I sigh at his naivete. “They are in disguise, buddy. Using clever camouflage. Dressing like common workaday laborers. But I am onto them.”

“Um…” He is stunned into speechlessness by my shrewd and savvy powers of observation. I have this effect on a lot of people.

“Don’t worry,” I say comfortingly. “I have been disposing of all the letter bombs and suspicious packages they’ve been leaving for me.”

“What do you mean?” he asks.

“Every little delivery goes right down the garbage disposal,” I say with a sly smile. “They won’t take me without a fight.”

“Okay. But I’m pretty sure you’re destroying your real mail,” he says, his eyebrows knitted in consternation.

He is right to be consternated. In his own small way, it shows that he cares about my safety. But he should worry about his own skin. Because if these bozos have found me, how long can it be before they make their way to him?

And, unlike me, he has no street smarts. No wiles. No talent for this game of cloak and dagger. He will fall easy prey. Hypnotized by their red rubber noses. Taken in by their bumbling oversized shoes. Duped by their silly hats and squirting flowers.

And then… well, I don’t like to think about it.

If anything happens to Darvish… well. Then the clowns have really and truly won.
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The RIP Sheet boasts two new casualties of war the next day.

This makes fifteen names scrawled across the RIP Sheet. Fifteen poor saps who never had a chance. May they rest in peace.

Which means only half the class remains. But it’s only a matter of time before they all fall victim to the Impostor’s repugnant schemes.

“At this rate, Miss Mary will be teaching a room full of corpses by the weekend,” I tell my friend. “This madness has got to stop.”

“I agree,” says Darvish, his eyes roaming with suspicion over our classmates as they file in. “It’s time to be bold. Maybe make an accusation. Do you have any suspects?”

I stroke my chin thoughtfully. “I do. And I think I’m ready to name names.”

“Who?” he asks, eyes darting around the room.

“Bingo,” I answer.

His face tells it all. He is dumbstruck by my mental dexterity. “The clown?” he asks incredulously. “From the pancake house?”

I nod. “Bingo again.”

He drops his face into his palms and mutters to himself. “Rex!” he cries. “Bingo isn’t sabotaging the Astounding Isabel! And he’s definitely not playing Amidst Us! That’s not how the game works!”

A technicality. One designed to thwart my keen skills of observation. “What can I say, Darvish? I don’t play by the rules.”

“The Impostor is not Bingo!” he says testily. “It’s somebody in our class.”

“Then I would name Sami Mulpepper,” I say. “She’s the only one with the cunning and cleverness to pull off an inside job like this. Plus, her hair is poetry in motion.”

But Darvish just points at the RIP Sheet. “Sami is out,” he says. “She was eliminated sometime yesterday.”

My eyes go wide as I realize the kid is right. Sami Mulpepper has been taken out. And for the first time, a cold chill grips my soul. Because I realize… Sami was targeted simply to toy with my heart. To send me a subtle message. To remind me that this Impostor, whoever they may be, can get to me… and anyone I hold dear.

Somebody is playing a dangerous game of cat and mouse with me. And it’s working.

There’s not just an Impostor Amidst Us. There’s a ruthless sicko Amidst Us. And whoever it is Amidst Us, they’re not afraid to hit below the belt. Amidst Us.

That does it. The gloves are off.

Things just got personal.
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When met with a significantly larger dog, the tiny miniature schnauzer will rush its adversary and bark without fear. Even though its opponent may be several times bigger, the smaller dog shows no apprehension.

There is a term for this technique. It is called small-dog syndrome.

In almost all cases, the larger dog backs down in the face of the schnauzer’s ferocity.

Well, if it’s good enough for a schnauzer, it’s good enough for me.

“WHY DID YOU DO IT, YOU CAD?!” I bark loudly from atop Edwin Willoughby’s desk.

“Um,” he says lamely. Though he is several times bigger than me, he is obviously cowed by the fervor of my schnauzer-like attack. It’s classic small-dog syndrome.

Intimidated as he is, Edwin Willoughby reveals no trace of guilt. No uncontrollable perspiration. No clammy hands. No nervous bladder.

I move on. Leaping onto the desk of Willow Cassidy, I point an accusing finger down at her. “HOW COULD YOU, WILLOW CASSIDY? AND TO ONE OF YOUR OWN!”

My plan is to thus interrogate every student amidst us who has not been eliminated. Until, through a preponderance of evidence, I have nailed the guilty culprit. The carnage in this classroom has gone on long enough.

But Willow Cassidy passes my foolproof test. No uncontrollable perspiration. Her hands are no clammier than usual. I sense no sign of nervous bladder, though that one is hard to quantify. She refuses to make eye contact, but that is to be expected with small-dog syndrome.

I lunge onto the desk of Daniel Grimmer.

“Rex!” says my teacher from the front. “What are you doing?”

“Grilling suspects!” I shout over my shoulder. I lean down into Daniel Grimmer’s face and growl. “I know what you did, scuzz muffin. And you won’t get away with it.”

“Get off that desk right now!” commands Miss Mary. “And please see me after class!”

But my work here is done. Because Daniel Grimmer is about to pee his pants. Thus revealing his conniving nature. His guilty conscience. And his weak bladder in the face of my relentless accusations.

Oh yeah. This kid is going down.
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It is no real surprise that Miss Mary wants to speak privately with me.

She probably wants to compliment me on my stunning pre-algebra skills. Or my fearless interrogation technique. Or my tall hair.

But it turns out to be far more ominous.

“I want to talk to you about the murder game,” she says once we are alone.

Ah. Of course.

She’s come to the right person. I know all about it. I’ve become something of an expert in the supernatural world of animals that have been taken from us too soon. I would probably go on the lecture circuit if the whole thing wasn’t so hush-hush.

But it is hush-hush. So I decide to play it cool.

“What murder game?” I ask. “What dead bunnies? What squirrel?”

“Bunnies?” she says, turning pale. “Squirrel? I’m talking about Amidst Us.”

Oh. That murder game. Well, her little game is about to come to an abrupt and satisfying ending. Thanks to me.

“Daniel Grimmer is your Impostor,” I tell her.

She pauses. “Is that an official accusation?” she asks. “If you’re wrong, you’ll be eliminated from the game.”

I wave her off. “No need for me to lodge a formal complaint. He will come and confess his crimes to you soon enough. I could see him cracking under my scrutiny.”

“Well, that’s the thing,” she says. “Jumping on his desk like that. All that yelling. I think you scared him a little.”

Humph. A typical stooge of the system. The woman is happy with my results while simultaneously questioning my methods.

“I think you should probably apologize to him,” she suggests.

She’s clearly a puppet of the administration and will get nothing more from me without my lawyer present. “I plead the Ninth,” I tell her.

“Look, Rex,” she says. “I feel like maybe the game is upsetting you.”

“I deny all charges!” I exclaim. “Who have you been talking to?”

“Well, I asked Darvish about it,” she confesses. “He told me that you are afraid of clowns. Or something. I’m not really sure I understood.”

Plausible deniability. That’s what’s key here. “Who is this Darvish you speak of?”

“Sure. Okay. Look, I’m not really sure what clowns have to do with Sherlock Holmes,” says Miss Mary. “But if playing Amidst Us is freaking you out, you don’t have to play.”

“I don’t know where you’re getting your information,” I say, maintaining my unreadable veneer. “But it’s pure poppycock.”

“Darvish. I told you. I talked to Darvish.”

“Never heard of the guy.”

She turns and starts wiping down the whiteboard. “I just wanted you to know that the game is not designed to upset anyone.”

“What game?”

“Amidst Us,” she says, setting down her eraser and putting a conspiratorial hand on my shoulder. “It’s just a fun way to learn about mysteries. That’s all.”

And as she says it, I realize… there is an impostor amidst us.

Not Amidst Us. But amidst us.

Amidst the Sappersteins. Amidst the party at Big Jiggly’s. Amidst the Astounding Isabel herself. He was staring me in the face all along. Yelling at me even. But I was too dunderheaded to see it.

“THE GAME IS A FOOT!” I yell.

Startled, she steps back. She seems to weigh my response. “Are you sure, Rex?”

“I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life, lady!” I proclaim. “You’ve opened my eyes! I could kiss you!”

“Well, let’s not get carried away,” she says, putting the desk between us. “Like I said, you don’t have to play. If the… clowns are too upsetting. Or whatever.”

“The clowns were just a distraction!” I tell her. “A smoke screen! A red herring! I see that now!”

“Hey, red herring,” she says with a smile. “That’s a mystery thing. Nice job. You know, I’m glad we had this little talk.”

“THE GAME IS A FOOT!” I screech to the heavens.

“Okay, Rex,” she says. “Just go to lunch.”

I walk toward the cafeteria. It is Thursday. Nachos day. But I will not be feasting on nachos today. I will be feasting on triumph. Victory. Supremacy over a ruthless slayer of rabbits.

I have him in my sights at last. And his initials… are AI.
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There is no time for a poorly prepared lunch served on a plastic tray. Not today. The wheels of justice are in motion. And I must follow them wherever whence they lead.

And right now, they lead me to Darvish.

“Stop the presses!” I shout to my friend. “Hit the skids! Hold all my calls! We must stop the AI before another tragedy occurs!”

“The AI?” he says, looking up from his nachos. “You mean Alfreda?”

“No.”

“The Astounding Isabel?” he asks.

“No, Darvish.”

“Then who are you talking about?” he asks, dipping a chip into a puddle of bright-orange goo.

“Assistant Isaac!” I cry. “Obviously! It’s been staring us in the face all this time, man! We were fools not to see it!”

“I did see it!” he says, hurling a half-bitten chip onto his tray. “I said it was Isaac! You said it was poppycock!”

“I was being metaphorical, Darvish!” I tell him. “Hyperbolic! Using figures of speech to convey a vivid concept!”

“You were not being metaphorical!” he proclaims. “You said it was Bingo! ’Cause B-I-N-G-O and Bingo was his name-o!”

“You cannot eat an elephant without breaking some eggs!” I tell him. “This is the basic tenant of every major world religion, Darvish!”

He rubs his temples. “What are you talking about?”

“Look, buddy,” I say soothingly. “We can haggle over who said what and who sang what song until the cows come home. Would you like to do that? Or would you like to prevent the death of a giant spotted dromedary?”

He squints at me. “You’re talking about the giraffe, right?”

“Of course I’m talking about the giraffe!”

This poor guy. His head must be spinning. It’s not his fault. My mind races at supersonic speeds. It’s no wonder the bowels of his brain get constipated sometimes.

Of course, he’s currently thumping his head slowly against the lunch table. So something is bound to rattle loose from his brain bowels any minute now.
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According to the Astounding Isabel’s flyer, her comeback performance will take place on Saturday, April 28. Which is this weekend. Which means I have less than four days to conceive a plan that will thwart that no-good Isaac and bring his reign of terror to an end.

“Think, people!” I shout, bringing the room to order. Drumstick, Acorn, Alfalfa, and all the other rabbits come to attention. “We need a million-dollar idea.”

“Where’s that other kid you always hang out with?” asks Alfalfa.

“You mean Darvish? His brain is mush. I’ve given him the night off. It’s just us, people. So let’s make it count. Let’s go around the room. There are no bad ideas.”
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“We could break Isaac’s legs,” suggests Alfalfa.

“Not bad,” I tell him. “But I refuse to sink to his level. Next!”

“We could dust Isabel’s flyer for fingerprints,” Drumstick throws out.

“Don’t think I haven’t tried,” I tell him. “It yielded nothing usable. Either paper doesn’t hold fingerprints or I just don’t know what I’m doing. Next!”

“We could bug Isaac’s house,” says Acorn.

“I like this direction, squirrel,” I tell him. “It’s devious. Alas, we are painfully short of recording and surveillance equipment.”

“You have a Smart Home!” he yells.

The rodent’s not wrong.

“Alfreda!” I cry into the air. “Are you capable of bugging Assassin Isaac’s house so that we may capture incriminating evidence and persecute him for bunnicide?”

“Hmm,” comes her disembodied voice. “I’m not sure what that means.”

This house is useless.

“We’re not going to get anywhere relying on technology,” I tell my compatriots. “This is going to take good old-fashioned elbow grease. Brainpower. Hutzpah. Next!”

The silence is deafening.

I look around the crowded room. Fuzzy critters everywhere. And not an idea to be had.

“Why don’t they contribute?” I ask Alfalfa, pointing into the mob of rabbits. “Or even talk?”

He shrugs. “They’re shy. They’ve elected me as their spokesbunny.”

Fair enough. But it gets us no closer to a solution.

I flump down on the bed. Defeated. Downcast. Disheartened.

Drumstick sits and throws a wing around my shoulder. “Don’t be sad, Rexxie,” he says softly.

I sigh the sigh of the thwarted. “How else should I be?” I ask him. “I’ve been unable to eat this elephant. And now, Assassin Isaac will get away with his dastardly deeds. The Astounding Isabel will be ruined. And you will be sharing my beanbag chair with a giraffe.”

“Yeah,” he says with a commiserating nod. “It’s too bad we can’t catch him in the act.”

Catch him in the act.

My chicken is nothing short of genius. I could kiss this bird.

I grab the Astounding Isabel’s flyer and reexamine it. According to this promotional handout, her comeback performance will take place at the Alpine Ski Lodge and (Seasonal) Putt-Putt Course.

“Alfreda!” I proclaim to the heavens. “How far is it from here to the Alpine Ski Lodge?”

Alfreda’s sultry tones speak into the darkness of my soul, illuminating the night. “Not far,” she says. “According to WazooMaps, Alpine Ski Lodge is forty-seven miles from your present location.”

Too far to ride my bike. But not beyond reach. I will simply need to secure another means of transportation.
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Wait,” says my dad over dinner. “You want to go skiing?”

Yes. I have put aside my fear of certain death at the hands of a heartless mountain. For the greater good.

“I thought you hated skiing,” my dad points out.

“You misunderstood me,” I tell him. “I hate skidding. There’s a big difference.”

“But last time you crashed into the building,” he points out.

“That was Francois’s faulty instruction,” I tell him. “I hate to speak ill of anybody, but he’s a disgrace to his profession. Possibly his whole nation.”

“Who is Francois?” my mother asks.

“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “The point is, I feel the need. The need to have skied.”

“So you want to go back to Alpine Lodge?” he asks.

“Desperately,” I tell him. I turn to appeal to my mother. “What do you say? Can we? Huh? Huh? Can we?”

She smiles proudly. “I knew you’d love skiing if you just gave it a chance. It’s kind of addictive, isn’t it?”

“So addictive.” I nod.
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“The speed. The snow. The swoosh,” she says with a sigh. She looks into the distance, imagining, I assume, the pleasing sting of ice flecks smacking her in the face. She turns from her reverie back to me.

My father shrugs. “Okay!” he says. “We can plan a trip for next winter. Maybe go for the whole weekend.”

“No, Dad. Please.” I look down at the ravioli on my plate. “Can’t we go this weekend? Like, Saturday?”

“Saturday?” he asks. “As in, four days from now?”

“I crave the speed, guys,” I say, batting my baby blues at my mother. “The snow. The swoosh. Plus, there’s a magic show this Saturday. I’d really love to see it.”

My dad turns to my mother. “What do you think?” he asks between bites.

She grins. “I’m free! It might be our last chance before the snow all melts. Plus, I love magic!”

“Of course you do,” I tell her. “Everybunny loves magic.”

My dad takes a big bite of garlic bread. “I guess we’re having a family ski date this Saturday!”

My mother claps. “I’m so excited!”

“Me too!” I cry. “Can we invite Darvish?”

My dad looks at me. “You want to invite Darvish on our family ski date?”

“Yes,” I say. “I need him with me.”

“Ohhh!” my mom says, clutching her heart. “That’s so cute, Rex!”

“It is not cute, Mother!” I inform her. “It is burly and strong. There is a bond of brotherhood among men. You wouldn’t understand.”

“I think I do,” she says with a smirk. “I’ll call his mom. I’m sure we can figure out something.”

“Thanks, guys,” I tell them. I take a big mouthful of ravioli. I’m suddenly starving. There’s nothing like bending your parents to your will to make you work up an appetite.

My mother claps again. “What a nice surprise to look forward to! It’s going to be a great weekend!”

It is going to be a great weekend. It’s going to be a great weekend for the Astounding Isabel. It’s going to be a great weekend for a giraffe I’ve never met. It’s going to be a great weekend for justice, righteousness, and bunnykind everywhere.

There’s only one person who will not be having a great weekend.

AI. That’s who.

AI.
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Miss Mary’s sixth-grade classroom is simply lousy with dead people.

The eliminated outnumber the living three to one.

I stare in slack-jawed horror at the RIP Sheet, simply overflowing with names.

Ava Bentley. Gone.

Liam Gleason. Taken.

Sue Chin. Never had a chance.

I spare a moment to write a mental epitaph for a few of those who have fallen.


SAMI MULPEPPER

Rest in Peace

Her hair was too auburn for this world.



HOLLY CRESKIN

Rest in Peace

She died as she lived… wearing a unicorn hoodie.



DANIEL GRIMMER

Rest in Peace

The guy was a real dingbat.



I am shaken from my heartfelt remembrances by a sobering realization. In only a couple of short weeks, our class has been whittled down to almost nothing. I am one of the few living left.

Me. Darvish. And two others.

A quick once-over of the room is all I need to tell me… Darvish is not here.

It’s 8:37 a.m., and the kid is nowhere to be found. Cold fear grips my soul.

Somewhere, out there, my best friend wanders the streets alone. The poor guy doesn’t stand a chance against the cold-blooded Impostors of this world without me to provide cover. He’s just an Average Individual.

And then, as if in answer to my prayers, he walks in the door.

“Darvish!” I cry, clasping my friend in the manly embrace of brotherhood. “Where have you been?”

He squirms uncomfortably. “My mom dropped me off. We left the house late.”

“Remind me to have words with that woman later,” I say, squeezing him closer. “Thank sweet, mighty Hercules above that you’re alive!”

“Oh, I know!” he says, pulling himself from my arms, his voice hushed. His eyes dart to the RIP Sheet nervously. “There’s only a couple of us left.”

“Four, to be exact,” I say. “You, me, Atticus Malek, and Mina Rodriguez.”

We scan the room. Atticus Malek stares at me cagily from the far corner. Mina Rodriguez twitches spasmodically in her seat, either guilt or terror plastered across her features. At moments like this, it’s hard to tell the difference.
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This class is a bundle of nerves. A powder keg waiting to blow. Our sanity rests on a knife’s edge. And Miss Mary has the gall to sit at her desk eating a granola yogurt cup as if it’s just another Wednesday.

A pox on her and her wretched mystery game. First pre-algebra, and now this. As if sixth grade wasn’t hard enough.

Arm in arm, Darvish and I make our cautious way to our desks. I mutter half-hearted condolences to the fallen as we pass.

“My deepest sympathies,” I whisper to Sue Chin.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I grunt in the direction of Edwin Willoughby.

But my heart is not in it. My only thought is for self-preservation. It is eat or be eaten. Nobody is safe. For there is an Impostor Amidst Us.

“We need to stick together, Rex,” Darvish whispers just as the bell rings. “They can’t get us if we stay together.”

Yes. Unity in the face of certain doom. It is our only hope.

“Don’t worry, Darvish,” I reassure him. “I won’t leave your side. Even when you sleep.”

“Well, you don’t have to watch me sleep, dude,” he says. “That’s weird.”

He should try falling asleep in a steaming fog of green spirit-mist with dead woodland creatures gawking at you. This guy doesn’t know the first thing about weird.
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A crime scene is no place for a child.

According to our recent study of Sherlock Holmes, this is one of the top three cardinal rules of mysteries.

1. Don’t step in the blood.

2. Never leave the house without a magnifying glass.

3. A crime scene is no place for a child.

I’m pretty sure I’m remembering those right.

But just try telling that to my parents.

“Amira is going skiing with us this weekend?” I cry in disbelief at their cavalier attitude toward the cardinal rules. “Have you lost your senses? Alpine Ski Lodge and Seasonal Putt-Putt Course will eat her alive and spit her out again! That place is a death trap!”

The smile on my mom’s face shows that she has no appreciation for the gravity of her transgression. “Don’t be silly, Rex,” she says. “According to Darvish’s mom, Amira is a great skier.”

“She’s only two years old!” I inform her.

“She’s six,” says my mother. “And she’s been skiing since she was four.”

“Impossible!” I rage. “Those numbers don’t add up. It’s basic pre-algebra!”

“It’s true, Rexxie,” says my mom. “Sahar says she’s really quite good. Plus, she’s excited about the magic show.”

“Well, of course she is,” I say. “Everybunny, and I mean everybunny, loves magic.”

“It’ll be fine,” says my dad. “We’ll all stay together.”

“Stay together?” I ask. This is an unforeseen wrinkle. How can Darvish and I unwrap the mysteries of the cosmos with my parents breathing down our necks? All my elaborate plans are unraveling before my very eyes. And what lies underneath is not pretty.

“This just isn’t going to work,” I inform them. “I mean, Darvish and I are sixth-graders. We have the right to unfettered freedom. Blue sky. Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. It’s all written right there in the Ten Commandments.”

“Actually, it’s not,” says my dad. “But maybe you and Darvish can stay with Amira while your mom and I take a couple runs down Big Bertha.” He rubs his eyes with a weary hand. “Is that enough freedom for you?”

“But what if things get ugly?” I cry.

“It’s just skiing,” says my mom.

“And Putt-Putt golf,” adds my dad.

“Seasonal Putt-Putt golf, Father!” I cry. “Seasonal!”

“Regardless,” says my mom, waving away my concerns. “You guys will stay on the Bunny Hill. What could possibly get ugly?”

If they only knew.
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Rabbits are drama queens.

These are the things they don’t teach you in sixth-grade biology. But it’s true. Because all the bunnies insist on going to the Alpine Ski Lodge and (Seasonal) Putt-Putt Course on Saturday. To witness any dramatic hijinks that might ensue.

The squirrel comes, too. No idea why. Probably FOMO.

Also Drumstick. Not because he’s a drama queen. Not because of FOMO. But because he is a patient, helpful, and loyal chicken. Who also has nothing better to do.

So between me, my parents, Darvish, Amira, a dead chicken, a dead squirrel, and a messload of dead bunnies (I’ve stopped counting), the car is jam-packed.
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“It’s way too crowded in here,” I say.

“There are only five of us,” says my dad.

“If you say so,” I say, humoring him. It’s easy for him to say. He doesn’t have a mouthful of tail fuzz.

“It’s cold,” says Amira, feeling the ghost-chill that is often generated by the restless dead.

“It is chilly in here today,” agrees my mom. “I’ll crank the heat up, Amira.”

There’s a famous saying. It goes like this: If you can’t stand the cold, stay out of a car full of dead animals. Or something. It might be a song. It sounds like the kind of thing the Beatles would write.

But try telling that to these people.

“The girl is crowding me,” says Alfalfa. Several other rabbits nod in agreement.

I look down at the girl in question. “Amira. I’ve been informed that you’re crushing the bunnies.”

She giggles. “You’re silly, Rex.”

I sigh. “Could you kindly scoot over?”

“Sure,” she says, snuggling up against me for warmth.

“How’s the temperature back there, Amira?” asks my mom.

“Much better, thank you,” she says contentedly.

Curse my tall hair and unblemished good looks. This stuff is candy for lovelorn six-year-olds. It is awkward and burdensome in the extreme. But is there anyone who understands that? No.

Maybe the Beatles. But besides that, no one.
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My old enemy looms before me. Glaring down at me, her icy stare as cold as a sneering iceberg.

Big Bertha.

Looking up at her afresh, I can see that Francois was out of his mind to take me up there. Because nobody with an ounce of sanity could ski down that mountain and live to tell the tale.

“I want to ski down Big Bertha,” says Amira.

My mom looks uncertainly at my dad. “Um… are you sure?”

“Oh yeah,” Amira says. “We come here a lot. I’ve been skiing Big Bertha since I was four and three-quarters.”

This kid is spouting nonsense. At that age, you can’t believe a word that comes out of their mouths. They live in a world of pure make-believe. I’m going to be a dinosaur when I grow up! I can fly like Wonder Woman! I once skied down Big Bertha when I was four and three-quarters! Ah, to be young again.

But hey, who am I to argue? It’s her funeral.

“Okay, great!” says my dad. He turns to Darvish and me. “We’ll take Amira with us. Looks like you guys will get some sixth-grader alone time after all!”

Which is perfect. Because I have just spotted a snake in the grass. A weasel in the henhouse. A jicama on the snowman.

Sneaking around, darting from tree to tree, looking highly suspicious. It’s AI.

And I’m not talking about my Smart Home.

Because houses don’t sneak. For one reason and one reason only.

No feet.

Obviously.

But the person I’m watching has loads of feet. At least two. Two sneaky, sneaky feet.

Assistant Isaac.
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According to my burly teacher, Sherlock Holmes said many famous things. Wise sayings that ring true through the ages.

“Crime is common. Logic is rare.” Preach, brother. Preach.

“There is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact.” Another good one.

And the old standby: “Come here, Watson.”

Classic.

But his most famous one is also the most true.

“People have smelly feet. And they’re always putting them where they don’t belong.”

Okay, now that I think about it, maybe that wasn’t Sherlock Holmes, the famous detective. It might have been Sherlock Shoes, the famous talking shoe.

Doesn’t matter. It is as true today as it was then. People have smelly feet. And they’re always putting them where they don’t belong.

People like Assistant Isaac. Whose sneaky, smelly feet, even now, are lurking knee-deep in a snowbank at the edge of the woods.

Keeping carefully hidden at the edge of the tree line, he peeks nervously toward the loading dock near the community room. We follow his gaze, only to see a familiar red-and-silver figure.

The Astounding Isabel. Alone. Unaided. Unassisted.

“Why isn’t Isaac helping Isabel?” asks Darvish. Concern etches his face as the Astounding Isabel struggles to unearth her bulky Vanishing Cabinet from her van’s innards.

Darvish’s eyes dart back to the tree line. “And why isn’t he wearing his costume?” he says.

My friend is right. The magician’s assistant wears common street clothes instead of his usual flashy tuxedo. Almost as if he were trying to go incognito.

Amateur. Everyone knows that requires a clown suit. Obviously.

We watch things play out: The Astounding Isabel grapples with her clunky contraptions. And Assistant Isaac watches suspiciously from a distance. Lurking. Observing. Occasionally jotting notes into a little black notebook.

But curiously… not assisting.

The scene before us raises more questions than it answers.

Why does the magician’s assistant not assist? Who can say.

For what purpose? Time will tell.

To what end? Only patience and careful observation will uncover this mystery.

But Darvish has lost all patience for careful observation. “Come on,” cries Darvish, dashing toward the loading dock. “We’re going to help her.” Before I can stop him, Darvish has rushed headlong into the open.

“Darvish!” I hiss. The chivalrous fool. The poor, helpful dope. Doesn’t he realize that these woods have eyes? That, out in the open like that, any sniper could pick him off?

I cut my gaze back to the tree line. But Isaac and his smelly and suspicious feet… are gone. I curse under my breath. The cad has disappeared. Evaporated. Vanished into thin air.

Like magic.

One thing is clear: Assistant Isaac is up to no good.

One other thing is clear: Darvish has a serious crush on the Astounding Isabel.

And, if we’re not careful, one of those one things is going to get us in deep doo-doo.
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There are several things that could scare off a wayward magician’s assistant.

Yeti sighting.

Avalanche threat.

The steely-eyed gaze of a tall-haired sixth-grader.

All equally intimidating and enough to send even the bravest Impostor running for the hills.

But I do not have time to suss out the wheres and whys of Isaac’s mysterious disappearance.

That’s because my best friend is about to be crushed under an enormous magical box.

Darvish, sweet lovesick Darvish, has rushed to the aid of the struggling enchantress. His heart is in the right place, but his spaghetti arms are not up to the task. I dash forward to lend my muscle to the situation. I could not bear to have a squashed Darvish on my conscience.

Together, the three of us maneuver the bulky contraption to the ground.

The Perspiring Isabel wipes her brow. She seems surprised but relieved to see us. “Hey! It’s you two! Nice timing!”

But Darvish is indignant. “Why isn’t Isaac helping you?” he cries.

“That little twerp?” she roars. “He quit!”

“He quit?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says with annoyance. “I found this!” She reaches into a pocket and pulls out a crumpled paper.
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“Can you believe that little punk?” Isabel cries. “He actually had the gall to use the word astounding on his flyer! Astounding is my thing!”

She reaches into the van and pulls out a box loaded with magical knickknacks. “When I confronted him about it, he bailed on me! Right before the biggest gig of my career! Can you believe that guy?!”

“That’s so weird,” says Darvish. “We just saw him.”

Isabel drops the box with a clank. “Here?” she roars. “You saw him here?”

“He was watching you unload,” I tell her.

“I’d like to unload on him,” she says, punching a clenched fist into her palm. “That no-good trick stealer! That two-timing creep. I’m debuting some epic new illusions today. I’ll bet he’s here to swipe more of my secrets. Take them for himself. So he can out-magic me with his new act!”

“I think he’s been doing more than stealing your sorcerous secrets,” I say.

“What do you mean?” she asks.

I look at Darvish. He nods nervously and turns back to Isabel. “Well,” he says softly, “you know all those dead bunnies…”

Isabel’s eyes go wide. “No!” she says. “NO! I mean, the guy’s a jerk, but he wouldn’t…”

She gasps, covering her mouth in horror. “Would he? Not to Alfalfa! Not to Flopblossom! Not to Cotton Swab!”

Anger rolls over her face like a thunderstorm. “Isaac better hope I don’t find him,” she hisses, her teeth gritted. “Because when I do, I’m gonna make him disappear once and for all.”

A chill runs down my spine that has nothing to do with the subarctic April breeze. I would not want to be on this lady’s bad side.

These shiver-inducing thoughts are interrupted by a loud BEEP-BEEP-BEEPing. A huge truck backs up to the loading dock. Large letters are plastered across the side.


WILBUR’S GIRAFFE RENTAL

For all your giraffe needs!



The Astounding Isabel turns back to us. “Great. The giraffe is here. And I still don’t have the van unloaded.” She lets out a weary sigh. “What a terrible day to be assistant-less.”

But Darvish perks up. “I’ll be your assistant!” he cries in a fit of inspiration. “You don’t even have to pay me!”

A small smile forms on the Astounding Isabel’s face. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah,” I say, turning him. “Are you serious? Let me remind you, Darvish, you are already a full partner in our investigation. You cannot simultaneously be a full partner and an assistant. It would be a paradox. And downwardly mobile!”

“Sure I can,” he tells me. “I can do both.”

I wave this last bit away. “Is this more of that ‘multitasking’ you’ve been chattering about?”

“Exactly!” he says with a nod. Darvish raises an eyebrow at me and lowers his voice. “Plus, if I’m Isabel’s assistant, I’ll be up onstage where I can keep an eye on things.”

Inspired. An inside man. It’s more than I could have hoped for.

“Darvish is your guy!” I tell the Astounding Isabel emphatically. “I’m happy to provide references if needed.”

Darvish turns his moony puppy-dog eyes upon the enchantress. “Don’t worry about the van. You wrangle that giraffe. I’ll get all this stuff unloaded and onstage.”

She takes a deep breath. A look of cool and calm settles across her face. “You’re a lifesaver, kid,” she tells Darvish, pulling him into a squeeze. “Thanks.”

My little grosso caramello espresso mochaccino turns the color of red velvet cake. But he does not flee the scene of the hug like any other red-blooded eleven-year-old boy would.

Which is brave of him. Inspiring even.
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Somehow along the way, Darvish has roped me into assisting him assist Isabel. Which makes me an assistant’s assistant. Twice removed.

If you think it’s confusing to you, try living a day in my underpants.

I don’t know how it happened. All I know is that I’ve spent the last hour unloading boxes, crates, and weird contraptions from a beat-up van. And let me tell you, my short tenure assisting has been nothing if not illuminating.

There comes a time when a boy must become a man and a girl must become a lady. When a child must shed the world of make-believe and leave it behind once and for all. When every wide-eyed bambino must turn away from innocence and look at the world through the cold dark lens of reality.

Today, I am that man. Because today, I have made a startling realization.

Magic… isn’t real.

As Assistant Darvish and I haul the Astounding Isabel’s arsenal of magic-making to the stage, I finally take note of the things right in front of my face. Not instruments of otherworldly witchcraft, as I thought.

But devices of trickery.

Boxes with secret hidden compartments. Solid metal chains that link and unlink. Decks of cards that turn into daffodils.

Deception. Fakery. Hocus-pocus designed to trick the viewer and sucker the gullible.

A cold, stark realization settles deep in the belly of my soul.

If this magic isn’t real, then perhaps, just perhaps… no magic is.

Holy Toledo. The Easter Bunny… isn’t really magic. He’s just a regular giant bunny who hands out candy by the basketload.

Harry Potter isn’t really magic. He’s just a book character. And a movie character. And an amusement park theme. And an entire merchandising empire.

And the Astounding Isabel… isn’t really magic.

We’ve all been taken in. Swindled. Bamboozled by the not-so-astounding Isabels of this world.

I look to Darvish as he contentedly sets up the stage. Oblivious to the hidden truths of this world. I must let my friend down easily. He does not suffer disappointment well.

“Magic is fake, Darvish,” I tell him, ripping the Band-Aid off quickly like only a friend would. “It’s time you face reality.”

“Of course it’s fake,” he says. “It’s an illusion!”

What a brave little toaster. He’s likely putting a happy face on his disappointment for my benefit.

But no. He runs excitedly to the Vanishing Cabinet. “Look! This cabinet has a secret compartment in the back where the assistant hides!”

I stare at my friend. Clearly, he has been withholding information. Which is not cool.

“How long have you known about this magic coverup?” I demand.

“Everyone knows, Rex,” he says nonchalantly. He holds up the chains. “See? These look like solid iron, but they’re designed to disconnect from each other without anybody noticing!”

He reaches for Isabel’s top hat. “This compartment at the bottom is where she hides the rabbit. It makes it look like the hat is empty.” He scratches his head and stares at me. “Where did you think the rabbits came from all this time?”

“She made them appear from thin air!” I cry. “That’s how Isabel said the rabbits died, Darvish! Thin air! THIN AIR!”

“No, dude,” he says. “The secret compartment at the bottom was forming an airtight seal. That’s what was making the air thin. They were trapped in there and couldn’t breathe.” He waves his hands at the stage before us. “All of this magic is just fancy props and tricks.”

I stare at my friend, agape. “Darvish, you astound me,” I tell him. “You are turning out to be a Wikipedia of useless information. It is truly impressive.”

“Uh, thanks, I guess,” he answers.

“Where did you discover the inner workings behind this mass public deception?” I ask in amazement. “Did you attend a magic camp I know nothing about?”

“I told you,” he says. “Alakazaam Sam showed me some tricks when I went to his store.”

He wanders over to a huge monstrosity made of wood and metal and gazes up at it in awe. “Oh my gosh,” he says. “Look at this! A guillotine!”

“All right, big mister,” I tell my friend. “You’ve impressed us all with your insightful brain facts and fancy speak-talk. But let’s not start making up words.”

“I’m not making up words!” he assures me, pointing at the giant bladed contraption. “This thing! It’s called a guillotine! It’s used to chop people’s heads off. The big blade slides down and whack!” He gives the device a once-over with an expert eye. “This one is fake, of course.”

“I don’t think so,” I tell him, feeling the solid metal blade. “From the looks of it, this thing could quick-mince a caribou in one chop.”

“Trust me. Look at the red handle at the top of the blade,” he says, pointing. “Alakazaam Sam told me about it. It’s like a visual fail-safe. A secret signal. The telltale warning… so that the magician knows at a glance that the fake blade is in place.”

Sure enough, the blade is topped with a bright-red handle.

“The trick blade is on a hinge. When it hits somebody’s neck, it swings harmlessly up. But it looks like a solid metal blade went through their neck! I bet it’s how Isabel is going to do the Chopping-a-Giraffe-in-Half Trick!”

I try the weird word on for size. “Guillotine.” After all, I can’t allow my partner in crime-solving to out-vocabulize me.

“Guillotine,” Darvish says. “It’s French. For… um… head-choppy-off thing.”

I reach out and once again thumb the big metal blade. Despite my recent disillusionment in the whole magic industry, I am fascinated by this contraption’s ingenious design.

I guess every profession has its tools of the trade.

Teachers have their apples and erasers.

Computer hackers have their keyboards and encryption codes.

Lumberjacks have their chain saws and flannel shirts.

And Isabel has a French head-choppy-off thing.

Maybe it’s not actual magic. Maybe it isn’t real wizardry. Maybe it is all just an illusion.

But illusion or not… I guess it’s still kind of astounding.
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Darvish is backstage. Assistant to the Astounding Isabel.

My double agent.

My trojan whale.

My sheep in assistant’s clothing.

I have posted bunnies at all the exits.

I don’t know what Isaac has planned. I can’t predict how he intends to undermine Isabel and her illusionary razzmatazz. Heaven only knows what he’s got up his sleeves.

Probably colorful scarves. And a bouquet of flashy daffodils. And pigeons.

It doesn’t matter. Whatever he pulls out, I’ll be ready.

I scan the crowd from my seat in the audience. I have the eyes of a hawk. The nose of a bloodhound. The nerves of a feisty badger. But there’s no sign of trouble.

I call my man on the inside. He picks up on the third ring.

“Dude, why are you calling me?” Darvish whispers.

“Checkpoint Alpha Charlie, all clear,” I tell him. “Checkpoint Beta Delta, report.”

“Rex!” he cries. “What the heck is Checkpoint Beta Delta?”

“That’s you!” I hiss. “And don’t use my name, Darvish! This is an open channel.”

“How are you even calling me?” he asks. “You don’t have a cell phone.”

“Because I’m AI-enabled, buddy,” I tell him. “With 5G. Or 4H. Or something.”

“What are you talking about?” he cries.

“I disabled my Smart Home doorbell,” I tell him. “I’m wearing it as a body cam, Darvish! It’s the future, buddy. Try and keep up. I can call you at any time, from anywhere.”

“Well, don’t!” he hisses. “It’s just me and Isabel back here and I’m a little busy trying to keep this giraffe calm.”

“Well, what are you doing talking to me?” I scold. “Keep your eyes peeled. And get back to work.”

“THAT’S WHAT I’VE BEEN TRYING TO TELL—”

“Alfreda, hang up.” She disconnects Darvish mid-sentence. For his own good. If that kid could just focus, he’d have serious potential.

It’s odd. Isaac should be lurking backstage. Waiting in the wings. Skulking in the shadows, ready to strike out at an unsuspecting dromedary like the viper that he is.

But he’s not.

How do I know this? Because of Darvish’s recent report? No. The poor guy doesn’t even know his own code name.

It’s because I have eyes everywhere.

Also because Isaac just sat down in the audience. Right next to me.
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Isaac is bound to recognize me at any second.

After all, how many dashing, tall-haired kids live in this immediate area? Only me. Trust me, I’ve checked.

But he seems too preoccupied to notice that his demise is perched directly to his right, ready to spring like a jackal at a moment’s notice.

He pulls out his little black notebook. And begins scribbling furiously.

Clearly, all his sinister plans are located within those pages.

I weigh the options. I could snatch his journal of evil and make a quick getaway. I could leap upon his lap and confront him with loud, robust barking noises. Either approach would certainly unnerve him enough to prompt a quick confession.

However, before I can decide, the lights dim. The crowd titters with excitement. The curtain parts.

And the magic show begins.

Everybody loves magic. And even though they are nothing more than deceitful sleights of hand, the Astounding Isabel’s new tricks do not fail to delight the audience.

When she makes her own head disappear, they ooh appreciatively. When she produces a chain saw from the ear of a volunteer, they ahh in awe. When she escapes from a burning trunk, they ohh like nobody’s business.

But then comes the main attraction. The finale. What’s known in showbiz circles as la enchilada grande.

It’s the Giraffe Trick.

Isaac stops his furious scribbling as Isabel rolls her guillotine center stage. He sits up and takes notice as Darvish emerges from the wings, leading a live giraffe on a leash.

The audiences gasps at the sight of the magnificent beast. I have to admit, the animal is impressive.

Darvish looks good up there, too. Admittedly, he lacks true stage presence. And some sequins would not go amiss in adding that certain extra showbiz panache. Still. His black snow pants are probably splashy enough for this crowd.
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Darvish gently but firmly leads the animal forward.

Isabel calls for quiet, so as not to spook the animal.

And then, the nimble illusionist coaxes the creature’s neck through the opening in the guillotine.

The audience goes utterly still.

Isaac’s pen hovers forgotten over his notebook as he leans forward with eager anticipation.

The tension is so thick you could cut it with a fork and spoon.

And that’s when my chicken speaks. “Something’s off.”

“Quiet,” hisses Alfalfa. “I want to see this.”

But I have learned not to dismiss the words of dead poultry so easily.

I search the crowd. All is normal.

I search the stage. All seems to be as it should be.

But he’s right. At the corner of my mind, some detail niggles at me. As Drumstick said so eloquently, something’s off.

And then… it hits me.

The visual fail-safe. The secret signal. The telltale warning that cues the magician that the trick blade is properly in place.

The red handle on the guillotine.

It’s not red.

The blade… has been replaced.
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“STOP THE SHOW!” I screech in the loud, booming bark of a breed twice my size.

The entire audience turns and stares at me. I am perched high atop my chair, a force to be reckoned with.

“Holy mackerel,” Isabel mutters as she covers her face with her hands. “Not this again.”

I thrust an accusing finger into Isaac’s face. “This monster has been colluding to sabotage you, Isabel!” I roar. “COLLUDER!”

I leap from the chair, trailed closely by rooster, bunny, and squirrel. “But fear not! For I have spotted the fly in the oatmeal!” I rage, thrusting a finger at the stage. “THE GUILLOTINE BLADE… HAS BEEN CHANGED! AND MY CHICKEN SPOTTED IT!”

Isabel’s astounded eyes dart from me to the contraption that hovers over the giraffe’s exposed neck. The metal blade sparkles menacingly in the stage lights.

Her face goes pale. Her hand flies to her mouth.

“He’s right,” Isabel whispers. “This isn’t the trick blade.”

And that’s when I see it.

A flash of orange from stage left. The flutter of a curtain. And the quickly retreating steps of loud, clunky boots on the wooden stage floor.

“I told you to have your bunnies positioned at every exit!” I say to Alfalfa. “To alert us if anyone came or went!”

“I did!” the head rabbit cries. “They did! He must have already been in the building!”

“Darvish!” I cry at full voice. “An infiltrator lurks in the wings! After him!” But Darvish is occupied. He is helping a distraught Isabel remove the nervous giraffe from her instrument of gruesome death.

This is why wild animals should be left out of magic, people.

With my partner in arms otherwise engaged, it’s all up to me. I lunge to the stage, dive for the wings, and give chase.

“I’ll call the police!” I hear Darvish say.

Yes indeed. The police. The Coast Guard. Possibly the FBI. After all, this is a crisis of dromedary proportions.

The heavy-booted footfalls thump ahead of me and disappear around a corner.

I turn the bend only to find… a dead end. Whoever this is, they’ve used sorcery of their own to vanish into thin air.

But I recognize in this critical moment… magic isn’t real. Thankfully, I am a man of the world with my eyes fully open. Thankfully, I recognize an illusion when I see one!

My eyes dart up into the rafters. I scan the nearby boxes and barrels. I search the stage.

And there! In the floorboards.

A trapdoor.

The culprit knew this trapdoor was here. But who?

Not Isaac. He’s sitting in the audience. An accomplice, then. But who?

Somebody intimately familiar with this building, that’s who. Somebody who prances around wearing orange, that’s who. Somebody who wears clunky large boots—ski boots—that’s who.

And then Darvish’s words come ringing back to me: Guillotine. It’s French. For… um… head-choppy-off thing.

French.

French.

FRENCH!

Of course. This can mean one thing and one thing only.

Assistant Isaac clearly needed an assistant of his own. Somebody to help him ruin the Astounding Isabel. Someone to aid and abet him in besmirching the good name of birthday party magicians everywhere. Some conniving but resourceful individual with the connections to acquire French head-choppy-off things for him.

And who just happens to work at the Alpine Ski Lodge and (Seasonal) Putt-Putt Course?

Who just happens to be a smooth-talking man of sophistication posing as a local ski instructor?

Who just happens to be completely, utterly, and 100 percent French?

Voila! Francois. That’s who.

This thing is far-reaching. Transatlantic. It goes all the way to Paris and back. A classic covert sting operation.

And if the French are masters at one thing, its covert operations. Also baked goods. And they’re pretty good at skiing, too.

I knew Francois was trouble. But now we’re onto him. And with Darvish on the inside, this powder-puff snow-swoosher doesn’t stand a chance.

We will chop his devious plan in half, just like a guillotine.

“Get to the other bunnies,” I tell Alfalfa, Acorn, and Drumstick. “I want this building surrounded by fluffy cottontails. I need to know when and where this no-good slush-muncher emerges.”

And without a backward glance, I leap through the trapdoor. And everything goes black.
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I am in a tunnel. It is long. And cold. And dark.

Francois may be athletic. But I have the spry speed of youth on my side.

Francois may have his manly stubble and winter coat to keep him warm. But I am fueled by the burning fire of fluffy bunny justice.

Francois may be used to the glitzy flash of Paris. But I am used to skulking in the dark and seedy underbelly of society. I once spent several hours stuffed into the darkness of a snow cone cart with five large dead zoo animals. Compared with that, this tunnel is a cakewalk.

And yet, despite these advantages, after several minutes of creeping through the shivering darkness, I emerge into the light with no sign of my quarry. The tunnel exits the lodge at the back of the building through a crawlspace vent. A loose wooden grate lies askew, revealing deep trudging marks in the pristine snow.

Boot prints.

I force myself on, tracking the prints to the front of the building, where teeming crowds slish and slosh from ski lodge to ski lift and back again, unaware of the criminal activities taking place right under their frostbitten noses. The ground here is a zigzag of ski marks and footfalls, a mishmash of slush made by the stampeding fun-seeking masses.

I eyeball the mob for Francois’s athletic build. For his chiseled face. For a telltale flash of neon-orange snowsuit.

No luck. Curse the heavens. I’ve lost him.

Suddenly Acorn comes bounding up, trailed by the foggy ghost-mist of seven bunnies. The rabbits thump the ground, pointing hurriedly into the mob of skiers.

“He’s there, man!” cries Acorn, tail twitching. “Don’t let him get away!”

At first I see nothing but a hodgepodge of brightly colored snowsuits and flashy knit caps.

But then… I spy him. The flash of orange. But it’s not from his ski suit. He trails a long cape, the bright-orange lining peeking out from underneath as he hurries away. A jaunty hat hides his head from view. All the better to blend into the dark recesses of the stage.

But out here, his avant-garde European fashion choices only slow him down. Mounted now on skis, his whipping cape catches the wind. He hurriedly slushes through the crowd, beating a path to a lesser-used part of the complex. And as I see where he’s headed, dread fills my heart.

At the Alpine Ski Lodge and (Seasonal) Putt-Putt Course, Big Bertha is the challenge of choice. It is a death-defying drop from dizzying heights, and its slopes are regularly packed with the mobs of thrill seekers who crave the adrenaline it offers.

But there is one hill that is worse. A hill so dangerous that almost nobody dares to ascend its maniacal heights. Though the ski lift to the top runs regularly for any who dare, it is little used.

Until now. Because Francois just got on. And he’s heading to the top.

Of Doom Hill.
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I refuse to be held hostage by the fear that grips my soul.

I spurn the notion of turning back.

I shun any thought that this bunny-slaying monster will get away.

Pushing down all rational thinking, I tromp to a nearby ski rack. I grab skis and poles. And I suit up to meet my destiny.

“Get Alfalfa and Drumstick and follow us,” I tell Acorn and the bunnies.

And gripping my poles with determination, I push off.

It is a long, slow slog to the lift that ascends Doom Hill. But I manage to stay on my feet the whole way, which goes to show that, just perhaps, the gods favor me on this day.

As the chairlift slides around into place, I position myself just so. The chair swoops behind me and I plop deftly down. Skis dangling from my swinging legs, I begin the maddeningly slow ride up.

Up to the tree-capped peak that rises above me like a phantom.

Up to Francois, who even now glances back, catching sight of my pursuit.

Up… to certain victory. Or certain death. Definitely one of those.

“Hi, Rex,” says a soft voice. “Where are we going?”

I turn in alarm. Somebody has boarded the chairlift with me at the very last second. Somebody small and docile stares up quizzically from the seat beside me. Somebody regrettably devoid of green ghost-goo.

Great Riker’s beard.

It’s Amira.
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If I have learned anything in my many years, it’s that infants are not to be trusted.

“Amira!” I cry at the offending infant. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be with my parents!”

“They were too slow,” she says, looking up at me with big brown eyes. “I got to the bottom of Big Bertha and I saw you. You ski funny.”

I let out a huff. “I do not ski funny. I skid funny. There’s a big difference.”

“Okay,” she says. “You are brave to go down Doom Hill.”

“Yes, I am brave,” I confirm. For someone so young, she has keen insight. “But I am not here for recreational purposes.”

“What’s ‘recreational purposes’?” she asks.

“I am here strictly on business,” I tell her.

“Okay,” she says. “Me too.”

It’s clear this child does not know what she has walked into. No matter.

“Just stay out of my way and we’ll get along fine,” I tell her.

“Okay,” she says. “I’ll stay right next to you the whole time.”

“No!” I tell her. “That’s not what stay out of my way means.”

“Okay,” she says again. “How come you don’t have a coat on?”

“Because. I do not need a coat,” I say smoothly. “I am in hot pursuit and warmed by thoughts of righteous vindication.”

“What’s ‘righteous vaccination’?” she asks.

I let out the deep, exhausted sigh of the weary. Give me dead bunnies. Dead narwhals. Dead rhinos and pandas and chickens. I can handle them all. But the prattling of Amira will end me.

Suddenly, the mountaintop looms before us. The end of the line. As I scramble to dismount the ski lift, I curse this girl and her nonstop barrage of nonsense. I have let her distract me from my purpose.

The chairlift careens into position, and I struggle to get my bladed feet under me. I lunge. I plunge. I slip. I slide. I manage to extract myself from the lift. But now I am face-first in a pile of snow.

“Help me up,” I tell Amira through a mouthful of snow.

But she doesn’t.

There is no strong arm of a small girl to pull me from the slush. No nagging questions about why I’m upside down. No witty observations about all the snow that has managed to work its way down my underpants.

Just cold, empty silence.

I rise slowly and unsteadily to my feet like a baby deer.

“What do you want, kid?” comes a gruff voice.

I wipe the frost from my face. What greets me makes my blood run colder than a penguin’s pantyhose.

It is the bunny-slaying culprit himself. The object of my pursuit. The wolf in skis’ clothing.

A gust of wind snatches his chic but weather-inappropriate hat and sends it sailing down the hill. But he doesn’t care.

He has grabbed Amira. His arm circles her neck. He holds her immobile in front of himself. A human shield against my rising anger. A living barrier against my possible karate choppery. A hostage against my impending victory.

Only, much to my shock and dismay… it is not Francois.

It is not Assistant Isaac.

It is not even Bingo the Clown.

No. It is… 

AI.
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The villain glares at me from underneath his enormous old-man eyebrows.

It takes me a second to recognize him. But then, the memories come flooding back.

My seventh birthday party.

Red velvet cake.

A llama piñata.

And the magician who performed that day.

Archibald the Illustrious.

The real AI.

“Who are you, kid?” Archibald the Illustrious snarls.

“REX!” cries Amira.
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He grips Amira more tightly. “Why are you chasing me?”

I decide to play it cool. “I know what you did last summer,” I say in a hushed accusatory voice.

I don’t know what this means. I think it’s from a movie. But it has the desired effect. A weird vein on his forehead starts twitching. Beneath his liver spots, I sense that his feeble heartbeat has quickened.

“Last summer?” he asks, confusion and doubt clouding his features. “What are you talking about?”

“Okay,” I admit. “Maybe not last summer. But I know what you did with the Astounding Isabel’s rabbits. And I know what you did to the guillotine blade.”

“You don’t know anything!” he bellows.

“You messed with her hats!” I cry, rage building up inside me. “You killed all those bunnies! With thin air!”

“So what!” he roars, gripping Amira tighter. “Bunnies are just props!”

“What’s ‘props’?” asks Amira.

“Be quiet!” Archibald tells her.

“They are not just props!” I roar indignantly. “They are living, breathing creatures. With feelings! And personalities! And annoying little habits!”

“What do you know about it?” he huffs.

“You were going to let her chop off that giraffe’s head!” I yell.

“Tough luck!” he rages, shooting flicks of spit into the air. “She shouldn’t work with animals then! If the Atrocious Isabel knew what she was doing, she would have noticed I switched the blades!”

“Astounding!” I cry. “She’s Astounding, not Atrocious!”

“ATROCIOUS!” he insists. He backs away slowly, keeping distance between us. But behind him, I spot a flicker of movement.

Drumstick. Alfalfa. Acorn. And a boatload of bunnies.

I turn back to the ranting magician, eyeing his death grip on Amira’s neck.

Keep him talking. It’s a classic hostage negation tactic, as old as the hills. Sherlock Shoes used it on Sammy Slipper in the “Sneaky Slippers” episode. Sherlock Holmes used it on Jack the Ripper. Or Genghis Khan. Or somebody. And, like my great predecessors before me, I use it now on Archibald the Illustrious.

“Isabel doesn’t seem very atrocious to me,” I say. “I mean, she made her own head disappear. Can you do that?”

Archibald huffs and sputters in indignation. “She’s a hack!” he grumbles. “That’s the problem with these new magicians. They show up with their flashy tricks and their razzle-dazzle. Making your head disappear. Pulling a chain saw out of somebody’s ear. Chopping the heads off giraffes. Stuff and nonsense! Where are the coin tricks? The card tricks? THE CLASSICS!”

“That sounds pretty boring,” I tell him.

“EXACTLY!” he spits. “Your generation falls for all their gimmicks! You with your video games and your fancy online memes! Before you know it, these wannabes are booking every birthday party and backyard barbeque from here to Timbuktu!”

“What’s ‘Timbuktu’?” asks Amira.

“Shut it, kid!” screeches Archibald, gripping her tighter.

“Wait a minute,” I cry. “You bumped off her bunnies because she’s more popular than you?” I shake my head. “That’s diabolical.”

“You know what’s diabolical?” he sputters. “Those of us who honed our craft, those of us who are classically trained and are left doing coin tricks on the boardwalk for twenty-five cents a pop!” he cries. “THAT’S WHAT’S DIABOLICAL! I WAS THE MOST POPULAR BIRTHDAY MAGICIAN IN THE WHOLE TRI-COUNTY AREA!”

I shake my head. “You’ve ruined her reputation.”

“You’re dang right!” he sputters. “And I’d do it again! And what are you going to do about it? You’re just a kid! A little teeny-tiny kid!”

In a rage that I can’t fully explain, I grab a fistful of snow and hurl it at the old man before me.

Archibald raises a hand to block the oncoming snowball, loosening his grip ever so slightly on Amira’s neck. “I’m not a little kid!” I roar. “I’m a strong, sensitive, black-coffee-drinking, chest-hair-someday-having, almost-fully-grown MAN!”

“Yeah!” cries Amira. “ME TOO!” And with that proclamation, she takes her ski pole and jams it straight into Archibald’s not-so-illustrious leg.
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Archibald the Illustrious grabs his pole-pierced leg.

“You little snot!” he snarls. Amira skis from his grasp, placing me between her and this empty husk of a magician.

He turns his scathing gaze upon me. “What does it matter?” he cries, suddenly lighthearted. “You have absolutely no proof of any of this! Nobody is going to believe you two!”

“Alfreda?” I say.

“Yes, Rex?” comes the disembodied voice from nowhere. No. Not nowhere. From the Smart Home AI 5G-enabled Video Doorbell that I’m wearing as a body cam.

“Alfreda, have you been recording all this?” I ask.

“Yes, Rex,” comes the answer. “I have captured high-definition video of the last thirty-eight minutes.”

A look of doubt crosses Archibald’s face. “What’s going on?” he asks. “Who’s that talking?”

I grin. “It’s just my AI.”

“AI?” he grunts. “What’s that? You’ve got somebody on a walkie-talkie recording all this?”

“Nope,” I tell him with grim satisfaction. “Not a walkie-talkie. Or a meme. It’s an AI. That’s an abbreviation. It stands for artificial intelligence. Obviously.”

The old man still looks confused. “Some computer thing? You’ve been recording me?” A look of rage contorts his bushy eyebrows and wrinkled old-man face.

“Alfreda!” I cry. “E-mail that video to the Middling Falls Police.”

“You got it, Rex,” comes Alfreda’s chirpy response. “It’s done.”

“Why you little…” He reaches out for me, gnarled hands grabbing onto my shirt, ready to throttle me in a geriatric rage.

What happens next is kind of a blur.

The branches of the tree behind Archibald shake violently, as if gripped by hurricane-like winds.

An avalanche of snow drops down, pummeling the treacherous old man.

I yank free, trying to shield Amira from his outstretched clutches. But I only shuffle awkwardly, due to the bladed instruments of torture that are strapped to my feet. Thankfully, she needs no help from me. She skis deftly out of reach. But the old man manages to snag my arm in one of his shriveled claws.

The tree continues to shake and rattle with typhoon force.

But it’s not a typhoon. The tree is teeming with bunnies. And a squirrel. And a chicken.

They dance on branches. They jump. They bounce, using their powers of hippety-hop to send buckets of heavy, slushy snow raining down upon the aging magician.

Despite his iron grip on my tender wing, Archibald the Illustrious is knocked off-balance by the deluge.

Sputtering and spitting mouthfuls of wet sludge, he slides slowly backward. Gravity grabs him in its monstrous claws and pulls him ever so slowly to the very edge of the drop-off.

Pulling me with him.

His eyes go wide as he realizes he’s about to plummet down the death-defying Doom Hill. His arms flail and scramble at the thin air, releasing my shirt. But then, they latch onto something else.

My ski poles.

“Don’t let go!” he cries. “Please!”

I grip the poles tightly, trying desperately to pull the geezer back from the drop-off.

But gravity is hungry. It looks over today’s menu. And it places its order. Archibald the Illustrious. With a side of Rex.

Archibald is sliding. Skiing. Skidding. Taking me with him. No pizza slice in the world can save me.

I let go of the poles. But too late.

There’s a moment where my stomach lurches into my eyeballs.

And then Doom Hill has me.
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Fun fact: Some of the best coffee in the world is found on mountaintops. Something about the high altitude fortifies them with flavor.

The aromatic blends of Ethiopia.

The potent concoctions from the Blue Mountains of Jamaica.

The robust brews unearthed from the volcanic hills of Kona.

Yet, despite the flavor-giving qualities, being at the top of a mountain is way overrated.

Sure, all that mountain air is bracing. Of course, the views are spectacular. Yes, the sky spreads overhead like a vast parchment stained artistically with liquid blue ink.

But after that, it’s all downhill.

And not in a good way. Downhill. As in, I am careening out of control downhill at roughly warp speed. And what lies ahead is not pretty.

Boulders.

Trees.

Deadly crevasses.

Basically, an obstacle course of cold, horrible, unforgiving Doom.

Far below me, there is a flurry of flailing arms, legs, and snow. I can only assume it is Archibald the Poopyhead. Tumbling down the snow-draped mountainside. But I have my own skin to worry about. And believe me, I’m plenty worried.

I estimate that I have about thirty seconds before I am a bug splatted on the windshield of an enormous boulder that is getting bigger and bigger with every passing second.

But suddenly, I’m aware of a lightning-quick figure slooshing along at my side.

It’s Amira.

And unknown to her, she has quite a few hitchhikers catching a free ride on her skis. I’m talking about bunnies. And a squirrel. And also a chicken.

“Bend your legs!” screams Alfalfa.

“Make a pizza!” yells Drumstick.

“Stick your butt out more!” says Acorn.

“Eat a taco!” hollers Drumstick.

“Be quiet!” I yell, pinwheeling my arms, trying desperately to stay upright.

“I didn’t say anything!” says Amira over the whistling wind.

“I’m not talking to you!” I shout.

“Um… Rex,” says Amira, eyeing the hill before us. “You should probably go around that big rock.”

“I don’t have any poles!” I yell. I fail to mention that I would be worthless even if I had poles. But this girl doesn’t need to know every little detail about my personal life.

“Oh boopers,” she says. “Well, stand up straight. Lean lefty.” She says lefty, but she points righty.

Great. She can ski like a silver medalist, but she doesn’t know right from left. I’m clearly in good hands.

“Stand up straight?” I yell to her. “I thought I was supposed to bend my knees!”

I’ve got about ten seconds before I am a Rex-shaped stain on the boulder of life.

“Who said bend your knees?” asks Amira.

“Francois!” I scream.

“Francois is a dum-dum!” she says. Now she tells me. “Do the thing I said!”

Amira puts on a burst of speed and jets in front of me. “Pretend like it’s roller skates! Stand up straight!”

I do what she says. I have no choice. My life is in the hands of a preschooler.

“Lean this way!” she yells, demonstrating. “Lift your other leg. Just a little!”

I do what she’s doing. And ever so slightly, I begin to veer left.

The boulder is coming.

Veer. Veer. Veer.

It’s almost on me.

Veer. Veer. Veer.

Whoosh! I scrape against the stone and bobble to catch my balance. But I did it. I dodged the huge rock, coming only inches from getting pancaked.

Except something feels funny. And as I start to put down my right foot, I realize why. My right ski got knocked loose by the big rock.

Knocked loose. And left behind.

Which is neat.

Because now I’m careening down Doom Hill on one ski.
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There is a whole water sport dedicated to skiing on one ski.

It is called slalom. The people who do it are daredevils in the extreme. Artists of the highest caliber. And complete and unadulterated nincompoops.

Besides jumping out a ten-story window, skiing on one ski is probably the quickest way to an excruciating death at the hands of foul gravity.

That’s what it will say on my tombstone.


HERE LIES REX DEXTER

Died of gravity.

Never made a pizza.



But Amira seems determined not to let that happen. She zigs and zags in front of me, at one with the snow like an incredibly agile mountain yak.

Suddenly, she slides right in front of me, slowing to within inches of my face. I teeter and totter, desperately trying to maintain balance on my one ski. But it’s a losing battle. This is the end. My foot comes down… 

Right onto Amira’s ski.

I look down. She has maneuvered her ski right under my foot.

“How did you do that?” I cry.

“Be quiet, silly!” she says. “I’m constipating!”

I’m pretty sure she means concentrating. But who am I to argue?

“Hold on!” she cries. A tree looms in front of us, blocking our path.

She swishes to the right, avoiding the tree. But the sudden action throws me off-balance. I teeter to the right. I feel myself start to topple.

I never thought balance would be my downfall. I always imagined it would be mutant sewer rats. Or a robot alien attack. Something splashy. But no. This is it, my gory end. Falling off of my own feet.

But my weight suddenly shifts, pulling me back upright. And now I see why.

The bunnies have jumped onto my shoulders. They’ve formed a stack of rabbits piled to the heavens. Together, they lean and tilt, slant and sway, forming some kind of mast that keeps me upright and balanced.
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“We gotcha, buddy,” says Drumstick from somewhere on the skis in front of me. “Hang on to this little human.”

For once, I do what I’m told without commentary. I gently grab Amira’s waist. With the help of my balancing bunny act, I stay on my feet.

“WHEEEEEEEE!” cries Amira.

“WHEEEEEEEE!” cries Drumstick.

“WHEEEEEEEE!” cries Alfalfa from somewhere above me.

Amira skirts us around rocks and past a scary precipice with all the agility of a crazed snow leopard. It’s incredible to me that this tiny child of three, or five, or whatever, can ski down Doom Hill with such skill.

Perhaps I will live to see another sunrise. I start to relax. I lower my guard. I feel the mountain air whipping past.

I hate to admit it, but perhaps my mother was right. Maybe skiing is fun after all.

The speed. The snow. The swoosh.

I don’t want to say it. It is a childish thing that only a chicken, a dead rabbit, or a preschool baby would say.

But I can’t help it. It comes flying out of my mouth unbidden. And I give myself over to it:

“WHEEEEEEEEE!”
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Archibald the Illustrious is Archibald the snow cone.

He’s frozen. Shaken. Has a broken leg. But he manages to arrive at the bottom of Doom Hill alive.

Which is good. Because thanks to Darvish, the police are waiting for him.

There’s lots of sputtering and explaining coming from him. But once the cops pull out their phones and view the video Alfreda sent over, they load him up and haul him away.

The police are delighted that I’ve done their job for them. Thanks to me, they can probably charge him with all kinds of stuff. Manhandling of a minor, interfering with magic-making, whacking of bunnies, and ten counts of felony crankiness.

I hope he’s got a good lawyer. Because Archibald the Illustrious is about to do one final disappearing act. For ten to twenty years.

When the cops are gone, the crowds disperse, and all the hubbub settles down, Isabel the Astounding stares hard at me. “You ruined my act,” she says coldly. “Again.”

“Yes,” I admit. “Yes, I did. Sorry about that.”

“Don’t be.” Her face splits into a smile. “If it wasn’t for you, that giraffe would have been toast. And it would have been all my fault. So thanks, little weird dude.”

We trudge back to the lodge, skis over our shoulders. I think Amira and I are sticking to walking for a while. At least until next winter.

“So Isaac wasn’t behind any of it?” says Darvish.

“Nah,” says Isabel. “Between us, Isaac’s not smart enough to come up with any of this. He was just here to steal my new tricks.”

“What a jerk,” says Darvish.

“I’m not worried about it,” she says. “Isaac was a lousy assistant. But he’s an even worse magician. No hand dexterity at all. I think I managed to convince him of that. He’s going to try a new entertainment strategy.”

“What’s that?” asks Darvish.

“He’s going to become a clown,” she says with a grin.

I shudder at the thought.

We arrive at the lodge, and Amira and I throw our skis onto a rack. “I guess this is it, little dudes. Thanks again, kid,” Isabel tells me. She reaches down and grabs Darvish into a hug. “And thanks for jumping in, Darvish.”

Darvish sputters for words. “I… um… you… um… guillotine.” Smooth, Darvish. Smooth.

“But what are you gonna do now?” I ask Isabel. “Your reputation is hanging by a thread.”

She grins. “Well, thanks for reminding me, kid. But I’ll be okay. I’ve got a bunch of new tricks to dazzle folks with. Word will get out that the rabbit deaths were Archibald’s fault, not mine. People will start booking me again. It’ll work out. But I’ll tell you one thing.”

“What?” I ask.

“I’m done working with animals,” she says.

I look down at the crowd of bunnies at my feet and sigh. I wish I could say the same.
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My parents eventually show up, oblivious to all the happenings with Isabel and Archibald. Unaware of my treacherous plunge down Doom Hill.

That’s the way I like them. Oblivious. Unaware. Complacent. Like goldfish, just happily swimming around in their bowls. Only with credit cards.

So, of course, we swear Amira to secrecy.

So, of course, Amira waits about five minutes into the car ride home before she starts blabbermouthing.

You just can’t trust little kids to keep their mouths shut.

My parents sit in slack-jawed silence. Amira spares no detail as she regales them with all the gory events of our adventurous afternoon. Finally, my mom looks back at us.

“Rex? Darvish?” Concern is etched across her frost-nipped face. “Is this true?”

Don’t make eye contact. That’s the key. I stare noncommittally at Acorn’s twitching tail. I try to disappear into the invisible fog of ghost-mist that clouds the car. But my mom is no Average Individual. She has my genes, after all. She’s well aware that, of the two of us, Darvish is the most likely to snap under her steely gaze.

“Darvish?” my mom says. “Is Amira telling the truth?”

“Oh boy. This kid couldn’t lie his way out of a chicken coop,” says Drumstick, echoing my thoughts exactly. The poor guy doesn’t stand a chance. He is Silly Putty in her hand.

But Darvish looks my mom right in the eye. He shakes his head nonchalantly. And he says, “Mrs. Dexter, I find it’s best not to take six-year-olds too seriously. They have very big imaginations.”

Just like that.

Not a lie.

A deft avoidance of the question. A clever parry of wordplay. A subtle and agile evasion of the facts.

And it works. My mother buys it hook, line, and stinker. By gum and by golly, I feel like a mother hen. My little chickadee is really living up to his potential.

A look of relief settles on my mother’s face as she turns back around.

“What a fun afternoon,” she says. “We’ll have to do a repeat of it next winter.”

Well… maybe not an exact repeat. Next time we’ll do more runs down the Bunny Hill and a few fewer near-death experiences.

Also, no psychotic geezer magicians.
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The rest of the car ride home is uneventful for almost everyone.

Amira dozes, snuggled up against me.

Tired out from the excitement of stage life, Darvish drifts off. No doubt dreaming of Isabel the Astounding.

My parents sit in the quiet contentment of having created a great family bonding experience.

But important cosmic things are happening right under their noses. Otherworldly things. Invisible things.

Invisible to everyone. Except me.

For the bunnies… have been freed.

“You did it, Rex,” says Alfalfa. The other bunnies nod. “We can feel the gravity of this world releasing us.”

Gravity. Always causing problems. Out of all the laws of physics, gravity is the worst one.

“Thanks for saving me,” I whisper, careful not to let my parents hear. “When Archibald grabbed me. That snow dump from the treetops was perfect.”

“Thanks for saving us, buddy boy,” Alfalfa says. He gazes into the middle distance. “It’s time to go. I see a bright light. The way beyond is opening to us. You did that.”

I can’t see any bright light. But I’ll take the bunny rabbit’s word for it.

“What’s it like?” I whisper. “On the other side? Can you tell?”

He leans forward and gives me a soft kiss on the nose, his ghostly whiskers tickling my cheeks. “Cabbage,” he says. “The afterlife smells a lot like cabbage.”

He slowly fades away into a cloud of ghost-mist. Disappearing, for a final time, into the great cabbage patch in the sky.

One by one, the bunnies each deliver a small, silent kiss on my nose. It’s a parade of bunny kisses. Which is exactly as adorable as it sounds.

Before I know it, the last bunny smooches my snoot, twitches its ears, and fades away.

Acorn scampers up. “Hey, man. I’m out, too.”

I stare at the squirrel, dumbfounded. “You?” I say. “What about your nuts?”

“Oh, I found those three days ago,” he tells me. “Right where I left them.”

“Then why did you stick around?” I ask.

“Are you kidding me?” he says. “I haven’t had this much fun in years. I should have started chasing cars a long time ago.” And with that, he jumps on Amira’s head, twitches his ears, and disappears.

All I can do is shake my head. Squirrels. Am I right?

Drumstick climbs on my lap. He leans his head against my chest.

“I’ve learned something important today,” he says.

“What’s that?” I ask.

“Heaven smells like cabbage,” he says.

“Yeah,” I answer. “I guess so.”

“I was hoping it smelled like tacos,” he says.

I think about that for a minute.

“Maybe it smells like something different for each of us,” I suggest softly. “Cabbage for the bunnies. Nuts for Acorn. Tacos for you.”

“I hope so,” he says.

“Me too,” I say. “Me too.”

Because I was hoping it smelled like Lamborghinis. And macaroni and cheese. And maybe a teeny-tiny bit like Sami Mulpepper.
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After my harrowing weekend on the slopes, Monday morning dawns too soon. Yet, Darvish and I get to school bright and early. As we enter the empty classroom, we’re still flushed with the pride of a job well done.

Once again, I revel in the knowledge that I have thwarted murder most foul. I have freed oodles of earth-shackled bunnies from the bonds that bind, sending them off to an eternal rest of cabbage-eating. Or harp-playing. Or whatever.

In a few minutes, my clueless classmates will trudge into the room, completely unaware of my feats of bravery. Utterly oblivious that genius beyond reckoning sits right among them.

That, in itself, is a crime.

But the simple truth is this: Crime can never be truly vanquished. The atrocities of man still wait around every bend. Even here, in these hallowed halls of learning. Because it seems that over the weekend, a madman has struck again.

An Impostor Amidst Us.

“Look,” says Darvish in a hushed voice. He points at the RIP Sheet. One name has been added.

Atticus Malek.

“By the power of Grayskull, Darvish,” I proclaim. “Do you know what this means?”

“What?”

“It means that I am about to, once again, savor the sweet taste of victory,” I tell him. “Think about it, buddy. One day, you will be able to tell everyone you knew me when.”

“What are you talking about?” asks my oblivious friend.

“It’s elementary, Dr. Waddlesworth,” I say.

“Dr. Watson,” he corrects.

“Whatever,” I say. “Atticus Malek has been eliminated. That means only you, me, and Mina Rodriguez are left.”

“So?”

“So,” I explain, “the implications are clear! Mina Rodriguez is the Impostor! As soon as Miss Mary comes in, I will make my accusation. Mina Rodriguez will be unmasked for the rogue that she is. I will win the game. And simultaneously save you from a grim and embarrassing pretend assassination. It will almost be like you win, too, in some small way.”

“Whoa, Rex!” My friend is obviously impressed. “Nice job!”

“Just keep watching and learning, my friend,” I tell him. “You’ll get there.”

“Only except one thing, dude,” he says.

“What’s that?” I ask.

Darvish grabs me by the shoulders. He looks me in the eyes. And he says it.

“The game is afoot.”

A glacial chill sweeps through my very bones. I stare hard at the traitor before me. For a moment, I think it’s a joke. But then, the cold, cruel snowbank of reality crashes down on top of me.

I have just been eliminated. By the Impostor. Amidst Us.

“But… but… but… you were trying so hard to solve it!” I point out.

Darvish grins in malevolent triumph. “A clever ruse.”

I stare hard into the eyes of my backstabbing, double-dealing, two-faced friend. And a wide smile spreads across my face. I can’t help but laugh.

“How did you find the time to knock off all those people?” I ask him. “You’re always with me!”

A self-conscious smirk passes over his face. “Let’s just say I don’t spend as much time doing my homework and visiting my Nani as you might think.”

That sly dog.

“Well played, Sherlock Shoes,” I tell him. “Well played.”

“It’s Sherlock Holmes,” he says. “Not Sherlock Shoes.”

“If you say so,” I reply with a nod of respect. “If you say so.”
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Darvish’s duplicitous deeds are not over.

Because on Monday night, he leads me to that beacon of caffeinated excellence. The Blue Balloon Pancake House.

“I’m proud of you, Darvish,” I tell him. “Not only are you turning into an admirable trickster but also you are finally ready to leave behind those childish caramelized concoctions of yours for a strong, manly drink.”

“We’re not here for the coffee,” he tells me, pointing. “Well, not only for the coffee.”

I follow his gaze to a booth in the corner. Sitting there, smiling like the cat that ate the cabana, are my parents. And Darvish’s parents. And Amira.

I smell an ambush. I quickly run through the list of my recent transgressions that would warrant such a confrontation. Grades? Chores? Misdemeanors? But no, I’m clean as a whistle.

“We know about everything, Rex,” says my mom slowly.

“What are you talking about?” I ask innocently.

A cold chill penetrates my heart. Is the deceased cat out of the bag? Has my special supernatural gift been discovered? Am I about to be transported to a secure location where military types in lab coats will dissect my brain in an attempt to weaponize my charm, wit, and ability to see dead animals?

“Saturday!” my dad says, his grin widening. “You saved Amira from that criminal!”

I look at Darvish. He just shrugs. I look at his parents. They smile at me, tears in their eyes. I look at Amira. She just grins coyly, trying hard not to stare at my luxuriously tall hair.

“Amira told us what happened,” says Darvish’s mom.

Did I mention? You just can’t trust little kids to keep their mouths shut.

“Sahar and Farooq called and told us,” my mom said. “We called the police and they confirmed it. That Archibald person tried to kill the magician’s giraffe! And then he tried to use Amira as a hostage! And you and Darvish stopped him!”

“I… um…” For once, I have no words.

“Why would you keep something like that a secret?” my dad asks. “We’re so proud of you!”

I feel color rush into my cheeks.

Darvish’s dad stands up and holds out his hand. “I was wrong about you, boy,” he tells me.

I shake his hand cautiously. “Um, thanks, Mr. Mestarihi.”

“You said my name!” he crows excitedly. “You said my name properly and you saved my Amira!”

I shrug. “Well, it was a mutual saving,” I say, grinning at Amira.

“What’s ‘mutual’ mean?” Amira asks me.

“It means it was a team effort,” I explain.

“What’s ‘team effort’ mean?” asks Amira.

I sigh. “It means I saved you from Archibald the Illustrious and you saved me from boulder splatter,” I say.

Darvish’s dad shakes his head. “This boy is growing on me, Sahar. But he is always talking in riddle language.”

“What I mean is… Darvish, Amira, and I did it together,” I say quietly.

“Wait a minute,” says Darvish, looking at his sister in shock. “Did I hear right? Did he just give us equal credit?”

But for once, Amira doesn’t elaborate. She just smiles the smile of tiny child who can outski Francois on his best day. And she’s not even French.

“Well, we’re very impressed with all of you,” says my dad.

“Plus, Rex, your teacher called,” says my mom.

“Miss Mary?” I ask. “She called you?”

Great Mother Hubbard. This can’t be good.

“Yep,” my dad says. “About your grades.”

Dang. School always bites you in the butt. “I can explain,” I say. I prepare to launch into my three-part indictment of the American education system. I make note of all available exits, should a speedy escape become necessary. My eyes dart around the coffee shop for possible legal representation.

But I never get that far.

“Miss Mary said you are doing great in your mystery unit,” says my mom, beaming. “And… in pre-algebra. Marked improvement! Those were her words!”

My parents stare at me, looking misty.

“Well, you know me,” I say awkwardly. “I love… learning. And stuff.”

Darvish lets out a snort, but his contribution falls on deaf ears.

“Oh, Rex,” says my mom. “You’re getting so mature.”

A strange feeling settles over me. It is hard to describe. I have spent recent days proclaiming emancipation from childish things and even childisher beverages. And yet, what I feel now is different.

I find myself wondering… have I stepped into something, inadvertently, like a wayward pile of dog droppings? Have I stumbled, all accidental-like, into that most elusive of states…?

Maturity?

Sweet Christian Bale. Am I… I shudder at the thought… am I mature now?

Best not to think about it too much. And yet, the moment calls for ceremony.

I clear my throat. The room grows still. And I make an announcement.

“I believe I am ready for my bat mitzvah,” I say with authority.

Darvish giggles into his hot chocolate.

“Ah. Yeah. Well. Bat mitzvahs are for young ladies, pal,” says my dad. “And as far as I know, you’re not a young lady.”

“That’s correct,” I confirm.

“Plus, we’re not Jewish,” says my mom.

“Also true,” I say with a nod. “Though I do have the hat.”

“I’m not sure what that means,” says my mother uncertainly. But then a knowing smirk crosses her face. “But maybe what we have planned is an acceptable substitute.”

All eyes turn to a nearby curtain of sequins and glitter. I’ve been in such shock I didn’t notice it. A tiny makeshift stage.

My stomach drops. It occurs to me that my worst fears are possibly about to be realized. And then, it happens. The curtain parts and I am met by a horror beyond all reckoning. The only thing that could conceivably spring from behind a curtain at the Blue Balloon Pancake House.

Bingo the Clown.
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But it’s not a weird clown with a scary wig and large shoes.

Instead, it’s a petite Asian woman wearing a red-and-silver dress. Her head is crowned by a silk top hat. And her smile lights up the Blue Balloon.

The Astounding Isabel.

“Hey, kid,” she says. “You and Darvish saved my bacon on Saturday. Not to mention my giraffe. And my reputation. I wanted to return the favor.”

She steps forward, pulls off her top hat, and sets it on a little stool.

“But not without a little help,” she says, shooting a look at Darvish.

He grins and joins Isabel before us. “I’m her new assistant, Rex!” he tells me excitedly. “I’m going to work with her after school and on weekends! My parents said it’s okay!”

“As long as your grades don’t slip,” says Darvish’s dad.

“Well, get busy, Assistant Darvish,” says Isabel. “This is your first gig.”

Darvish takes Isabel’s top hat with a flourish and places it upside down on the table.

“For your amazement and entertainment!” he says in a commanding voice. He flashes the hat, revealing the inside. “The Astounding Isabel will now make a rabbit appear out of this empty hat!”

Oh no. Not another bunny. I’ve had it up to here with bunnies.

“Wait, wait, wait,” I say, holding up my hands. “I thought you were done with animal tricks.”

The Astounding Isabel pauses, a look of contemplation crossing her face. “Yeah, I did say that.” She shrugs. “Maybe just one more. For old times’ sake.”

Darvish pulls a bright red scarf from his jacket and covers the hat. Isabel steps up and waves her fingers mysteriously. “Everybody say Alakazaam Sam!”

“Alakazaam Sam!”

She whips away the scarf. Reaches deep into the hat. I wait for the telltale long white ears to emerge. The twitching whiskers. The pink nose. Hopefully living, breathing, and free from ghost-goo.

But I see none of that. Instead… 

I see floppy brown ears. Deep brown eyes. A sniffing brown nose.

Brown. Chocolate brown.

As in… chocolate Labrador retriever.

The puppy rises out of the hat like a Kleenex from the ashes. The Astounding Isabel gently lifts the small writhing bundle and places him carefully in my arms.



[image: image]




And I am… astounded.

A waitress delivers plates of pie for everyone. But I have no appetite for anything except the magnificent tiny beast that licks my face. I could eat him all up.

The waitress brings warm mugs of a bold and hearty brew. And I free one hand from puppy-petting long enough to sip deeply from the keg of caffeinated glory.

Because on this pleasantly warm day at the end of April, here in the nowhereland of Middling Falls, at a booth in the Blue Balloon Pancake House, the unimaginable has happened.

I have become… a dog owner.

“By the way,” whispers my dad. “No more using the AI without permission. Alfreda is not a toy.”

Stupid Alfreda. I should have known she couldn’t be trusted not to leave an electronic trail. Imagine… ratted out by my own house.

But as I look into the brown eyes of my puppy… I think I can find it in my heart to forgive her.
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The bun-buns are in rabbit heaven.

The squirrel has found his nuts.

The puppy is in the backyard.

And there’s a chicken in my beanbag chair.

All is right with the world.

I kick off my shoes and flump down next to Drumstick.

We have survived another harebrained adventure and lived to tell the tale.

“Well, we’ve dealt with rhinos, narwhals, and bunnies,” I tell him.

“Yeah,” he says.

“I wonder what’s next?” I say.

“Tacos,” he tells me.

“We don’t have any tacos,” I tell him.

“Not here,” he says. “But where I’m going, there’s an endless supply.”

My throat catches. “What are you talking about?”

“Remember when we went for RV coffee?” he says. “You asked what I was waiting around for?”

“Yeah,” I say slowly. “You said the reason you’re here hasn’t happened yet.”

He nods, sending his waddle and comb rocking. “I think it has now.”

I shake my head. “No! You don’t need to go! Just because I got the puppy?”

“That’s not why,” he clucks. “But things are different. You’re different. And I helped.”

“But… but… but…” I don’t have a good response to such nonsense. But he does.

“It’s time,” he says, a smile creasing his beak. “I can feel it tugging me. The light. And guess what?”

“What?” I ask.

“Not a whiff of cabbage!” he says.

“But… but…,” I sputter, trying once more to find the words. I let out a shuddering breath. “But… I… love you, Drumstick,” I say softly. “A lot! Like, even more than myself! And that’s really saying something!”

His smile widens. “Yeah,” he says. “I know. I think… I think that’s why I can go now.”

I choke back a sob. He wraps his wings around me, blanketing me in ghostly mist. I grab him and hold on tight.
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“Will you be okay?” I whisper.

“One word, Rexxie,” he says in my ear. “Tacos.”

And then, he fades away. Gone.

Leaving a chicken-shaped indentation in my beanbag chair.

In my arms.

And in my heart.
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It’s been two weeks since I became a dog owner. And it is everything I ever dreamed.

I feed him his favorite kibble every morning.

I have him house-trained.

I take him for walks.

It’s a lot of work. But worth it. He is turning out to be a great companion. So I have given him the perfect name.

Chicken.

My parents think that’s a weird name for a dog. As usual, they are clueless to the deep well of symbolism and forethought that flows from my inner being.

But that’s okay. They do their best.

In the last two weeks, no dead llamas have appeared before me. No deceased puma has shown up demanding supernatural help. Not a single splatted bug seeking windshield revenge on speedy drivers.

Nothing.

Is the dead fest over? Has Drumstick’s departure signaled the end of my “special gift”? Am I finally free of The Reaper’s Curse?

No clue. I don’t know how any of this works.

All I know is that, if any more deadies show up dripping their ghost-goo all over everything, Darvish and I will do whatever we can to help them. When he’s not magic-making with the Astounding Isabel.

In the meantime, I’m living my lifelong dream of owning a dog. Not just any dog. A chocolate Labrador retriever.

But I’m not gonna lie. I miss my dead rooster. I miss the way he used to leave feathers everywhere. And I miss our deep talks.

Chicken is a good dog. A great listener. But he doesn’t talk back. When it comes to being a faithful sidekick, he’s got some pretty big drumsticks to fill.

But he’s just a puppy. He’s still learning. In two weeks, I’ve taught him to roll over and shake hands. In a month, maybe he’ll learn how to speak on command.

And in a year? Who knows? Maybe I can teach him English. Maybe we can have deep talks, too.

Kookier things have happened.

After all, if I’ve learned anything in the last year, it’s this:


1. Anything is possible.

2. Chickens are just as smart as dogs.

3. And everybunny, and I mean everybunny, loves magic.



Also, dog ownership involves way more poop-scooping than anybody ever tells you.

But mostly, that other stuff.
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