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​CHAPTER 1

​SECRETS START LEAKING
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Six months had passed since the Battle of New York, as Marcus insisted on calling it (even though Milo kept pointing out it was barely a battle, more like a skirmish with truth-telling).

Six months of searching for the Hat of Hiding.

Six months of preparing for the Collector's next move.

Six months of Milo trying to balance being a fourth-grader with being a guardian of magical items.

And now, on a perfectly ordinary Tuesday morning, everything was about to get complicated again.

Milo sat in Mrs Patterson's class, trying to focus on her lesson about fractions. The sock was being unusually quiet on his foot, which should have been his first warning sign.

"Milo?" Mrs Patterson called. "Can you tell us what three-quarters of twelve is?"

Milo opened his mouth to answer, "nine".

What came out was: "I didn't do the reading homework because I stayed up playing video games, and I'm worried I'm not smart enough to be a magical item guardian!"

The class went silent.

Mrs Patterson blinked. "Excuse me?"

Milo clapped his hand over his mouth. Where had THAT come from?

"I... I meant nine. The answer is nine."

But more words spilt out: "And I'm scared I'm going to let everyone down, and sometimes I wish I'd never found the magic sock in the first place, even though I know that's selfish!"

"Milo, are you feeling alright?" Mrs Patterson approached his desk, concerned.

"I'M FINE!" Milo yelled, then immediately blurted, "I'm not fine! I'm terrified all the time, and I don't know how to tell my parents!"

The class was staring. Some kids were laughing. Others looked uncomfortable.

Marcus leaned over from the next desk. "Dude, what's happening?"

"I DON'T KNOW!" Milo said, then: "Actually I think I do know—it's the Shirt of Secrets! The Collector must be using it from a distance to make me tell truths!"

"The what of what?" Mrs Patterson asked, very confused.

The sock finally spoke up from Milo's foot: "We need to leave. NOW."

Milo stood up, his mouth still betraying him. "I need to go to the nurse because I'm having a magical emergency, and also, I've been lying about my glowing foot being a medical condition; it's actually a cursed sock that won't come off!"

"MILO!" the sock hissed. "Stop talking!"

"I'M TRYING!"

Mrs Patterson reached for the phone on her desk. "I'm calling your parents."

"Please do!" Milo said, "Wait, no, don't; they're going to be so worried, and my mom has a meeting today, and I don't want to disrupt her schedule!"

He ran for the door, still blurting secrets. "I accidentally broke Dad's favourite mug last month and blamed it on Rosie! I sometimes eat cookies before dinner! I think Jennifer Mason is kind of nice even though everyone says she's annoying!"

Behind him, he could hear Mrs Patterson talking urgently into the phone and the class erupting into chaos.

Milo made it to the hallway, still unable to stop himself. "I'm scared of the dark! I still sleep with my stuffed bear! I secretly like the educational videos they show in science class!"

"MILO!" A familiar voice. Rosie ran up from the first-grade wing, her hair waving frantically around her head. "It's happening to me too!"

"What's happening to you?" Milo asked.

"I can't stop telling the truth!" Rosie shouted, then immediately added, "I was the one who drew on the wall last week, not the dog! I don't actually like vegetables; I just pretend so Mom doesn't get upset! I think Milo's sock is cooler than my hair ribbons sometimes!"

"Your hair ribbons are plenty cool!" Milo assured her, then: "But yeah, the sock is objectively cooler because it's five hundred years old and was owned by a wizard!"

"HEY!" Rosie's ribbons waved indignantly.

"Sorry, ribbons!" Milo said. "You're great too! I'm just having a truth-telling crisis!"

The principal, Mr Henderson, appeared from his office. "What's going on out here?"

"We're having a magical emergency!" both Milo and Rosie said together, then Milo added, "Your toupee is slightly crooked!"

Mr Henderson's hand went to his head. "What?"

"RUN!" the sock yelled.

They ran.

Through the hallways, past confused teachers, through the cafeteria (where Milo couldn't help but yell, "The meatloaf here is actually pretty good even though everyone complains about it!"), and out the front doors.

Outside, Professor Lint was waiting in their car, having apparently gotten the same emergency call from the items. Static Cling was in the passenger seat, with Mr Whiskers on her lap.

"Get in!" Professor Lint yelled.

Milo and Rosie dived into the back seat.

"The truth spell!" Static Cling said as they drove away. "The Collector must be using the Shirt of Secrets!"

"But they're not even here!" Milo protested. "How can they use it from far away?"

The sock glowed urgently. "The Shirt's power is spreading. The Collector must have found a way to amplify it. If they keep this up, everyone in Fabricville will be unable to lie!"

"That sounds terrible!" Rosie said then, "But also kind of interesting because nobody could lie about homework or chores!"

"Focus!" Professor Lint swerved around a corner. "We need to get to the warehouse. Marvin was working on magical shielding—maybe he can block the effect!"

As they drove, Milo couldn't stop the flow of truths. "I'm really worried about my maths grade! I think Marcus is smarter than me! I sometimes wonder if Zoe only hangs out with us because of the magic and not because she actually likes us!"

"Milo, stop!" Rosie said, her own truths spilling out. "I'm jealous that Milo gets to be the main hero! Sometimes I wish I were older! I still suck my thumb when nobody's watching!"

"ROSIE!"

"I CAN'T HELP IT!"

They reached the warehouse—now officially "Magical Solutions LLC Headquarters" according to the professional sign Professor Lint had insisted on installing. Marvin met them at the door, holding what looked like a crystal wrapped in wire.

"I've been tracking the magical signature!" he said. "The Shirt's power is emanating from downtown, but it's growing stronger. At this rate, the whole town will be affected in—" he checked his watch "—three hours."

"Three hours?!" Static Cling said. "We need to stop the Collector NOW!"

"I know!" Marvin said, then winced. "I'm also really nervous about this because I've never faced the Collector directly, and I'm worried I'll mess up!"

The truth spell was affecting him too.

"It's spreading to everyone with magical sensitivity," the sock observed. "Anyone who's been in prolonged contact with magical items."

Milo's phone buzzed. Messages from Marcus and Zoe:

Marcus: "Dude, I can't stop telling people about my comic collection, and I just admitted to my mom I failed a quiz last week. HELP"

Zoe: "The truth spell is hitting me too. Just told my little brother his drawings are actually pretty good. He's suspicious now. What's happening?"

"We need a plan," Milo said, trying to focus despite the compulsion to keep revealing secrets. "If the Collector is downtown using the Shirt, we need to stop them."

"How?" Rosie asked. "They're way more powerful than us!"

"I don't know!" Milo admitted. "I never know! I just make it up as I go and hope it works out!"

Everyone stared at him.

"That's your strategy?" Professor Lint asked. "Making it up?"

"It's worked so far!" Milo defended, then: "Okay, not WORKED exactly, but we're still alive, so that counts for something!"

The sock glowed on his foot. "Actually, that's not a bad strategy. The Collector plans everything. Maybe unpredictability is our advantage."

"Or maybe we should actually PLAN for once!" Marvin suggested spreading out maps on the table.

"I don't know how to read maps!" Milo blurted. "I always pretend I do, but I just follow wherever people point!"

"FOCUS!" Static Cling clapped her hands, generating a small burst of electricity. "Truth spell or not, we need to move. The longer we wait, the worse this gets."

She was right. Through the warehouse windows, Milo could see people on the street starting to shout random confessions at each other.

"I never liked your haircut!"

"I broke your lawn gnome last summer!"

"I think your casserole is terrible!"

The town was descending into chaos.

Milo took a deep breath. Truth or not, he needed to lead.

"Okay," he said. "Here's what we do. We go downtown, we confront the Collector, and we figure out how to stop the Shirt of Secrets from affecting everyone."

"That's not really a plan," Marvin pointed out.

"I KNOW!" Milo yelled, his truth-telling betraying him again. "But it's all I've got! I'm nine years old! I'm making this up! I have no idea what I'm doing!"

Silence.

Then Rosie spoke up. "You know what? That's okay. Because even though you're making it up, you're trying to help people. That's what matters."

"I REALLY LOVE MY LITTLE SISTER!" Milo blurted out and then hugged her.

"I REALLY LOVE MY BIG BROTHER!" Rosie hugged back.

"THIS IS VERY TOUCHING, BUT WE NEED TO GO!" Professor Lint shouted, their truth spell making them more direct than usual.

They piled into Professor Lint's car—modified now with magical shielding and, mysteriously, a coffee holder that never ran out of coffee (Static Cling's addition; she'd explained it was "essential for magical emergencies").

As they drove toward downtown, Milo watched the chaos unfold. Neighbours were arguing in driveways. Kids were confessing to their parents. Even the dogs seemed to be howling truths (though that might have been his imagination).

"The Collector is doing this on purpose," the sock said. "Forcing truth on everyone. Making the world 'honest'."

"But it's not honest if you're forced," Milo said. "Honesty has to be a choice."

"Tell that to the Collector."

Downtown Fabricville was normally quiet and pleasant—local shops, a nice park, and the library where Milo did research for school projects.

Now it was pandemonium.

People were shouting truths at each other in the streets. The mayor was on top of a mailbox, confessing to embezzling (that seemed serious). Mrs Chen from the grocery store was admitting she'd been overcharging for organic vegetables ("They're the same as regular! I just put them in different bins!").

And in the centre of it all, in the town square, stood the Collector.

They were wearing the Shirt of Secrets now, glowing with golden light. The Gloves of Grabbing on their hands. The Scarf of Seeing around their neck like a cape. And
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