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kangaroo court

(noun) a court held by a group of people in order to find someone guilty of a crime or misdemeanor without good evidence
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Sheed’s Probably Going to Punch Otto
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In the opinion of Sheed Alston—one half of the duo known as the Legendary Alston Boys of Logan County—his cousin Otto (the other, more annoying half) sometimes needed to be punched.

Sheed had come to the conclusion a few years ago, when Otto got on this whole dinosaur thing. Don’t get it twisted—dinosaurs were, and still are, super cool! But even something super cool, like dinosaurs, became less cool when Otto insisted on knowing every single fact in the world about them, then insisted Sheed know that he knew every single fact in the world about them. All day. Every day.

Like, okay, Otto, a lot of movies got it wrong, because some dinosaurs had feathers . . . but did he ever think movies don’t show that because then the dinosaurs would look like chickens and that’s just dumb?

Around the fourth time Otto mentioned that the heaviest dinosaur was the Argentinosaurus and it weighed ninety tons, Sheed had had enough. He’d slugged Otto in the chest.

Not a hard punch. He didn’t want to hurt Otto. It was just enough to make a point. Otto stopped talking about dinosaurs so much after that.

And now that Otto was onto a new topic, one so much less cool than dinosaurs, Sheed knew another punch was coming. For sure.

“Did you know,” Otto said, “doctors who play video games are twenty-seven percent faster than doctors who don’t?”

It was Saturday in Logan County, Virginia. The sun was shining. The leaves were shifting from green to brown/orange/gold, and they hadn’t had any legend-worthy cases lately so Sheed wanted to eat his Frosty Loops with just the right amount of milk—the loops only damp, not soggy—in peace. Then maybe ride bikes to Fry Park and do flips off the swings. He did not want to talk about doctors. Again.

“Faster at what?” Grandma sang. She had choir rehearsal that afternoon, and while she worked the dough for the biscuits she was taking to the church, she also practiced. Low notes, high notes. Their conversation was at least one half song. Sheed didn’t like this tune, though.

“Diagnosing illnesses,” Otto said. “And surgeries. They make fewer mistakes, too. Do you think Dr. Bell plays video games?”

Grandma cut off a high C note and resorted to her speaking voice, giving her vocal cords a break. “I don’t know about that. Dr. Bell likes fly fishing, I heard him speak on that many occasions.”

“People can like fly fishing and video games, Grandma. Maybe you should make an appointment for me and Sheed, and we can ask him.”

Sheed dropped his spoon into his Frosty Loops bowl, splashing milk on the table. He leaned into Otto and whispered through clenched teeth, “Are you crazy?”

Visiting Dr. Bell usually meant shots. That man was scarier than the dentist and were-bears combined.

“We’re overdue for checkups,” Otto said, looking at the floor. “They’re important.”

“Stop. Talking.” Sheed flexed his punching hand.

Grandma left her biscuit dough alone and checked the teacup-pig calendar on the wall, humming while she flipped back a few months. “Y’all went at the beginning of summer. We barely into fall, so you don’t need a checkup yet.” She crossed the kitchen, rubbing dusty flour on her apron before pressing the back of her hand to Otto’s forehead. “You feeling all right, sugar?”

Sheed wondered the same thing.

“I’m fine, Grandma.” Otto still wouldn’t meet Sheed’s eyes.

“What about you?” Grandma said, reaching for Sheed.

Sheed tried to execute Maneuver #1 (run), but Otto turned full traitor and grabbed his wrist so he couldn’t get away. He was so getting punched when they were alone.

“Hold still,” Grandma said sharply, and Sheed knew better than to resist.

When she pressed her hand to his forehead, she said, “Hmm.”

Grandma then grazed his cheek. “You do seem a bit warm.”

“I’m fine, Grandma. It’s just hot in here from the oven.” He slipped away, headed upstairs, cranky because he knew his Frosty Loops were too soggy now—the optimal milk absorption window was a narrow one—and he was almost certain his cousin had just bought him a trip to Dr. Bell’s. What was wrong with Otto?

“Rasheed Alston! I know you ain’t stomping up no stairs in my house!”

Sheed stopped stomping. “No, Grandma.”

Otto padded out of the kitchen but skidded to a halt at the base of the stairs when Sheed gave him the we have unfinished business look they saw all the time in kung fu movies. Otto said, “Um? Where you going?”

This! On top of doctors-doctors all the time, Otto acted like he couldn’t let Sheed out of his sight for one second these days.

“To brush my teeth!” Sheed said. At the top of the stairs, he entered the bathroom and slammed the door.

“Rasheed Alston! I know you ain’t slamming no doors in my house!”

“No, Grandma.”

He sat on the edge of the bathtub, cupping his chin in both hands. If there was a way to mess up a Saturday, leave it to Otto to discover it.

A couple of sharp knocks sounded. Sheed yelled at the door, “Leave me alone.”

Two more knocks, like he hadn’t said a word. Not from the door, and not even close to the sound you get when knuckles hit wood. This sound was a hollow echo. Maybe a pipe? The house was old so that happened sometimes. He leaned into the bathtub, ear angled toward the drain.

Two more knocks, followed by a voice that almost made Sheed run screaming.

It said, “I know you’re there, Mr. Alston. I’d prefer not to be rude about this, but you and your cousin have already worn my patience razor thin.”

Sheed stood slowly, tracing the sound to a place it should not be coming from: the mirror over the sink.

When he faced it, the usual sight—his own reflection—was not where it should be. Instead, the mirror had become something like a window, looking into an all-too-familiar building. The Rorrim Mirror Emporium in downtown Fry.

Obscuring the view of the massive mirror warehouse was the magically weird proprietor of the emporium.
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“Missus Nedraw?” Sheed said.

“Of course it’s me. I require you and the annoying one’s assistance. Get him now. Chop-chop!”

Sheed had no idea what this was, but he and Missus Nedraw agreed on Otto being annoying, so that was something.
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Upon Further Reflection
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Grandma got back to her biscuits, and Otto returned to the kitchen table, sulking, to finish his Frosty Loops. He wasn’t hungry anyway. His appetite had taken a real beating in the last few weeks.

It was Saturday in Logan County, Virginia. Clouds kept blotting out the sun—and Otto usually liked clouds. The leaves were drooping and dying. It was starting to get chilly, which meant everybody at school would be sniffly with extra snot. Otto missed how things were before the last day of summer, when everything had gone so terribly wrong.

Since that day, there’d been so much on his mind, so many observations and not nearly enough deductions. All about his cousin. None more important—and terrifying—than the one that changed everything.

If Otto didn’t do something, Sheed was going to die.

Maybe not next week, or even next year, but there was no timeline that Otto would accept. Hadn’t he himself come from the future—as the traveler TimeStar—to keep from losing Sheed? Didn’t he have to do everything in his power to complete the mission TimeStar had given him?

He shoved his Frosty Loops aside and left Grandma to her singing and baking. He drifted into the living room and flopped in his favorite spot on the old lumpy couch, where he fished his notepad from his pocket. Otto did his best thinking on paper.


Otto’s Legendary Log, Volume 24

Entry #25

Sheed’s not going to ever WANT to go to the doctor, and I can feel him getting super annoyed with me. It’s the dinosaurs all over again. BUT, if it saves his life, I’ll be annoying.

DEDUCTION: Keep working Grandma. If she believes Sheed is sick, she’ll MAKE him go to the doctor, and we can maybe get a jump on whatever’s wrong with him.



Of course, it had occurred to Otto that he might simply tell Grandma what he knew. Or tell Sheed. Every time he felt he might break and spill it all, he was reminded that he—TimeStar—hadn’t conquered the laws of time and space, hadn’t come back to Logan County from decades in the future, to run to Grandma. TimeStar also hadn’t revealed his true identity to Sheed. It was a secret Otto was meant to keep. And fix. On his own.

To save Grandma the pain he’d felt when he deduced there was no future for Sheed. To save Sheed the knowledge of death chasing him with much less distance to make up than anyone would’ve expected. To—

“Otto! Come up here, please.”

Uh-oh. Sheed said please. I’m definitely getting punched now, Otto thought.

But it would be worth it if Otto saved him.

“Why do you want me to come up there?” Otto wasn’t necessarily eager to catch hands.

“I can’t find the toothpaste. I need your help.”

Nope. Not falling for that. “It’s where it always is.”

“The special toothpaste. Now, get up here!”

The special—? Oh, this was one of the new maneuvers. #83: Put special in front of something that’s not special, so you know something actually special—Logan County Special—is happening.

Grandma was too busy kneading her dough and humming her church songs to catch on, so Otto slipped away, stuffing his notepad into a pocket on his cargo pants while creeping upstairs very carefully, in case the Logan County Special thing had Sheed hostage or something.

At the top landing, Sheed’s head protruded from the bathroom, his Afro pick wedged tight in his hair, and he waved Otto over. If this was a punching trick, it was a good one, because Sheed didn’t look annoyed at all. He looked scared.

“What is it?” Otto asked.

Sheed grabbed his shirt, yanked him inside, then shut the door behind them. “Look.”

He pointed at the mirror that wasn’t doing what a mirror was supposed to. It looked more like a TV screen, and Otto did not like the footage being displayed.

Otto said, “Missus Nedraw?”

She cleared her throat. “Yes, I’m right here.”

“Ack!” Otto shouted.

“Ack,” Missus Nedraw said, drolly, “is correct. There’s more ‘ack’ than I care for going on today, and you two are going to help me fix all the ‘ack.’”

Otto said. “What’s wrong?”

Missus Nedraw sneered. “Of course you have no clue. You think you can do whatever you want and your choices won’t affect those around you. It’s the same sort of shortsighted inconsiderate behavior that lands my prisoners where they are. You two should be glad we’re addressing this early. With my intervention, perhaps I can turn you . . . you . . . criminals from your wayward path before it’s too late.”

The boys had only recently discovered the truth about the Rorrim Mirror Emporium. That it was a prison. The various mirrors it housed were cells, the prisoners locked behind the glass. Missus Nedraw was the warden.

Otto and Sheed accepted what should’ve been an overwhelming discovery because it was made on that strange last day of summer, and honestly, there were weirder things happening. Now the idea of a secret mirror prison hidden in downtown Fry, and the truly insulting comment Missus Nedraw just made, required some revisiting.

“Don’t call us criminals!” Sheed said. “Grandma told us not to let anyone call us out of our names. We haven’t done anything wrong.”

“In fact”—Otto kept his voice low because he didn’t want Grandma hearing, though he was about to make a good point that deserved to be heard—“we’re the premier heroes of this county. The opposite of criminals. Legends. Thank you very much.”

Missus Nedraw nodded sharply and paced on her side of her the mirror, with her arms clasped behind her back, giving them a full view of the crowded emporium floor as she left the mirror frame, then returned, blocking their view until she disappeared on the opposite side.

She didn’t look like her normal, put-together self. Usually she wore wool jackets over frilly blouses with high collars, long skirts, and striped socks with boots. Her mouth was always pinched, her glasses spot-free, and her silver-black hair pulled into a flawless tight bun. From what Otto could see of her, the outfit was about the same, just messier. The jacket seemed smudged with crusty stains. One lens of her glasses was cracked. Stray hairs protruded from her scalp at odd angles, like she’d had an unfortunate run-in with some aggressive static electricity.

Otto grabbed his notebook while she wasn’t paying attention, scribbled furiously.


Entry #26

Missus Nedraw looks like a hot mess.

DEDUCTION: Something’s happened at the emporium. Something bad.



She retraced her steps a few times, appeared to be thinking mightily. Then she stopped in the dead center of the bathroom mirror frame and said, “So you’d like the court to believe that you are not criminals?”

“We’re not,” Otto and Sheed said at once.

Then Otto thought, What court?

Missus Nedraw said, “Tell me, then, who took mirrors from my emporium, without permission, to fight a being named Mr. Flux several weeks ago?”

The boys said nothing.

“Need I remind you,” she said, “that you are under oath?”

Sheed said, “No, we’re not. What?”

Sheed looked to Otto, perplexed. Otto shook his head. He didn’t know what she was talking about either.

Missus Nedraw wobbled a bit, like she was dizzy, or weak. It didn’t stop her crazy talk. “Well? Who took mirrors from the emporium?”

Reluctantly, Otto raised his hand.

“What’s it called when you take something that does not belong to you, without permission?” she prodded.

Otto couldn’t bring himself to say it. Mostly because he knew she wasn’t wrong.

“Stealing,” she finished. “You two stole from me. That is a crime.”

Otto didn’t like lies. Almost as much as he didn’t like secrets. But he needed to clear up one thing. “Sheed didn’t have anything to do with it.”

Which was true, because Sheed had been Mr. Flux’s captive when Otto orchestrated his plan.

Sheed, however, jumped in. “He did it to save all of Logan from being frozen forever. How do you even remember?”

That was a good question. They’d changed the past, and to the best of Otto’s knowledge, no one should remember the true events of the last day of summer outside of him, Sheed, TimeStar, and Petey Thunkle. Yet . . .

Missus Nedraw said, “The emporium and I are a part of the Multiverse Justice System. A constant throughout time and space, boys. Temporal reality may bend, but the law does not!”

Sheed said, “What the heck does that even mean?”

“It means your little stunt had consequences. Grave ones. That you need to help me rectify. We’ve wasted enough time. Come to me before I come to you. You have one hour.”

Missus Nedraw slapped a palm flat against her side of the glass, and the mirror became a mirror again, displaying the boys’ terrified faces.

Sheed said, “What does she want?”

“I don’t know,” Otto said, twisting the doorknob, “but she said one hour. I don’t think we want to be late.”
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Smoke and . . . You Know
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It took approximately fifty-nine minutes and thirty-two seconds for Otto and Sheed to reach the emporium.

First, they had to convince Grandma they were just going to play. Then convince Grandma that even though the weather man said it might be chilly today, they’d be okay without coats. But they didn’t actually convince Grandma of that one, so they had to dig their coats out of the box marked WINTER THANGS, then convince Grandma they’d be warm enough with just coats—not gloves, scarves, and knit hats. Finally, she was convinced that scarves would be enough, and that left them nine minutes to bike into town with itchy wool coiled around their necks, trailing them like kite tails.

Otto was actually grateful for the short time. Riding their bikes that hard and fast didn’t leave any breath for Sheed to complain, though Otto did tail him the whole way to make sure he wasn’t using too much breath. Worrying about Sheed had become his new pastime, as habitual as jotting notes in his log or chasing Keys to the City. As necessary as school and Grandma’s food.

On Saturdays there were a lot of city folk making day trips into the county, mostly headed into town for the farmer’s market. As the boys came upon the WELCOME TO FRY, VIRGINIA sign, they passed Mr. Percy Ellison’s truck at a stoplight, filled with bushels of the corn he sold at the Ellison’s CORNucopia table. Wedged in among those bushels were Wiki and Leen—the Epic Ellisons—eyeing the boys warily.

Wiki, suspicious, yelled, “Where are you two going in such a hurry?”

Lingering too long around Wiki gave her opportunities to find the most obscure clues to any secrets you might be trying to keep, so Otto scooted past her fast. “Errands for Grandma!”

“I saw your liar tic, Octavius Alston.”

Otto swung a left, uninterested in a mental tug of war with Wiki that day. And when he swung that left, he shot right past Sheed, who’d slowed to make googly eyes at Leen.

“Hey, Leen!” Sheed said, waving while steering his bike one-handed.

“Hey, Sheed!” she replied, leaning so far over the truck bed Otto worried she might fall out.

Those two.

“Watch it!” someone yelled.

Otto hadn’t been looking where he was going. An angry, snarling beast reared up on its haunches a dozen feet ahead of him. He squeezed his hand brake and swung his back tire forward, canting his entire bike before planting one foot to bring him to a stop inches from the creature’s snarl.

Its lips peeled back, revealing long, slick canines. The muscles in its haunches coiled like springs, preparing to pounce, its jaws ready to maybe eat Otto’s face. A second before it launched itself, a white-coated streak bounded from the sidewalk and slipped a muzzle over its snout in one smooth motion.

Dr. Medina, Fry’s veterinarian said, “Now, now, Walter. Don’t go scaring the poor boy.”

It was way too late for Walter not to do that.

Walter, whatever he was, seemed confused by his sudden inability to devour Otto if he so chose and thrashed against the muzzle. In that moment of confusion, Dr. Medina clamped a leash onto the spiked collar Otto had only just noticed. She dragged Walter back to the open door of her animal hospital. The reluctant animal gouged deep furrows into the asphalt with claws Otto was happy to observe at a distance.

Sheed coasted to a stop next to Otto and said, “What is that, Dr. Medina?”

Through clenched teeth, the muscles in her neck straining, her eyes squinted from exertion behind the bright red frames of her glasses as she fought Walter’s leash, Dr. Medina said, “A wolverine.”

Both boys were pretty certain wolverines weren’t native to the city of Fry, or Logan County proper. Though they were on the clock, Otto felt the need to jot down a single note in his pad.


Look into Dr. Medina. Soon.



They were back at it, legs pumping steady, just two minutes before Missus Nedraw’s deadline expired and who-knows-what happened. They turned onto Main Street, shot past Archie’s Hardware, the Big Apple Bakery, the Lopsided Furniture Company, and the other staples of Fry’s business sector, and leapt off their bikes at the entrance to the Rorrim Mirror Emporium. When they crashed through the doors of the warehouse-like building, its shelves and shelves of hand mirrors, makeup mirrors, full-length mirrors, wall-size mirrors, disco-ball-like mirrors, and so on yawned before them. They sprinted down the aisles, their lungs screaming for air. It felt like they’d run a mile, way too far for the size of the building—or at least how it appeared from the outside. Finally, in what Otto figured was the center of the emporium, they found Missus Nedraw perched on a stool, an old-timey stopwatch tick-tick-ticking in her palm.

Only when the boys skidded to a stop before her, crouched, their hands planted on their knees while they sucked air, did she jab the stopwatch’s button, silencing it. “Twenty-eight seconds to spare.”

“How,” Sheed panted, “is this place so big?”

“Magic, boys. As you may know, ninety-nine percent of magic is smoke and what? Say it with me.”

“Mirrors,” Otto and Sheed managed to wheeze out together.

Sheed spoke between gasps: “What kind of . . . magic . . . did you use . . . to talk to us in our bathroom? I don’t . . . want you to use . . . that magic again.”

“The BMMCS is less magic than marvel, child.”

“BMMCS?” Otto said.

“Bathroom Mirror Mass Communication System. Most advanced way of connecting people in the universe.” The next part she said singsongy, like a jingle: “All it requires is a name and desire.”

Sheed said, “Like when Grandma tells Siri to call Miss Eloise from church?”

“It’s way better than Siri. But yes, I suppose.”

“If it’s so good,” Otto said, “why doesn’t everyone use it?”

“Well,” Missus Nedraw said through a sneer, “it seems many people aren’t so eager to have conversations with others from their bathrooms.”

Sheed said, “I kind of figured.”

“Enough about that.” Missus Nedraw gave a stiff nod. “You met my deadline. No need for any harsh punishments. Yet.”

“Punishment?” Otto said, “What kind of punishment?”

“That would’ve been up to the Judge. Thankfully, we don’t need to bother him over any tardiness.”

“What Judge?” Sheed asked.

“Let’s hope you never find out. For all of our sakes.”

Sheed wouldn’t let it go. “That’s not good enough, Missus Nedraw. You should tell us what this is all about! Calling us down here all spooky-like.”

Uh-oh. Sheed was revving up. Normally, Otto would shrug off a Sheed tantrum, but what if him getting angry somehow made his body weaker? Made his sickness come faster?

Otto’s hand drifted to his cousin’s back, rubbing soothing circles the way Grandma might if one of them was in bed with a bad cold. “It’s all right, sugar.”

Sheed’s eyes bugged. He slowly sidestepped until he was out of Otto’s reach. “Don’t ever call me that again.”

That was too much like Grandma, then. Noted.

Sheed, clearly uncomfortable, focused all his attention on Missus Nedraw, who still hadn’t told them what this was all about. Otto noticed a conspicuous green wall behind the emporium’s proprietor.

The wall was tall, running well into the gloomy shadows of the ceiling. There were patches where the paint was lighter than the rest of the wall. Those patches had distinct shapes. Some oval. Some rectangular. Some Otto wasn’t sure what to call . . . just fancy. He glanced around at other walls; none of them were bare. Mirrors were hung on them, floor to ceiling, in neat rows. He whipped out his notepad.


Entry #27

There used to be mirrors on this wall, too. They’d been mounted there for so long, the wall darkened around them. The shapes are where their frames had pressed against the original paint.

DEDUCTION: Someone took those mirrors down, and it wasn’t Missus Nedraw. Not if she’s this mad.



“Look!” Missus Nedraw pointed to the highest and lightest patch on the wall, where a single ornate frame once hung. “See what you’ve done?”

Sheed said, “Um, no.”

“Then let’s take a closer look, shall we?” She walked to a nearby counter and jabbed a red button mounted next to an old-fashioned cash register. In the rafters above, gears began to grind.

A rickety, shuddering platform of some sort dropped slowly on cables. Otto’s first thought was elevator, but it didn’t come all the way to the floor, instead stopping level with where the highest missing mirror had been.

“Come on.” Missus Nedraw motioned to a series of plain, full-length mirrors aligned along the base of the opposite wall. She scooted between the boys and moved briskly toward one of the mirrors. The boys followed, confused. Missus Nedraw did not slow as she drew near the glass of one mirror. The boys flinched, anticipating a collision, like when birds fly into a clear glass door. They still hadn’t gotten used to the way things were here.

Missus Nedraw walked directly through the glass, meeting no more resistance than if she’d walked through fog.

Above them, on the platform, was another full-length mirror that Otto hadn’t noticed. Missus Nedraw materialized from the glass of that mirror as easily as someone steps through an open door.

“Teleportation,” Otto whispered. Amazed. He jotted down his observation.

Missus Nedraw crossed the shaky catwalk and pointed at the space the missing mirror once occupied. “See? Here?” She looked over her shoulder, seemed flummoxed by the boys not being behind her on the platform, then leaned over the safety rail, radiating annoyance. “Are you coming?”

Sheed frowned. “Naw. Just tell us from there.”

She huffed. “Fine. The mirror that used to be here housed the most dangerous prisoner in the emporium. He broke out. Thanks to you. If you don’t help me retrieve him, I’m going to lock you in a mirror for . . . well, forever.”
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