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Dedication

For Amanda Connor, maker of magic and friend to dragons,

and for all the other extraordinary people

who put books into the hands of children
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CHAPTER ONE

Thwack!

A red croquet ball flew through the air, bounced hard off the marble floor of the hotel lobby, then crashed into the closed doors of the elevator.

“Ouch!” came the elevator’s muffled cry. “That better not have left a mark!”

Stephen dove, sliding across the Octagon symbol embedded in the marble and scooping the ball up in both hands.

“Got the red one!” he shouted.

Just then a monkey holding a croquet mallet landed on his shoulder, screeching in delight. It plucked the ball from Stephen’s hands and was gone in an instant. A chandelier rattled as the monkey swung from it into the forest that dominated the New Harmonia’s lobby. More monkeys were visible up in the tree branches—some tossing brightly colored balls back and forth, others swinging mallets.

“Um, lost it again,” Stephen said, mostly to himself, because everybody else was too busy shouting, ducking, or generally scrambling around to pay him any attention.

Ivan appeared out of the chaos. “I said from the beginning it was a bad idea to teach the monkeys to play croquet,” said the boy detective, adjusting the bow tie of his neat navy suit—even though, as usual, it did not need to be adjusted.

“We were just trying to keep them out of trouble,” said Stephen. “Besides, it was Sofia’s idea, not mine. Where is she, anyway?”

“En garde!” Sofia’s voice came from up in the trees.

“There!” said Ivan, pointing.

Sofia danced along a tree branch, twenty feet in the air, holding a croquet mallet like a fencing sword. A monkey with its own mallet skittered backward along the branch, then dropped its mallet before jumping clear.

“Look out!” shouted Stephen and Ivan together. The spinning mallet was going to land . . . smack on a high level of the long, tiered front desk, where it smashed into an inkwell. A tremendous splash of blue ink exploded outward. It coated the surface of the desk, the registration book, the desk clerk, and the towering centaur guest who had just been signing his name.

Silence fell over the lobby. Even the monkeys quieted down.

The members of the Perilous Guard who’d been chasing the monkeys stopped what they were doing and turned to stare at Ivan and Stephen. The guests who’d been scurrying for cover did the same.

The desk clerk shot the kids a panicked look, ineffectively dabbing at the centaur’s face with a handkerchief. The centaur, his brown skin and white linen suit now a brilliant blue, positively glared.

“That ink is crafted especially for the hotel by the inksmith gnomes of Winnipeg,” said Ivan. “Erm, it’s magically indelible.”

A door opened behind the registration desk, and Sofia’s mother, Carmen—the Knight Diplomatis, who ran the hotel—marched out in a business suit sporting a gold name badge.

“What on earth is going on out here?” she demanded.

Uh-oh, Stephen thought. Now we’re in for it. It would have been a great time for Ivan to break out some invisibility spray from a hidden suit pocket.

Carmen scanned the large lobby, grimacing when she saw the centaur dripping blue, before settling her gaze on Stephen and Ivan.
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“Boys,” Carmen said evenly, “where is my daughter?”

“I’m up here, Mom,” said Sofia, nimbly jumping down from the branch where she’d been dueling to another one ten feet below. The lower branch bowed under her weight, but Sofia bent her knees with it and used it to launch herself into the air. She tucked in tight, spun in a somersault, then landed right beside Stephen. How she managed to hit the ground so silently in her heavy boots he didn’t know.

“Or rather, down here,” Sofia said.

Most of the people in the lobby gaped at Sofia’s display of acrobatic prowess, but her mother barely seemed to notice. She had rounded the desk and was speaking to the huffing centaur in low, soothing tones. Stephen heard the words “complimentary stay” and “new suit at our expense” and “get you cleaned up somehow.”

“Maybe we should head back upstairs,” Stephen whispered to Ivan and Sofia.

Carmen heard him. “Maybe you should stay exactly where you are and not move a muscle until I tell you,” she said.

Too late.

“Mom!” Sofia started to protest. But Carmen held up a single finger, and Sofia gulped, swallowing whatever else she’d been about to say.

An idea that might get them out of this mess—at least the centaur part of it—occurred to Stephen, and he worked up the courage to speak. “Um, Mrs. Gutierrez,” he said. “Mr., um, Centaur?”

Carmen and the centaur stopped their conversation and stared at Stephen. He rushed to finish before they could tell him to quiet down. “I know the ink is, um, indelible or whatever, but my dad and his staff in the kitchen have this special cleaning fluid. Universal something?”

“Of course!” said Ivan. “Universal Defixitive!” He smiled as if it had been his idea. “And it’s rated food safe, so it shouldn’t burn your skin off or anything!”

Carmen turned to the desk clerk. “Simeon, please take Master Windmane down to the kitchen and explain this . . . situation . . . to Chef Lawson. Tell him I authorized the use of the Defixitive, as I know he’ll be concerned since it’s so very, very expensive.”

Stephen was pretty sure the last words were aimed at the three of them. Exactly how much did the magical cleaning fluid cost, and for that matter, how much did a linen suit for a centaur cost? He could guess the weekly allowances he, Sofia, and Ivan received wouldn’t be enough to cover it.

Once the centaur had been led away, Carmen walked over to the stairwell door and opened it. She called out, “Monkeys! Back upstairs!”

With a tremendous clatter of dropped croquet balls and mallets, but uttering neither screech nor scream, the troupe of monkeys flowed down out of the trees and into the stairwell as quick as a thought. The monkeys listened to Carmen. Sometimes. No one else could begin to control them.

“I believe you three are aware the monkeys are not allowed in the lobby,” said Carmen. “So, which one of you has an explanation?”

“It’s not our fault they’re down here.” Stephen hesitated. “Not exactly.”

“Sofia, is this because I told you you’ve been spending too much time on sword practice?”

“No,” Sofia said, and even Stephen wasn’t convinced. “We really were trying to help. I need better croquet opponents—”

Stephen shot Ivan a look, and they both shook their heads, affronted. But Sofia continued.

“—and we figured if the monkeys were playing croquet, they’d stay in the Village and out of your hair.”

“Uh-huh,” Carmen said. “But instead . . .”

“Well,” Sofia said, studying the high ceiling, “before we could stop them, they stole the croquet set and made for the lobby.”

“In our, erm, defense,” Ivan said, “it’s not as if we have anything better to do. If you would let us assist with minor investigations while my parents are working on bigger cases, then we could—”

Carmen held up a hand, and Ivan stopped talking. “It’s true . . . ,” she said.

But Stephen doubted she agreed the three of them should do the job of the hotel’s masters of detection.

“You don’t have anything better to do,” Carmen continued. “It’s your summer vacation.” She paused and then waved her hand. “So, go play outside.”

“We were outside in the Village, playing croquet,” Sofia said. “Before.”

“And we’re not children,” Stephen said. Carmen lifted her eyebrow. “Okay, fine, but we’re not babies.”

Ivan stepped forward. “I think the Knight Diplomatis is kicking us out of the hotel for the rest of the day.”

“Finally,” Carmen said, “someone understands me. Stephen, I’ll let your dad know you guys are out in the city. Have fun.” She paused again. “Don’t even think about taking the monkeys. Or getting in trouble. And be back before dark.” She walked away.

“As if we’d take those stinking monkeys,” Sofia grumbled.

Stephen didn’t think it was entirely fair to blame the monkeys for being, well, monkeys. They hadn’t asked to be sent to Cindermass as a birthday gift—and Carmen hadn’t been successful in convincing the dragon to let them live in his basement lair. So, they popped up in the most inconvenient places around the hotel, pretty much everywhere except the elevator, which had refused to let them aboard, declaring, “I have to draw the line somewhere, and that horde of monkeys is where. Put them back in their barrel, I say. Why should they have more freedom than one such as I?”

The elevator had a flare for the dramatic. Actually, Stephen thought as Ivan flung his arms out wide and smiled at him and Sofia, everyone at the New Harmonia has a flare for the dramatic. Stephen had discovered he sometimes did, too. Living here? Hanging out with his new friends every day—having real, good friends to hang out with every day? It was a dream come true. Maybe it was better. This life—being part of a secret supernormal society—was something he’d never known to dream for himself.

“The city is our oyster,” Ivan declared. “And I know exactly where we should go. Follow me.”

Sofia shrugged at Stephen, who grinned back at her, and the two of them did as commanded, trailing Ivan across the lobby and through the front doors to the street outside. He seemed to be in no rush to say where they were going, though he did pause to knock on the window of Dr. Bethuselah’s Fountain Pen & Inkporium and wave to the owner.

Stephen couldn’t take the suspense. “So, Ivan, where are we going?”

Sofia appeared on Ivan’s other side. “We could go watch the fae jousts in the park,” she said.

“It’s too hot out,” Ivan said.

Stephen hadn’t known about the jousts and wouldn’t have minded checking them out. His mother was fae—something he’d learned when he and his dad had moved to the hotel several weeks ago. He’d been pretty freaked to find out he wasn’t entirely human, but instead half fae. And it turned out his mother wasn’t just any fae, but a princess. She’d returned from exile for Cindermass the dragon’s birthday party to retake her seat on the Octagon, the council of eight members who oversaw supernormal affairs.

Even if jousts hadn’t come up yet, Stephen had been visiting his mother’s new apartment in the city and learning more about the fae from her. Apparently not all of them were as awful as the first ones he’d met, who’d tried to frame him for a theft and make him and his friends their servants. No, his mother was glamorous and blue-skinned, with the same pointed ears he had. And she was kind. He still felt shy around her. Having both of his parents in the same place also felt like a dream come true, and another he’d never known to wish for.

“Ivan,” Sofia said, and heaved a long, drawn-out sigh, “tell us where we’re going.”

Ivan didn’t even blink. “We’re going to the library, of course.”

“But we could go anywhere,” Sofia said. “Why—”

Stephen interrupted. “I thought the library was on the third floor?”

“Not that library,” Ivan said to him. And then to Sofia: “Stephen has never seen the Cabinet of Wonders.”

“Okay, okay,” Sofia said grudgingly. “The Cabinet of Wonders is cool.”

“What is it?” Stephen asked. It did, in fact, sound cool.

“Wait until we get on the bus,” Ivan said, and pushed his glasses up on his nose.

A bus pulled up at the transit sign near the corner. A normal city bus. They’d had these back in Chicago. Ivan and Sofia got on first, and Sofia gave an extra swipe of her MetroCard to cover Stephen’s fare. They trundled to the back, where there were two seats and a hand strap free.

Stephen blinked as they passed a troll in a green suit reading something called the Supernormal Times. “Supernormals have their own newspapers? And take the bus?” he asked, keeping his voice down.

“Obviously,” Ivan said, and settled into an empty seat.

“Though some prefer the subway,” Sofia said, and took the handhold.

Stephen sat down beside Ivan. Glancing at the troll, he considered the odds he’d ridden a bus with a troll before and just not known. Before his dad gave him the powder of True Seeing at Chef Nana’s funeral, he hadn’t been able to see supernormals at all. How many must he have passed on the street back in Chicago without a blink? A bunch, he bet.

“Now,” Ivan said, as the bus lumbered through the busy streets, “the Cabinet of Wonders is a museum of sorts. It’s a repository of significant artifacts and other items that have been taken into the Octagon’s collection at various points in history.”

The bus made its way down Fifth Avenue as Ivan chattered on, explaining that the Cabinet was hidden “beneath the noses of the normal world” in the New York Public Library.

“Oh!” said Stephen. “The place with the lions!”

Sofia and Ivan gave each other what Stephen had started thinking of as their “he’s wrong, but should we tell him or not?” look. He still had a lot to learn about the world of supernormal affairs. But . . .

“I’ve seen pictures of them,” he protested as the bus came to a halt.

Ignoring him, Sofia skipped toward the opening door. “This is our stop!” she said.

In fact, as they got off the bus together, the library looked exactly like pictures Stephen had seen of it online. Patrons, tourists, and people who seemed to just be hanging out crowded the sidewalk out front and the stone stairs leading up to a pair of large doors. And there, flanking the stairs on either side, was the pair of world-famous lion statues.

Except they weren’t statues.

And they weren’t lions.





CHAPTER TWO

The two crouching figures perched on the stone plinths had the bodies of lions, but they also had enormous pairs of folded wings, and their heads were those of gigantic humans. The one on the right was gigantic anyway; the one on the left had the features of a girl about Stephen’s age, and was much smaller.

“Sphinxes?” Stephen asked. “The lions at the New York Public Library are sphinxes?”

“Obviously,” Ivan said.

Sofia laughed as Stephen blinked.

The girl sphinx spotted them. “Ivan! Hullo!” she called out in a chirpy voice. “Here to try your luck again?”

Ivan didn’t answer her, instead striding over to address the much larger sphinx, who shared the other’s dark complexion but had tangled eyebrows and a bushy beard. “Greetings, Hakor,” Ivan said. “I wish to pose a riddle to you.”

Sofia whispered to Stephen, “He does this every time.”

Hakor’s mouth curved in amusement, but the larger sphinx sat up from his crouch and addressed Ivan formally. “Greetings, Ivanos. As I have reminded you before, my petite human friend, this usually works the other way around.”

Sofia said, “Ivan thinks if he can stump Hakor with a riddle, it’ll prove he’s smarter than Bek.”

“Who’s Bek?” Stephen asked.

The smaller sphinx bounded down from her place and poked her head in between Stephen’s and Sofia’s. “I’m Bek. It’s short for Bekhetamun. And I never claimed to be smarter than Ivan, but it’s not like I’m just going to let him win at trivia now, is it? That wouldn’t be fair.”

“Sphinxes are big believers in fair play,” said Sofia. “Right, Bek?”

“The biggest and the fairest,” said Bek, with a nod of her pointy chin.

Someday Stephen would get used to things like having a conversation with a sphinx, but today was not that day.

Ivan, meanwhile, had drawn forth a leather-bound notebook from inside his jacket pocket. He paged through it quickly, and Stephen was surprised to see that Ivan looked nervous. Ivan was usually supremely confident . . . except perhaps around any supernormal night creatures.

“Ah,” said Ivan, pausing on a page, then shaking his head and continuing. He cleared his throat. “If you’ll just give me a moment more to find it. A riddle of my own devising.”

A young woman tapped Stephen on the shoulder. “Pardon me,” she said in a British accent. “Would you mind taking a picture of us in front of the lion?” She gestured toward the empty spot where Bek had been sitting a moment before.

Stephen looked around and realized that nobody had reacted to the young sphinx leaping down onto the sidewalk.

“The library maintains the illusion of the statues even when we aren’t at our stations,” Bek explained helpfully. “Though we’re always close by.”

The British woman was still holding her phone out to Stephen, smiling, so he said, “Sure thing,” and took it from her. Another young woman joined the first, and they hammed it up in front of the empty plinth. As he snapped the picture, Stephen saw the image of a stone lion behind the pair on the screen. He handed the phone back with a smile.

“Here we go,” said Sofia, and tugged on his arm.

Ivan had found the page he was looking for. He squinted at the notebook and spoke:

“I grind down mountains,

cover all in my way.

My only fear is

a sunny day.”

Ivan raised his head. “Well?” he said.

The amused look had not left Hakor’s broad, wrinkled face. “A fine effort, my young friend Ivanos, but you have not stumped me today. I shall let my apprentice answer this one, I think.”

Bek sounded a delighted purr deep in her throat. She strode over to Ivan. When she sat on her haunches, the tips of her folded wings were higher than Ivan’s head.

Stephen moved in close and pushed the notebook against Ivan’s chest to prevent peeking.

Bek sniffed. “As if I would ever cheat. Or need to!” She paused and then winked. “Ivan, the answer to your riddle is . . . a glacier!”

“Well done, Bekhetamun,” Hakor said. Bek grinned and made that purring sound again.

Ivan didn’t say anything, and Stephen worried he was taking the riddle answering hard. “Hey, yeah! That makes sense. Good one, Ivan!” he said.

“Not good enough,” said Ivan. He frowned and stowed his notebook.

“Cheer up, Ivan,” said Sofia. “Sphinxes are the riddle masters of the supernormal world. If you could stump Hakor and Bek, they wouldn’t be very good at their jobs, would they?”

“A fair point,” Ivan said.

Hakor appeared to be biting back a laugh. But when he spoke, he said, “If anyone could stump us, it would be you, Ivanos.”

Ivan relaxed, giving Hakor a more confident nod.

Stephen was still curious, though. “What are your jobs?” he asked.

“We serve as guardians of the Cabinet of Wonders,” said Hakor.

Stephen nodded. “So, nobody can go in without answering a riddle, right?”

“Not exactly,” said Bek. “The Cabinet is open for visitation by most members of the supernormal community. We prevent the removal of the magical items stored there.”

“Oh,” said Stephen. “The riddles don’t really figure into it at all?”

“Riddles figure into everything to do with sphinxes,” said Ivan.

Hakor nodded gravely. “They are, in fact, bound up in our very natures. If someone were to successfully answer a riddle posed by myself or my apprentice, then they would have the freedom to choose any item in the Cabinet for their own use.”

That didn’t sound like a particularly good security system to Stephen, and Bek must have guessed the line of his thoughts. “Nobody’s correctly answered a sphinx’s riddle in more than four thousand years,” she said. “Anyway, you still haven’t introduced yourself! Though I’m pretty sure I know who you are. You’re Cindermass’s friend, right? The boy who saved the day at his birthday party?”

Stephen blushed, and before he could think of anything to say, Hakor spoke. “Which makes you the son of Princess Aria of the Primrose Court, recently returned from exile. It is an honor to meet you, young sir. Any friend of Ivan’s.”

Ivan puffed up under Hakor’s regard.

“And Sofia’s!” Bek added. Sofia tipped an imaginary hat to her.

“Thank you,” Stephen said. “My name’s Stephen Lawson. My dad just took over as chef at the New Harmonia.”

“Of course,” Hakor said. “Please extend our warmest regards to both of your parents.”

“I heard you all almost got made into servants of that brat Lady Sarabel of the Court of Thorns for a hundred years or something,” said Bek. “Is that true? And that your dad almost lost his job because he served a vampire a garlic omelet? And that you outsmarted everyone?”

“That’s . . . not exactly what happened,” Stephen said. He was blushing again. The sphinxes had heard this much about him and his family?

“Bekhetamun,” Hakor said. “Please remember to conduct yourself with some degree of decorum.”

The young sphinx crossed her eyes and stuck her tongue out, then leaped back up to her spot on the stone pediment. “Let all who come before me know the gravity of my task!” she said, deepening her voice and sounding more than a little bit like Hakor. “Should you seek to retrieve an item from the vaults below this place of learning, you must answer my riddle!”

Sofia cracked up, and Ivan shook his head, grinning. Only Stephen noticed that a man sitting at a small metal table nearby turned and gazed at Bek as she joked around. How had he not noticed the guy before? He was practically sitting on top of them—and the way he was dressed!

The man was completely bizarre, from head to toe. He had long black hair held back in a braid, which peeked out below his flamboyant hat. The feathered hat looked like something from the cover of a Three Musketeers book. He also sported a heavy red-and-black cloak woven with ringed planets, sparkly tailed comets, and mathematical symbols.

“You should be careful about saying such things, little one,” the man said, maintaining his intent gaze as he stood up and stalked over to stand in front of Bek. He had a strange tattoo on one side of his face, the dark swirling ink disappearing down his throat into the collar of a yellow silk shirt. “Someone might take you up on it.”

Bek’s eyes widened. “You can see me?”

“Of course.” The man shrugged. “I am a powerful sorcerer. I was just waiting for your visitors to be on their way. But I’m not particularly known for my patience.”

Stephen shot a look at his friends. Ivan had his eyes narrowed, the way he did when he was trying to figure something out. Sofia’s hands formed loose fists, like she was getting ready for a fight. The man was a sorcerer? A powerful sorcerer? Stephen knew there was a witch on the Octagon, but he hadn’t met her in person yet.

“Um, cool.” Stephen attempted to be nice, despite his friends’ reactions. “What are you known for? Are you here to see the Cabinet of Wonders, too?”

The man lifted one side of his mouth in a mocking half grin. “My name is Edmund. Soon to be the name those who fear and adore me whisper into the darkness: Edmund the Enchanter.”

Not the scariest name Stephen had ever heard.

When they didn’t react, the man continued. “I’m Edmund Darkfell. And if there were any justice, you would know that my knowledge of all things mystical, magical, and even mathematical is as unparalleled as my skill with sorcery, spells, and all things supernormal.”

“Oh.” Ivan sounded impressed. “The Darkfells are some of the most powerful magic users in the Western Hemisphere,” he said to Stephen. But then he squinted back at the man. “I’ve never heard of an Edmund, though.”

“That is about to change, my dapper young friend,” Edmund said, almost spitting the words. This guy clearly had some issues. “As for what I want”—and he turned to Hakor—“I invoke my right of challenge, as any who come before you may. Hakor of the Nile, I demand a riddle. Your apprentice just offered to pose one. Would you rather it come from her?”

Something scary flashed in Hakor’s amber eyes. “As you clearly know, the challenge for a riddle cannot be denied,” he boomed. “However, Bekhetamun is still my apprentice, and that means her riddle is not yet set. It will be me.”

“As I thought,” Edmund said, with a wink. “So, ask me.”

“Hold on!” Bek whipped a small hourglass with wood and brass embellishments out of nowhere and held it high. “You will have the five minutes to

respond. You may request a riddle only once. All within the sound of my voice will be magically prevented from telling anyone Hakor’s riddle after they leave this place—including you—should you not be able to answer correctly.” She gave the enchanter a smug smile. “Good luck. You’ll need it.”
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Edmund nodded to Hakor. “Go on. Ask.”

Hakor’s deep voice rung out:

“It arcs high,

twixt those that fly,

if it strikes true,

then you die.”

Hakor moved not a muscle when he finished, but gave off an air of confidence nonetheless. Bek turned the hourglass, and sand began to fall.

“Hard one,” Ivan said, stroking his chin.

“I wouldn’t even try it,” Sofia agreed.

“Me neither,” Stephen said. He couldn’t imagine what the answer could be.

Bek bounced up and down, watching the sand, clearly expecting Edmund to fail, too.

Edmund swept off his hat and struck a pose, pointing one finger in the air. He paced back and forth in front of Hakor. “So much depends on those fourteen words. Let us examine them, each in turn.”

“Does he think he’s teaching a class?” asked Sofia.

“‘It’!” Edmund explained. “‘It’ is a pronoun, and pronouns must have antecedents that must be nouns. Nouns are persons, places, things, or ideas, and in this case, the noun is the solution to the riddle.”

Stephen rolled his eyes. “If he goes through all fourteen words this way, he’s going to bust his time limit.”

The sand streamed through Bek’s hourglass.

Edmund pontificated on. “‘Arcs,’ in this case, is a verb—our mysterious ‘it’ is moving along a curving path.”

Ivan whispered, “He’s talking this out the same way I would. You don’t suppose . . .”

Edmund snapped his fingers, apparently to get their attention. “‘Twixt those that fly’—old-fashioned word, twixt, but then you are thousands of years old, aren’t you Hakor? Never mind, don’t answer—I’m aware that would break the rules of offering your riddle. ‘If it strikes,’ and there’s our ‘it’ again and another clue, because now we know ‘it’ is something that can strike, and more, we know from the last line that when ‘it’ strikes, ‘you’—and I suppose that’s meant to be me—‘die.’

“But I will not die from any arcing strike, just as I will not fail to answer this riddle.” Edmund the Enchanter grinned. “The answer is simple.”

They all waited. Stephen held his breath.

Sofia said, “Come on. Don’t stop talking now! What’s your guess?”

“I don’t have a guess; I have the answer.” Edmund eyed Bek’s hourglass, and said, “Only one thing arcs between ‘those that fly’—in this case, between a specific creature’s wings—to strike dead what stands before it.

“A wyvern’s sting.”

Hakor blinked.

“Is that right?” Stephen asked, glancing from Ivan to Bek, both of whom seemed to be stunned into silence, and then to Sofia, who shrugged, her face pinched. She looked as worried as Stephen felt.

“Is that the right answer?” he asked again, this time speaking to Hakor, who remained perfectly still.

“Of course it is,” said Edmund the Enchanter. “And now if you’ll give me the pass? Places to go, a prize to claim.” This last was directed at Hakor.

Hakor hesitated, oh so briefly, then raised one terrifyingly sharp claw in response. Stephen feared the sphinx was about to cut the enchanter down, which he could sympathize with—the guy seemed like a pompous jerk. But Hakor simply tapped the man on the shoulder.

“You . . . may pass, Enchanter. The Docent, as well as the Unseen Guardians, will allow you to retrieve a single item of your choice from the Cabinet below.”

“Wait!” Ivan said. “He can’t just take anything! Some of the most powerful items in the supernormal world are stored in the Cabinet. Some of the deadliest!”

“A riddle has been asked and answered,” said the enchanter. “Now I’ll take what’s mine by right and look good doing it. Please tell everyone you see.” He whirled, his long cloak flowing like a bedazzled cloud behind him as he marched up the steps.

Stephen thought fast. “We should go after him,” he said. “See what he takes!”

Hakor said, “Yes, you must. The Docent is bound to the library, and the Unseen Guardians do not speak. Someone must report to the Octagon what has happened here, and they will need to know what this warlock has taken. I fear the worst.”

“I fear that has already happened,” Bek said, gazing at Hakor, no lightness left in her voice.

“Hush now,” Hakor said softly. “Go,” he prompted them. “Be quick.”

Stephen, Ivan, and Sofia raced up the stairs, following Edmund the Enchanter.





CHAPTER THREE

Stephen would have liked to stop and look around at the inside of the library—its grandeur was almost a match for the New Harmonia. But there was no time for that. He, Ivan, and Sofia flew through the security checkpoint, shoes thudding on the marble. The guards didn’t even seem to see them—or Edmund the Enchanter, whose black cloak was flying behind him as he disappeared through a golden door.

“We’d better hurry,” Ivan said.

They reached the golden door, and Stephen blinked at the ornate sign beside it.

ENTER THE CABINET OF WONDERS.

BE ASTONISHED AT THIS COLLECTION, PRIZED BEYOND ALL OTHERS.

OBEY THE DOCENT.

DO NOT TROUBLE THE UNSEEN GUARDIANS WITHOUT CAUSE.

ENTER AT YOUR OWN PERIL.

“This sounds dangerous,” Stephen said.

“It’s not our immediate peril I’m worried about.” Ivan reached to push open the door.

Or wait—maybe Ivan wasn’t pushing the door, after all. He let his hand linger on its surface, and Sofia pressed hers there beside his. She had tiny sword decals on her fingernails.

“Stephen, you, too,” she said. “It has to record our entrance and agree to let us in.”

“Oh.” Stephen stood beside Ivan and spread his fingers wide on the cool, shiny surface.

After a moment, the door sighed open. Stephen, Ivan, and Sofia stepped inside the Cabinet of Wonders.

Spotlit cases and pedestals lined the long entryway. On one side, Stephen saw a diamond skull on a red pillow. A small
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