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Dedication

To M—We’ve passed through so many doors together.

There are many more to come.
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1

A Door to Nowhere

Ozzie came to a screeching halt as soon as he flung open the door. Below him, twisting and turning into darkness, was the longest set of steps he had ever seen. Probably the longest set of steps in the history of architecture, he thought with no small amount of dread. He craned his neck and stared into the shadows.

Unfortunately, some of them stared back.

He was sure of it.

Ozzie looked longingly over his shoulder, across the narrow hallway and through the open door of Apartment 2B, where Aunt Temperance was still hopping from foot to foot and yowling like some sort of jungle animal. All of this because the pipe beneath the kitchen sink had burst. That was no real surprise—the pipe, like everything else in the building, was ancient—but the resulting geyser of water had sent Aunt Temperance into hysterics. And now it was sending Ozzie to the bowels of the building to fetch Mr. Crudge, who, for whatever reason, wasn’t answering his phone.

Mr. Crudge was the building caretaker, though Ozzie thought a better title might be “King of the Creeps.” He was a strange and solitary man who treated every request with a grumble, but he worked for little pay and—according to Aunt Temperance, at least—that was all it had taken for him to get the job. Well, that and the fact that he was willing to live in the basement apartment, down in what Aunt Temperance referred to as “The Depths.”

Ozzie had never ventured into The Depths before, and for good reason. “There’s nothing down there except creepy-crawlies,” Aunt Temperance always told him, and that was enough to curb Ozzie’s curiosity—because even though boys weren’t supposed to be grossed out by creepy-crawlies, no one had bothered to tell his stomach. He hated things that wriggled, scuttled, and crept as much as Aunt Temperance hated disruption to the natural order of Apartment 2B.

Which was exactly what she had on her hands—and up to her ankles—at this very moment. With a frown, Ozzie returned his attention to the long flight of stairs. He couldn’t even see the bottom.

“Hello?” Ozzie called tentatively. “Mr. Crudge?”

There was no answer. Only ten minutes ago, Ozzie had been sitting peacefully in Apartment 2B, reading manga. Sure, he had also been grumbling about being stuck there with nothing exciting to do on his Sunday afternoon—but he hadn’t exactly bargained on a trip to the core of planet Earth to break the monotony. He seriously considered retreating to tell Aunt Temperance that he couldn’t find Mr. Crudge. But Aunt Temperance was already on the verge of a meltdown. Reporting back without the caretaker in tow might be enough to send her to the hospital.

Ozzie drew a deep breath. Time to get ninja. Don’t fear the shadows. Become the shadows.

He took a step—and promptly tripped down the stairs.

It was the wall at the first turn in the zigzag that stopped his tumble. He slammed into it and found himself sprawled awkwardly upside down, staring at the doorway he had just come through. The water from the kitchen had trickled all the way into the hallway and was now teasing the lip of the first step.

Which meant it was time to hurry. Ozzie quickly retied his shoelaces and continued trekking downward, into the darkness, into the cold, and into the stench—which at least told him he was on the right track. That stench belonged to Mr. Crudge; the old man wore it like some people wear a favorite sweater, too often and with too long between washings. Aunt Temperance claimed that Mr. Crudge’s distinctive smell was a result of his homemade tonic, theorizing that its recipe must involve dirty tap water, rotten fruit, and quite possibly a wayward sock or two filched from the laundry room. Ozzie had his own suspicions about the concoction. He had seen the old man scuttling through the hallways with a grimy jar filled with what looked like fingernail clippings.

“Maybe he fishes them from the drains in people’s apartments,” Ozzie had once postulated to Aunt Temperance. “That’s what he uses to make his potion.”

“It’s Mr. Crudge’s job to clean people’s drains,” Aunt Temperance had scolded. “Don’t let your imagination run wild.”

Which was a weird thing to say since that was exactly what she had been doing, too. But when Ozzie pointed this out, she had simply huffed and said, “You take things too far, Ozzie. It’s not a potion. It’s a tonic. Well, okay. We both know that’s just a code word he uses for whatever hooch he’s brewing down there. That’s what people like him do, Ozzie. He probably drinks because he’s lonely.”

“I bet it’s for another reason” was Ozzie’s reply, but Aunt Temperance had not wanted to hear any more about it, so he was left to dwell on the matter without her. Just between him and himself, he was convinced Mr. Crudge’s brew was to keep him human. He barely looked like one to begin with. He was completely bald, without a wisp of hair on his head—he didn’t even have eyebrows. His skin had a waxy sheen and one eye was slightly larger than the other. Then there were his teeth, which were so discolored they could have easily taught mustard a thing or two about what it means to be yellow.

“That’s what happens to people when they get old,” Aunt Temperance liked to chastise him. “Show some compassion.”

Compassion—sure, Ozzie thought. It wasn’t exactly the number-one emotion stirring inside him as he descended into The Depths.

By the time he reached the bottom of the stairs, Mr. Crudge’s odor had become a full-blown assault on his nostrils. Ozzie tried muffling the stench with his T-shirt, which was when he realized it was on backward and inside out.

“You could have told me, Aunt T,” he grumbled. And she might have, on a weekday. But, according to her, weekends were different. They were “just-be-you” days.

There was a long passageway at the bottom of the stairs. A modern apartment complex would have had a parking garage beneath it, but their building was practically ancient. Built long before the invention of the car, Ozzie griped to himself. And possibly the wheel. The floor was uneven, and the walls consisted of rough gray stones. In fact, the only sign that the basement wanted anything to do with the modern age was a line of bare light bulbs that dangled from long wires. The lights flickered meekly, as if to shrug and say, “Look, we’re doing our best.”

Which didn’t do much to improve Ozzie’s impression of the place. Still, he had come too far to turn back now. The passageway continued only a bit farther before ending in a T-junction. Ozzie instinctively turned right—and that’s when he found the door.

No one could blame his imagination for running wild now, not even Aunt Temperance. Because there was definitely something special about this door, something that caused the creepy-crawly fear in his stomach to slink away.

Has potential, Ozzie decided. It was something his teachers regularly wrote on his report cards; Ozzie’s dad never failed to point out that this was just another way of saying “not good enough,” but Aunt Temperance insisted it meant “secret, untapped energy.” Ozzie had never been sure who to believe . . . except, now, here was the door.

It had an energy about it.

The door wasn’t beautiful—though, Ozzie considered, it might have been, a long time ago. Its hinges were large and ornate but also rusted. It seemed as if it had once been painted a vibrant turquoise blue, but now most of the color had flaked away, leaving behind bare wooden slats. In the very center was a slot labeled LETTERS. It didn’t look like a normal mail slot—it was small and round, the size of a mousehole, with a metal cap.

Strange, Ozzie thought.

Above the letter hole, there was a tarnished door knocker and, farther up, what looked like a letter “N” dangling from a nail.

“N” for what? Ozzie wondered. Probably not “ninja.” He decided on “new.” New opportunity. New adventure. New everything.

Without a second thought, he reached for the large, dusty doorknob, only to hear someone from behind him bark: “Who’s there?!”

Ozzie nearly jumped out of his shoes. Then he slowly turned around to find himself staring at a different door, standing open at the other end of the corridor. Even though Ozzie could see nothing beyond but darkness, he knew this was where the voice had come from.

There was a click, and a light sputtered to life from beyond the doorway, revealing a lonesome figure hunched over in a tattered old armchair. It was Mr. Crudge, of course. In one hand, he was clenching a bottle of his tonic, while the other was gripping the armrest of the chair—so tightly that Ozzie could see bits of yellow stuffing squeezing out between his long fingers. Mr. Crudge himself was staring straight ahead with bulging, vacant eyes. Ozzie had this sense that he had been sitting there a long time, completely focused on the passageway . . . and the door of potential.

Like he’s waiting for someone to come through it, Ozzie thought. Or maybe he’s guarding it. Which was a bit more comforting than admitting that the caretaker was just drunk and staring into space.

“What’s going on?” Mr. Crudge rasped, rousing from his stupor. “Who are you?”

Ozzie gulped. He tried to remember that Mr. Crudge was just as Aunt Temperance said: a lonely and inebriated old man.

“Come here, boy.”

Ozzie hesitated, only to have Mr. Crudge beckon him with the curl of a long finger. He plodded through the open doorway and into the caretaker’s dwelling. It was a filthy, cluttered place, smaller even than Apartment 2B, with the kitchen, bedroom, and living room all in one space. A sagging bed brooded in one corner. The sink looked like it was disgorging dirty dishes and blackened pots. The table was an upturned wooden crate.

Then Ozzie saw the fishbowl. It was sitting on a stool next to Mr. Crudge’s chair, and it was swirling with . . . creepy-crawlies. Technically, they were probably eels, but it was hard to tell because the bowl was far too small to fit so many of them. Whatever they were, they just circled around in a twisting black knot—which was exactly how Ozzie’s stomach felt as he stared at them. He had heard of people keeping strange pets, but nothing like this.

Maybe they’re not pets, Ozzie fretted. Maybe they’re snacks. . . .

“Who are you?” Mr. Crudge repeated, this time with irritation.

“D-don’t you recognize me?” Ozzie managed. “Apartment 2B. M-most people call me Ozzie.”

Mr. Crudge closed one eye and cocked his round head to the side, as if to better focus his glare. “That’s not exactly true. Is it?”

Ozzie grimaced. It was a lie, just something he said in hopes that the name would stick. But no one called him Ozzie, unless you counted Aunt Temperance—which he didn’t because that was the sort of thing that got you beat up during lunch.

“Yes, I know when people are lying,” Mr. Crudge assured him. “Don’t try those sorts of tricks on me, boy. Why are you down here, pestering me?”

“Th-there’s a burst pipe,” Ozzie stammered. “We need you to fix it.”

Mr. Crudge smiled, revealing those mustard teeth. Then, rising from his chair, he snatched up a battered tool kit and shuffled out the door, without even bothering to check if Ozzie was following.

Which he wasn’t. First of all, he wasn’t about to hurry after creepy Mr. Crudge, but second, and more important, there was the door. Not the one to Crudge’s chamber of peculiar-squirmy-pets-or-possibly-snacks, but the other one, the one with the potential. It was time to finish what he had started; as soon as Mr. Crudge rounded the corner, Ozzie raced to the door, turned the handle, and pulled.

He half expected it to be locked, but it swung open with a creaking groan. Down came a curtain of dust, causing Ozzie to cough and rub his eyes. It took a moment for his vision to clear, so that he could see what lay on the other side of the door. . . .

Bricks.

An entire wall of them.

His dad’s words echoed in his mind: Not good enough.

No, Ozzie decided, different than not good enough. Secret energy! I bet it just needs a special password. Like a spell. Or maybe—

“You! Boy!” Mr. Crudge bellowed, suddenly reappearing around the corner. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Ozzie turned around with a start. “I thought . . .”

“Oh, I know what you thought,” the caretaker sneered, slamming the door shut with such force that it caused the letter “N” to spin around and around on its nail. “You thought you’d find something special behind that door. Some secret passage or magical treasure. Well, here’s a secret for you: There’s no such thing as magic. Not down here. Not in this entire world.”

An uneasy feeling began to churn in Ozzie’s stomach. He wanted to look away, to escape Mr. Crudge’s blistering glare—but, for some reason, he couldn’t.

“Yes, I know your type, boy,” Mr. Crudge continued, wagging one of his long fingers. “I’ve seen you skulking about the building. Always daydreaming. Even though you’re too old for it. You tell yourself that you’re different, special somehow. But living in la-la land doesn’t make you special. All it makes you is different. Out of place.”

Ozzie tried to take a step backward, only to find himself trapped against the wall. He could feel the cold, rough stones through his T-shirt.

“That’s the truth, isn’t it?” Mr. Crudge said with a toothy grin. There was a taunting glint in his eyes—and in his tone, too. “You have no place. Not down here. Not up there, either. Nowhere in this entire world.”

He was pacing now, back and forth in front of Ozzie. “Just look at you, boy. You have no friends, do you? Not real ones, anyway. And your parents are always gone, fobbing you off on your aunt while they traipse across the globe. You can hardly blame them—just look at you. Hair’s a mess. Shirt’s on wrong. You’re a screwup.”

The glimmer of amusement had disappeared. Now there was a crazed look in Mr. Crudge’s eyes, a look of cruelty. The old man began to tremble. Ozzie wondered if he was having some sort of seizure.

Then, just as quickly as it had begun, Mr. Crudge’s fit came to an end. With a clank, he dropped his toolbox to the floor and fell onto it as a makeshift seat. The saggy folds beneath his eyes were as dark as bruises, and Ozzie noticed long rivulets of sweat rolling down his cheeks. He looked pathetic, and Ozzie almost felt sorry for him—almost.

He might be a lonely old man, Ozzie thought, but he’s also really mean.

“Need some more of my tonic,” the caretaker gasped, fishing through his pockets until he located his flask.

He took a long swig, glowering at the door to nowhere and drawing heavy, labored breaths. Eventually, he looked up and narrowed his eyes at Ozzie again. “It’s like I told you, boy,” he muttered. “There’s nothing good about this world.”

Then, without waiting for a response, he rose to his feet, picked up his toolbox, and staggered away to fix the pipe.

Ozzie watched him go. It’s his job to fix things, he thought. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that the old man was just as good at breaking them.





2

The Lady, the Hat, and the Mouse with Green Spots

Ozzie looked back to the faded turquoise door. Only a moment ago, it had seemed to be something magical. But now? It was just an old door, its gray planks like a set of rotting teeth that had never been formally introduced to a toothbrush.

That “N” doesn’t stand for “new,” Ozzie thought. It stands for “nowhere.”

He turned away from the door and slogged back upstairs, a queasy feeling percolating in his stomach. All he wanted at that moment was to climb into bed, but he didn’t dare go back to Apartment 2B, not while Mr. Crudge was there tinkering with the pipe. Instead, he went outside, sat on the front steps of the building, and waited until Mr. Crudge strolled out.

Probably off to the pub, Ozzie guessed as the old man brushed past him.

He returned to Apartment 2B to find the pipe fixed, the floor mopped, and Aunt Temperance pacing. As soon as she saw Ozzie, she scurried over, locked the door behind him, then abruptly turned to stare at him through her thick-rimmed glasses.

Ozzie instantly knew something was wrong. Maybe she was still calming down from the broken pipe. Maybe she had just come to the realization that she was out of her favorite tea. With Aunt Temperance, it could be anything. Ozzie sometimes felt like she was the one who needed looking after, not him. It wasn’t that she was old—in fact, she was younger than Ozzie’s mom. It was just that she was “prone to moods,” as Ozzie’s dad liked to put it.

“Where have you been?” Aunt Temperance asked, tucking away the pesky lock of silver hair that always seemed to dangle in her face. “Are you okay? Can I fix you something? How about a shake?”

“No thanks,” Ozzie said, wrinkling his nose. Aunt Temperance’s shakes mostly involved vegetables. Mostly, they were green.

She tried to reel him into a hug, but Ozzie resisted. After a sigh, she said, “We deserve something more decadent today. Ice cream smoothie?”

“Chocolate chip swirl?” Ozzie said hopefully.

“Definitely. But first . . . I need to tell you something.”

That set off Ozzie’s alarm bells.

“Your dad called last night. Late.”

“Let me guess,” Ozzie said. “He’s staying longer in Lima.” His dad was a vice president in a giant corporation, which, as far as Ozzie could decipher, meant he spent most of his time in faraway places trying to sort out if they could be mined for precious resources.

Aunt Temperance hesitated. “Actually, he has to go to São Paulo now and . . . Well, your mother. She was given another assignment. A very prestigious one . . . so her stay in Istanbul has been extended.”

Ozzie groaned. His mom, Renowned Journalist Extraordinaire, was always on some assignment on the other side of the world, hoping to report on the latest international crisis.

“Whatever.” Ozzie shrugged and made for his room.

“What about the shake?”

“I don’t care.”

“Ozzie, I’m trying to talk to you,” Aunt Temperance insisted. “Don’t be so recalcitrant.”

That was Aunt Temperance for you. She could have just said “difficult,” but she liked using those big words, words with weight. Maybe it was because she worked in a library, though not the fun sort. Hers was a legal library, and though she claimed to like her job, Ozzie wasn’t convinced. She never seemed to speak about it with any enthusiasm. Then again, she never seemed to speak about anything with enthusiasm.

“I know it’s upsetting,” Aunt Temperance ventured.

Ozzie glared at her. Upsetting? That was the understatement of the year. But his parents were always away; that was hardly anything new. What was new was the nauseous feeling gurgling inside of him. It felt hot and poisonous. “They go everywhere,” he snapped. “And I don’t go anywhere. I’m just stuck here. With you.”

Aunt Temperance’s expression fell. “What’s so terrible about that?”

The right answer, the truthful answer, would have been “nothing.” But Ozzie was feeling . . . well, Aunt Temperance had said it herself: recalcitrant. “I know you don’t want me here,” he said accusingly.

“That’s not tr—”

“I don’t want to be here, either.”

“What’s gotten into you all of a sudden?” Aunt Temperance asked, her cheeks flushing red. “I want you here, Ozzie. One hundred percent.”

“Sure,” Ozzie sneered. He turned, stomped into his room, and slammed the door shut. At least, he tried to slam it. The apartment was so old that the door didn’t quite fit the frame anymore, so it just bounced off with a taunting creak. Ozzie had to go and prop a book against it, just to keep it closed, which kind of ruined his dramatic exit.

He sighed and sat on his bed, feeling so . . . how had Mr. Crudge put it? Out of place.

That’s the truth, Ozzie realized. Technically, he lived with his parents, but because they were away so often, he spent most of his time with Aunt Temperance in the cramped, run-down shambles that was Apartment 2B. Sure, he had his own room here . . . but it wasn’t really his room. Hanging on the walls were paintings and photos of people he didn’t even know.

He heard the blender whirring in the kitchen. A few minutes later, Aunt Temperance entered with a frothing mug of chocolate chip swirl.

Ozzie turned away. “You can’t bribe me. I don’t—”

He was interrupted by a forceful knock coming from the apartment door. Ozzie and Aunt Temperance exchanged looks of surprise. People had to be buzzed in through the main entrance of the building before knocking on the apartment door, and that hadn’t happened. But the bigger surprise was that anyone had knocked at all; people rarely came to visit Aunt Temperance. Or, in Ozzie’s case, never.

Aunt Temperance set down the shake and hurried out. Ozzie slipped off his bed and peeked out of his bedroom to watch her answer the door. The lock had a tendency to stick, which meant Aunt Temperance had to jiggle and pull, jiggle and pull, until it suddenly gave way. The door banged open, revealing—quite dramatically—a very peculiar lady.

It was the only way Ozzie could think of describing her. “Peculiar” because she was incredibly tall, and “lady” because of the way she was dressed: prim, proper, and old-fashioned. Her skirt was so long that it hid her feet. She even carried a parasol.

“Good afternoon, Tempie,” the lady said, a smile spreading across her almond-colored face. “It’s been a long time.”

Aunt Temperance opened her mouth. Then she closed it again.

“I wonder if you will invite me in for tea?” the lady asked, tilting her head on an impossibly long neck.

Aunt Temperance’s silver lock of hair snuck free again. It dangled at her cheek like an upside-down question mark. After an uncomfortable pause, she slowly stepped aside, allowing the lady to duck through the door and enter the living room, which was really the only room to enter, since it was such a tiny apartment. That’s when Ozzie noticed the lady’s hat. It was so ridiculously tall that it touched the ceiling. More important, Ozzie noticed, it was jiggling.

In a fluster, Aunt Temperance scurried to put on the kettle. She fired a sidelong glance in Ozzie’s direction. Ozzie, being fluent in Aunt Temperance, interpreted the glance precisely: “Get inside that room, close the door, and do not eavesdrop.”

Like I’m going to miss this, Ozzie thought.

The peculiar lady didn’t seem to notice him, so he continued lurking in his bedroom doorway, watching as she rustled across the living room. She moved carefully, with purpose, as if walking was something that didn’t come naturally to her and was only the result of a lot of practice. Eventually, she found her way to the sofa and rooted herself there. She didn’t remove her hat, but Ozzie could now see curls of hair poking from beneath the brim. They were a peculiar shade of green.

Even though he could see the entire living room from his position, Ozzie knew he needed to have a better hiding place from Aunt Temperance. He dropped to all fours and ninja-ed his way across the room, which meant nearly taking out the lamp and bumping into the sofa. For an instant, he froze in panic. The lamp wobbled, but thankfully remained standing. Hat Lady didn’t seem to notice. Ozzie allowed himself a sigh of relief and leaned against the back of the sofa.

Aunt Temperance returned from the kitchen without spotting him and began serving the tea.

“It seems,” Hat Lady announced, “that someone has tried the door.”

What? Ozzie bolted upright and nearly blew his cover. Worst ninja ever, he scolded himself, scooching down.

“I haven’t gone anywhere near it,” Aunt Temperance said.

“Prune me to a stump!” the lady declared. “There’s no need to deny it. But why didn’t it work? You still have your grandfather’s key, don’t you?”

Key? Ozzie wondered. What key?

He needed to get a better look at Hat Lady. He crawled to assume a new hiding place behind the tall, leafy plant that stood next to the sofa. Now Aunt Temperance’s back was to him, but at least he could see their visitor.

“I have the key,” Aunt Temperance said curtly.

“Ah,” the lady remarked, stirring an excessive amount of sugar into her cup. “You know, Tempie, there is no doubt that you possess a traveler’s heart. I’m reminded of our days in the—”

“That was a long time ago,” Aunt Temperance interrupted.

Ozzie scratched his head. He had never really thought of Aunt Temperance as a person with a past. Or, to put it another way, with a life before him. He had to admit he preferred her where she was: firmly entrenched in the present, with him.

“Indeed, you are different,” Hat Lady said, casting her eyes about the walls. Then, as if twigging to a sudden realization, she added, “Here you are, residing in Apartment 2B. To be . . . to be. What shall you be, Tempie?”

Aunt Temperance muttered something, but Ozzie didn’t quite catch it. There was a mouse scuttling behind the sofa, right where he had been hiding moments before. Well, it looked like a mouse, though it had spots. Green spots.

What the . . . ? Ozzie wondered. He wasn’t scared—a mouse wasn’t creepy or crawly—but it did fluster him. How typical; Apartment 2B couldn’t even be infested by normal rodents.

“You know, a door is a curious thing,” the lady mused. “A lot like an opportunity, don’t you think? Some swing open with the slightest effort. Others have hinges so rusty that you have to tug and tease just to open them a crack.”

“And some are locked,” Aunt Temperance grumbled.

“Yes,” the lady agreed, taking a gracious sip from her cup. “I’d say those are the best doors; they often guard the most important things. You need a special sort of key for them.”

Ozzie was only half paying attention; the mouse had noticed him and was now beetling across the floor, headed in his direction. He tried dissuading it with a shooing gesture.

“Of course, it’s not enough to possess the key, is it?” the lady continued, completely oblivious to Ozzie’s predicament. “Not enough to stand at the door, jiggling the handle or peering through the keyhole, trying to safely glimpse what lies beyond. True magic only happens once you step through to the other side.”

That caught Ozzie’s attention. He felt a shiver reverberate down his back—and it wasn’t because the mouse was now inquisitively sniffing at his sock.

But Aunt Temperance didn’t seem impressed. “Just say what you mean, Zaria.”

“You’re stuck,” Hat Lady said bluntly. “Tell me, Tempie, why do you live here, in this apartment? Of all the apartments, in all—”

“This building has been owned by my family for generations,” Aunt Temperance snapped. “My grandfather left the entire building to my brother, except for Apartment 2B. He left this apartment for me. Specifically me.”

“Yes,” Hat Lady said emphatically. “And the key, too. He believed in you.”

The mouse began climbing up the side of Ozzie’s leg. He tried nudging it off, but to no avail. He frowned; he was pretty sure real ninjas didn’t have to deal with insolent mice.

“I don’t know what you want from me,” Aunt Temperance huffed.

“I’ll tell you,” Hat Lady declared. “There’s only one door left open to this world—that we know of, anyway. But if it continues to be left unused . . . well, I’m afraid it will shut. Permanently.”

Ozzie’s heart fluttered. Mr. Crudge was wrong, he thought as the mouse scurried up his wrinkled shirt, toward his shoulder. The door is special.

“Go ahead, then,” Aunt Temperance told Hat Lady with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Use the door. Use it all you want.”

The mouse leaped to the top of Ozzie’s head and began exploring the rain forest that was his hair. Ozzie could feel its little toes tickling his scalp.

“You shake me to the last leaf, Tempie,” Hat Lady said. “You ought to know the door requires someone from this side if the magic is to flow.”

“Flow of magic!” Aunt Temperance guffawed. “You sound like a poet. Or some daydreaming artist.”

“And when did you start thinking those were bad things?” Hat Lady demanded, her voice laced with just a hint of irritation. “That’s the type of sentiment I’d expect to hear from your father. Or Braxton. Don’t tell me you’re letting that brother of yours boss you around.”

Ozzie grimaced. His dad did boss Aunt Temperance around—all the time, though mostly over the phone. She never complained about it; usually, she just absorbed his abuse like a sponge.

“What happened to you, Tempie?” the lady pressed.

“You know what happened.”

“Yes. You lost your place. You gave up on yourself.”

Aunt Temperance snorted. “Did it ever occur to you that I like my life just the way it is? I don’t need to escape it.”

“I’m not asking you to escape your life, Tempie,” Hat Lady persisted. “I’m asking you to live it.”

“I think you should leave,” Aunt Temperance said abruptly.

The lady rose slowly to her full height. A sound creaked out of her that might have been a sigh. “As you wish. I have only one last question.” Then, without turning, she asked, “Can the person eavesdropping on our conversation please show himself?”

Ozzie didn’t budge. Think like a ninja, he told himself—only to have the mouse yank on his hair so violently that he yelped, leaped up, and sent the plant crashing to the floor. The mouse stopped yanking. Ozzie stood there, frozen, with Aunt Temperance and Hat Lady staring at him. He felt the rodent scamper down the back of his neck, under his inside-out shirt, and down his leg.

“Only an accident,” Hat Lady chimed. “Not to worry. Come over and say hello.”

Ozzie navigated the mess and slinked toward them, all the while hunting the floor for some sight of the mouse. He wasn’t sure Aunt Temperance would believe this was a rodent’s fault unless he could provide evidence.

“I’m up here,” Hat Lady said.

It was the type of tone you didn’t argue with. Ozzie looked up. Way up.

“I believe your socks are two different colors,” Hat Lady observed, her eyes glinting with amusement.

Aunt Temperance swooped behind Ozzie and placed her hands protectively on his shoulders. “This is my nephew. He’s none of your concern.”

“I remember Tempie telling me about you when you were born,” the lady said. “Oswald, isn’t it? Oswald Sparks . . .” She said it as if she was testing it out, to see if she liked the sound of it.

“Most people call me Ozzie,” he dared to say. It hadn’t worked with Mr. Crudge—well, it didn’t work with most people—but he wasn’t about to stop trying to make it stick.

Hat Lady leaned down and scrutinized him even more intently. To have such an absurdly tall and peculiar person thrust her head into his personal space might have normally wigged him out, but . . .

Ozzie couldn’t quite put his finger on it. There was something about the way she looked at him, something elusive, something that made him feel secure. Certain. Happy, even.

Her hat quivered, and Ozzie realized that the spotted rodent had somehow made its way up the length of her body and found its way into her hair. Then it struck him. That’s where it had come from in the first place.

“Well, things are a bit clearer now,” the lady said, straightening. “It seems I was wrong about you trying the door, Tempie. Still, I haven’t given up on convincing you to visit us. I still have a few tricks in my trunk, you know. The secret of Zoone is awaiting you, my dear.” She fixed her sparkling eyes on Ozzie, as if to say, And you, too. Then she showed herself out of Apartment 2B; just like that, she was gone.

Ozzie’s mind was whirling. He looked at Aunt Temperance.

“I don’t want to discuss it,” she announced, and promptly began cleaning up the plant.

Later that night, Ozzie awoke to hear a muffled sob coming from the living room. He crawled out of bed and peeked through his doorway to see Aunt Temperance hunched over on the sofa.

“I can’t do it,” she murmured. Then she stood, and Ozzie saw her clutch something to her chest.

The key! he realized. The one Hat Lady mentioned.

Aunt Temperance headed for the kitchen. Ozzie slipped after her and watched as she stood on a chair and took an old book from the top shelf, high above the stove. As she opened the book, Ozzie could see that a large hole had been cut into its pages to form a secret compartment. Aunt Temperance delicately placed the key inside and then returned the book to the shelf.

She left the kitchen, leaving Ozzie to scramble for a hiding place in the shadows. Aunt Temperance trudged into her bedroom, closing the door with the type of firm click that made Ozzie think she was closing it on something more than just the rest of the apartment.

He crept into the kitchen and stared longingly at the book. It was very high up. A chair worked for Aunt Temperance, but it wouldn’t work for him. He’d need something much more inventive—because there were no two ways about it. He was going to get that key.
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A Skyger on the Sofa

The problem was that procuring the key very much depended on Ozzie having a moment to himself in Apartment 2B. This wasn’t normally difficult; Ozzie typically made it home from school before Aunt Temperance finished work. But Aunt Temperance didn’t go to work on Monday. She just stayed in bed, staring at the ceiling.

At first, Ozzie wasn’t too worried—he was used to Aunt Temperance’s moods. He made his own lunch and headed off to school, thinking mostly about the key. When he arrived at home, Aunt Temperance looked like she hadn’t stirred all day. Ozzie made toast and even tried blending vitamin shakes for dinner. Aunt Temperance didn’t eat, though Ozzie couldn’t blame her. The toast was rather burnt, and vitamin shakes were gross to begin with, let alone when Ozzie tried to make them. (As an experiment, he had tried adding marshmallows, the result of which could only be described as a disaster—unless your intention was to invent a new form of glue.)

Ozzie figured Aunt Temperance being shut away in her room was close enough to him having the apartment to himself. Once he could hear his aunt gently snoring, he ninja-ed his way onto the stovetop and attempted to reach the book with the key. Unfortunately, all he managed to do was step on the knob for the burner, turn on the gas, and light his sock on fire.

After that, he knew he needed a better plan.

Tuesday came, and Aunt Temperance stayed in bed. It was the same with Wednesday. On Thursday morning, the phone rang, and Ozzie overheard Aunt Temperance telling her supervisor that she wasn’t sure when she could come in. “Maybe never,” she said. Then she returned to bed and continued staring at the ceiling.

Ozzie began to seriously worry. This was now officially Aunt Temperance’s worst downward spiral, and he didn’t know what to do. He tried calling his parents, but neither of them answered. Too busy enjoying their adventures to pick up the phone, Ozzie thought bitterly. But it didn’t really make a difference; there was no way his parents could come rushing home from their respective corners of the world in time to help, even if they wanted to.

The key, the door, even the mysterious secret faded in importance. All Ozzie could think about was how to get Aunt Temperance on her feet again. He was thinking about her Friday morning while he walked to school. He was thinking about her all through his afternoon math quiz (he scored worse than usual). He was thinking about her when he came home from school and found the door to Apartment 2B standing wide open.

Whoops, Ozzie thought. Aunt Temperance was forever reprimanding him for not closing the door properly. And now he had left it open for the entire day. He wondered if he should confess his blunder. Perhaps he could coax a lecture from her; at least it would prove she had some fight left in her.

But all thoughts of Aunt Temperance instantly evaporated the moment Ozzie entered the living room.

There was a tiger on the sofa.

It was stretched across the cushions like an enormous house cat and, as Ozzie shut the front door, it looked up and smiled at him. At least it seemed to smile. Ozzie wasn’t so sure tigers could smile—though, as he circled around to the front of the sofa, it occurred to him that it probably wasn’t a tiger after all. It did have stripes, a long tail, and a whiskery face. But its fur was blue, and it had curly ears and a pair of wings.

I think they’re wings, anyway, Ozzie thought, because they looked stunted and feeble, like they hadn’t grown properly.

Then the beast opened its gigantic mouth and declared, “You must be Oswald Sparks.”

Ozzie blinked. It was definitely not a tiger. What’s going on in this apartment? he wondered. A lady with an impossibly long neck and a pet mouse was one thing. You could almost believe they came from this world. But an enormous talking cat? No way.

“Oswald?” the definitely-not-a-tiger repeated with a hint of uncertainty.

“Yeah, that’s me,” Ozzie said, before quickly adding, “Actually, most people call me Ozzie.”

“Oh,” the definitely-not-a-tiger said. Then, after seeming to take a moment to think about it, he added, “Most people call me Tug.”

“Are you making fun of me?” Ozzie asked suspiciously.

Tug looked at him rather blankly. Ozzie stared back. For a moment, they sized each other up, and the only sound in the room was that of the sofa groaning beneath the creature’s immense weight.

It was Tug who broke the silence first. “Well, I’m not sure skygers are very good at staring contests,” he announced, blinking his sapphire eyes, then yawning to reveal a turquoise tongue and mouthful of sharp teeth. “Oh, and just to tell you, I’m a skyger. By the way, is your shirt on backward?”

Without taking his eyes from the cat, Ozzie reached down to feel the shirt tag on the inside of his collar. At least it wasn’t inside out.

“Maybe we could be friends,” the skyger purred with a hopeful twitch of his ears.

Ozzie couldn’t remember the last time anyone had made him that kind of offer. His only response was to gape at the cat—which he must have done for a long time, because eventually Tug lowered his head and said, “Oh. I guess you have enough friends already.”

Ozzie snorted. His best friend was his aunt—but that wasn’t exactly the sort of thing you advertised. “Why would you say that?” Ozzie asked.

“You just have that sort of look,” Tug explained. “Anyone who wears his shirt backward probably doesn’t worry about what anyone else thinks. And Lady Zoone says when you don’t care about what anyone thinks, then you’ve really made something of yourself.”

“Who’s Lady Zoone?” Ozzie asked, though he had a sneaking suspicion that she was the owner of a certain hat.

“She’s the stationmaster,” Tug replied. “She runs Zoone.”

Ozzie frowned in confusion. “So . . . is Zoone a place or a person?”

Tug seemed to consider this question for a moment. “It’s both. Zoone Station is named after the wizard who built it, and that’s Zephyrus Zoone, Lady Zoone’s ancestor. She’s the first Zoone to run the station since him. But you would have to ask her about it. Just to tell you, skygers aren’t very good when it comes to history. We’re good at other stuff.”

“Yeah?” Ozzie wondered. “Like what?”

“Well, we can change color, depending on our mood,” Tug boasted. “And we can fly, too. Well, most of us. Not me. I was born with bad wings.”

As a demonstration, he gave his wings a flap, which, despite their stumpy nature, created a gust of wind that was enough to send the nearby lamp toppling against an armchair.

He’s just as clumsy as me, Ozzie thought.

“The Convention of Wizardry is coming to Zoone,” Tug continued. “I’m hoping the wizards can fix my wings. If anyone can, it’s a wizard . . . right?”

Ozzie’s mouth fell open. “I . . . I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’ve never met a wizard.”

“Oh,” Tug said, not
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