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Dumped
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What’s black and white and runs through traffic?

A runaway zebra.

This isn’t a joke—it’s really happening!

I’m waiting at the crosswalk and almost stumble off the curb when black-and-white stripes gallop through a red light. Cars honk, tires screech and someone screams. I jump away from the curb with a gasp.

What’s a zebra doing on Pleasant Street?

“Stop that zorse!” a girl shouts, her pink-streaked hair flying behind her like a tail as she chases after the galloping beast.

I’m not sure if I’m more shocked to see a runaway zebra or to recognize the girl from Helen Corning Middle School. Becca Morales sits in front of me in science so I stare at the back of her head Monday through Friday, quietly wishing she’d turn around to talk to me. I love how the pink streaks shimmer in her black hair so much that once I pink-streaked my golden-brown hair. But no one even noticed.

“Stop that zorse!” Becca shouts again.

I look around, hoping someone will help her. But people are diving off the sidewalk into stores, rushing to safety. The zebra…or zorse…weaves wildly through traffic, skidding to avoid a truck. He whinnies, rears up, and runs toward the sidewalk where I’m standing.

Clutching my backpack with its sweet-smelling bag inside, I think about running for safety too. I could duck into O’Hara Realty or hide behind a large postal box. But when I hear Becca’s panicked shouts, I remember when my pen ran out of ink and she turned around with a generous smile and offered me her glitter-tipped pink pen. And she let me keep it.

I get an idea and quickly unzip my backpack. As I reach inside and grab a paper bag, I hear hooves clattering toward me.

“Stop!” I yell, which really doesn’t do much to slow the zorse.

Becca is yelling too. “Kelsey! Get out of the way!”

I should take cover but instead I stand there, grinning. Becca Morales, the nicest and most liked girl at school, remembers my name. Wow.

The zorse suddenly stops a few feet from me, eyes wide and wild as cars honk and swerve into a jumbled traffic jam. Before he can bolt again, I reach into the paper bag and then plunge into the street with my hand held out to the trembling animal.

“Here, zorsey,” I yell over the commotion, but gentle and soothing, like when our dog, Handsome, used to freak out during storms and hide in the closet. That was before we moved into a no-pets apartment and Handsome moved in with Gran Nola.

“Come and get the yummy treat,” I singsong, hoping the zorse likes my dad’s homemade oatmeal-carrot cookies. Up close to this amazing creature, I admire his long, curly lashes. His eyes are gorgeous! Shiny, black, and intelligent—like if he could talk he’d have fabulous stories to tell.

The zorse blinks at me then looks at the cookies in my palm. He sniffs, lips the cookies, and then my hand is empty. When I look up, Becca is snapping a rope to the zorse’s halter. She leads him off the sidewalk to a secluded corner between two shops, and I follow.

Holding the rope firmly, Becca bends over to catch her breath. She isn’t even sweating. Though I sure am! She looks chic in a leopard-print blouse over boot-cut black jeans. Animal prints are like her trademark, probably because her family lives on an animal sanctuary. Sometimes in class I peek over her shoulder while she’s showing cool animal photos to her friends.

“That was scary!” Becca shudders. “I thought Zed would be roadkill.”

“He’s safe now.” I feed Zed another cookie, his moist lips tickling my palm.

“Luckily no one was hurt. You were really brave,” Becca says gratefully. “Thanks, Kelsey.”

I feel my cheeks go warm. I don’t know what to say. Should I thank her for thanking me? I don’t hang out with other kids much, except my older brother Kyle and my sisters Kenya and Kiana. Being the youngest means shouting to be heard or keeping quiet. I’ve gotten so good at listening that I taught myself to lip-read. But Becca is waiting for me to say something, and for the first time ever, silence feels awkward.

Around us, traffic resumes, although a few drivers slow to stare at us. I mean, it’s not every day you see a zorse in downtown Sun Flower.

I’m curious too and study the bizarre animal. Stockier than a horse, Zed has a shiny black head with a silky dark mane waving down to a black-and-white body and sturdy legs striped like vanilla-licorice candy canes.

“He’s a gorgeous animal,” Becca says, offering me an encouraging smile in the same generous way she once offered me a pink pen.

“What is he?” I ask puzzled. “A zebra or a horse?”

“Both!” Becca laughs and pats Zed fondly on the neck. “This amazing creature is part horse and part zebra. Very rare.”

“Why isn’t he in a zoo?”

“He’s domesticated, not wild.”

“He sure looked wild running through traffic.”

“Yeah.” Becca winces. “He kicks up a fuss when he has to ride in a trailer so I told Mom I’d walk him to the vet. Bad idea. I should have known better than to take him on a major street.”

“You call this street major?” Sun Flower is a suburban town with miles of housing developments but only three blocks residents fondly call “downtown.”

“Any street with noise is major for Zed,” Becca answers. “He spooked when a truck horn blasted. He’s calm now. See how he eats from your hand without biting? He’s such a sweetheart—it’s a crime how he was treated.”

“Crime?” The word piques my interest and makes me think of my bookshelf collection of spy novels and mysteries.

“Most of the animals we care for at Wild Oaks were mistreated. Zed has an interesting history,” Becca says with a mysterious glint in her dark-cocoa eyes. “But there’s no time to tell you. Zed is late for his check-up.”

“I’m late too.” I frown at the paper bag I’m holding.

“For what?”

“Delivering cookies to Veteran’s Hall. My dad volunteers there. Cookies, cakes, breads—you name it, he bakes it.” I don’t add that Dad has lots of time for volunteer work since Café Belmond closed and he lost his job. “Dad asked me to deliver the cookies, only…” I sigh and lift up the half-empty bag. “Zed ate most of them.”

Zed whinnies at the sound of his name and lunges for the bag. I jump back but not fast enough. His large teeth crunch down, snatching the bag out of my hands. Cookies fly like golden Frisbees, one smacking my forehead.

 “NO, ZED!” Becca yanks his rope. The bag rips, cookies spilling to the pavement, crumbling into pieces.

“Drats. Now they’re all gone.” I wipe crumbs from my forehead and stare in dismay at the splattered cookies. “Dad spent hours baking those. I am sooo in trouble when I get home.”

“How much trouble?” Becca bites her lower lip like she really cares. “When I mess up, my parents punish me by taking away my cell phone.”

“Mine won’t do that to me,” I say honestly. As the youngest in a family where money is scarce, I don’t have a cell phone.

“What will they do to you?”

“Give me disgusting chores like scrubbing toilets.” I don’t want to sound pathetic so I add jokingly, “Can I move in with you for a while?”

“Sure, but you’ll have to share a bed with two dogs and a goat. And my goat snores.”

I’m sure she’s joking too, but she doesn’t laugh.

“I’m really sorry, Kelsey.” Becca puts her hand on my shoulder. “I won’t let you get in trouble for something that was my fault. You helped me, so I’ll help you. After I drop Zed off at the vet, I’ll go with you to your house and explain how you rescued Zed and prevented car crashes and probably saved lives too. I’ll say that you don’t deserve to be punished—you deserve a medal for bravery.”

I laugh. “My parents won’t believe you…but it might help.”

So I go with her.

Zed follows nicely, no more escape attempts.

We walk a few blocks, then Becca gasps and stops abruptly like she’s slammed into an invisible wall.

“Don’t let him see me!” Becca spins around and ducks behind Zed.

“Who?” I follow her gaze but don’t see anyone until a red flash catches my eye. A boy with a fiery red ponytail stands by a corner, his hands in the pockets of his baggy jeans. I’d recognize that blazing-red-means-trouble hair anywhere—and I duck behind the zorse too.

Burton Skeet is a popular kid with a pretty face but ugly attitude. Girls seem to like him, which puzzles me because he’s pure meanness. I’ve seen him cram small kids into lockers or toss them into basketball hoops. Since I’m on the short side, I stay out of his way. But I heard he has a major crush on Becca, so why is she avoiding him?

 “We’re taking a short cut!” Becca yanks my arm and Zed’s rope toward an alley.

“Why? I thought you and Skeet were friends.”

“He thinks so.” She swerves around a decaying car tire. “Can we not talk about him, please?”

I nod. Not talking is easy. Cutting through the alley is hard—especially if you have a nose and can smell the stinky sewage and rotting food. I don’t complain, though, because my brain buzzes with questions. Why is Becca avoiding Skeet? Does she really share a room with a snoring goat? And what is Zed’s mysterious history?

We’re almost through the alley, which is a relief. The smell alone is enough to knock over a herd of zorses. And it’s worse as we near a huge metal dumpster surrounded by gross litter. Are those white sticks actually bones?

Becca doesn’t seem to mind though she carefully steps over the bones. Zed’s hooves clatter, echoing off the tall buildings on each side of us. I hurry to keep up until I hear a cry from inside the dumpster.

I stop to listen. Nothing…Wait…what was that? Shutting out sounds of Becca, Zed, and nearby traffic, I focus my hearing like it’s my secret weapon. There it is again—faint crying sounds. Definitely coming from the dumpster. Something alive. A homeless person? Rats? (I imagine blood-thirsty, fanged monster rats.) Shivers crawl up my skin. I am so out of here.

I turn to run fast and far from this creepy alley but I only get a few feet before I stop again. I clearly hear mewing. Not just one mew but a chorus of shrill, scared mews—trapped inside the dumpster.

Kittens.


- Chapter 2 -

Alley Cats
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“Becca!” I shout as I run toward the sound of crying kittens.

“What?” she calls from farther down the alley.

“Get over here! Now!”

My heart is racing faster than my feet as I approach the dumpster. It’s almost as tall as me. (Which isn’t saying much since I’m not quite five feet.) I hear footsteps and hooves coming closer. But I don’t wait for Becca because the kittens are mewing desperately. They need help now.

Broken glass crunches under my sneakers as I lean against the dumpster, grabbing the lid with both hands. I summon all my strength and push up. But the metal lid is so heavy and I’m not strong enough.

 “What are you doing?” Becca ties Zed’s rope to a pipe sticking out from a building and hurries over to me.

“Help me lift the lid!”

“Are you nuts? Why would anyone want to get inside that stinky thing?”

“To rescue the kittens trapped in there!” I shove harder but it’s like I’m an ant trying to lift a truck. The lid won’t budge.

“Kittens?” Becca tosses her tangled dark curls from her eyes as she stares in horror at the dumpster.

“I hear them mewing!” I cry. “Help me get them out!”

Together we heave and shove at the lid. The left side lifts an inch but the right side has a smashed-in corner and won’t budge. Still, we keep trying, all the time my heart breaking at the sound of kitten cries. Can they breathe? Are they smothering in garbage? Are they injured? And the biggest question—who could be so cruel to dump kittens in the garbage?

“We’re not strong enough,” Becca says, wincing as she examines her scraped palms.

“They’ll die if we don’t free them! We can’t give up!”

 “Did I say I was giving up? No way.” Becca purses her plum-frosted lips in determination. “But we need help.”

I look up and down the alley and shake my head. “There’s no one here to help.”

“But there’s a basketball court around the corner where some hoop players I know practice most Saturdays. If we’re lucky they’ll all be there and we’ll have a whole team to help.”

Of course jocks would want to help Becca. She has a smile that makes you feel good inside, and people just naturally like her. I’m not unpopular—not like Greta Ying who has a short fuse and gets into fights or geeky Leo Polanski who mumbles to himself and writes on a tablet while he eats lunch alone. Kids just don’t notice me, which is a good thing since I want to be a spy someday.

“Stay here with Zed,” Becca says as she turns to leave. “I’ll bring back some muscle.”

It’s creepy being alone in a shadowy alley but I’m more afraid for the poor trapped kittens. Their tiny mews break my heart yet give me hope. They’re still alive…for now. Is it my imagination or have their mews grown softer?

 “Stay strong, little ones,” I whisper into the cracked-open corner of the dumpster lid. “Don’t worry. Everything will be okay.”

That’s what Dad said to us after he lost his job. “Everything will be okay.” Only everything sucked. We lost our wonderful two-story house with the half-acre backyard. A new family lives there now. I rode past on my bike once and saw a smiling mother beneath my favorite oak tree, pushing a toddler in my rope-swing. I haven’t ridden past there again.

But the worst was giving up our dog. I call Handsome a “Golden Whip” since he’s a golden retriever–whippet mix. He’s so high energy he’d ping off the walls if our apartment allowed pets. Still, the no-pets rule really sucks. Sure, I can still see Handsome when I visit Gran Nola, but it’s not the same. I miss his warm body curled up against me at night and his sweet doggie kisses.

Ever since the move I’ve been troubled by reoccurring dreams. You’d think I’d dream about Handsome coming back to us. But no, these dreams are all about cats. A crying cat in the night wakes me, so I climb out of bed to look out the window. Yellow-gold eyes stare at me through the glass—a skinny stray cat with fluffy honey-orange fur. His long whiskers tickle as I carry him into my room. I give him food. I let him sleep on a pillow on my bed. And when I cuddle him, he purrs contentedly. In my dream my parents are more understanding than in real life and they let me keep him. He’ll be my cat forever and sleep with me every night. Then my door opens and the apartment manager, a sorrow-eyed widow named Mrs. Bledsoe, snatches the cat from my arms. I run after her, crying for my cat…and that’s usually when I wake up.

But my dreams never included a filthy, littered, stinky alley. I hear a whinny and go over to Zed and pet him and tell him to be patient. Then I return to the dumpster and try pushing the lid again. I take a break to catch my breath, listening for more mewing. The dumpster is deathly quiet. No rustling. No mews. Silence.

“Please be alive,” I whisper into the small crack.

It seems like hours but it’s probably only ten minutes before Becca returns. I see someone hurrying behind her and my heart soars with hope—until I recognize the guy. Not a tall, muscular basketball player. The total opposite.

OMG! Leo Polanski?

Why in the world would Becca bring him for heavy lifting? He’s almost as short as me and tapping on a tablet seems to be his only sport.

“Look who I found, Kelsey,” Becca says, like she’s delivering a present all wrapped and shiny with ribbons.

I don’t know what to say. Leo seems nice enough, but he’s useless. He’s not even wearing normal clothes. I mean, who wears formal slacks with a black vest over a white long-sleeved buttoned shirt on a Saturday morning?

“Um…hi, Leo,” I say with zero enthusiasm.

“Wow. You know my name!” His huge grin is a little lopsided but kind of sweet in an eager-puppy way.

I glance away guiltily. I only know his name because I’ve overheard kids mocking him with mean names. Loser Leo and Leo-Nerdo. I don’t want to be a mean kid even in my thoughts. But I can’t help feeling disappointed. We need someone with the strength of a super hero, not a wimpy sidekick.

“Leo knows how to get the kittens out,” Becca says confidently.

I’m doubtful but with three of us pushing we have a better chance of opening the lid. I ignore the stinging pain in my palms and resume the lifting position.

But Leo comes over and nudges me out of the way. “According to my calculations, you’re doing it all wrong,” he says.

“Oh?” I lift my brows, annoyed. “I suppose you can open it all by yourself.”

“Actually, I can,” he says matter-of-factly. “If you’ll move aside…”

How quickly the eager puppy turns into a bossy bulldog! His tablet sticks up from his back pocket, and I remember all the times I felt sorry for him, mumbling and tapping alone during lunch. I even considered sitting with him, asking what he’s writing. But I no longer feel guilty for ignoring him. He’s the rudest guy I’ve ever met, bossing me around while those poor kittens are running out of time.

“Let’s all push together,” I say stubbornly. “You’re not strong enough.”

“I’m strong of mind if not body.”

“It’ll take brawn, not brains, to un-jam that stuck corner.” I point to the lid.

“Criticizing me is counteractive.” Leo frowns. “I figured you were the quiet type, but clearly you talk too much. You’re wasting my time.”

 “Wasting your time!” My hands clench into fists that would love to smack the know-it-all look off his face.

“Kelsey, give him a chance.” Becca hurries over and whispers in my ear. “He was the only one at the basketball court. He wasn’t even playing—just tapping on his tablet. He wants to help so let him.”

Wanting and actually doing aren’t the same thing. But I won’t argue with Becca. After Leo fails miserably I’ll go find a guy with muscles.

I expect Leo to try to lift the lid like we did. But he paces back and forth, tilting his blond head and rubbing his chin like he’s concentrating hard or hoping for chin hair. He steps away from the dumpster, bends down, and sorts through random trash. He picks up bones (chicken? steak? human?) and tosses them down, the sound brittle and sharp, startling Zed.

“Why are you playing with bones instead of freeing the kittens?” I demand.

“Playing?” He huffs indignantly. “I’ve evaluated the situation and am now proceeding toward a solution which requires a sturdy wedge to prop open this corner.” He gestures to the unjammed side of the lid then shoves in a small piece of wood.

 “We already tried to push that corner. It’s the other side that’s stuck. It’ll take someone really strong to lift it.” My tone clearly says, “Not you.”

He glares at me then stomps across the alley to sort through a pile of rusty metal pipes. He chooses a long pipe, wielding it like he’s pretending to be a knight in a role playing game. Seriously? Kittens may be dying and he’s larping?

I’ve had enough of Leo’s weirdness and turn to Becca. “Come on, we have to find someone who—”

A sharp metallic sound stops me. I whirl around to see Leo aim the long steel pipe at the un-jammed corner of the dumpster lid. He shoves the front of the pipe into the small opening, metal grinding, so that the end of the pipe sticks up into the air over Leo’s head. Stepping back, Leo reaches high with both hands to grasp the end of the pipe. He pulls down hard with all his body weight, his feet lifting off the ground. The dumpster makes a grinding sound. Then, astonishingly, the lid pops open.

“Basic physics,” Leo says, pulling out a handkerchief from his vest pocket and wiping his hands. “No brawn required.”

“You did it!” Becca jumps excitedly.

 “It was a simple matter of leverage.” Leo looks directly at me. “I’m used to being underestimated.”

“I’ve never been so glad to be wrong in my life,” I admit, rushing over to the dumpster.

My heart thumps as I peer into the smelly pit of discarded food, papers, cartons, clothes, and plastic bags. No kittens. But they have to be here! I carefully lift gross stuff, searching desperately. Becca and Leo search too. I focus all my energy on listening, praying for a whisper of kitten mews.

Then I hear something. It’s so faint, so feeble, that I think I’m imagining the sound. But then I hear it again.

“Over there!” I shout, pointing to a back corner of the dumpster.

Leo, in his nice slacks and vest, grips the edge of the dumpster and pulls himself up and then balances on his stomach, reaching over to pull out the wiggling plastic bag. He carries the bag to the ground and gently rips it open.

Tiny balls of fur peek out.

Three kitties…alive!


- Chapter 3 -

Mews and Clues
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I’m overwhelmed with joy, relief, and love. But I’m angry too—at the horrible person who trapped helpless kittens in a plastic bag then dumped them like trash.

I reach for the orange kitty just as Becca scoops up the black kitten and Leo goes for the calico.

“Most calico cats are females, you know,” Leo says matter-of-factly but his expression is all mushy with kitty love as he cuddles the kitten.

“Mine is midnight black except for white feet like snowy boots. And it’s a”—Becca lifts up the kitten’s tail—“a male.”

“Kelsey’s kitten is male too,” Leo adds without even looking.

 “How do you know?” I ask.

“The color of a cat’s coat is determined by genes in the X chromosome. Only one in twenty-seven orange cats are female.”

I check my kitten then grin smugly. “Not a male. Guess mine is a special one.”

“All the kittens are special,” Becca says, quickly stepping in between us. “My little guy is so tiny he fits inside my hand. He’s not skinny so they haven’t been away from their mother long.”

“How old do you think they are?” I ask.

“Not very old.” When Becca bends closer to study the kitten, it paws at her dangling black curls. “About five weeks.”

“I wonder what happened to their mother,” I say, petting the orange kitten.

Leo shakes his head. “Nothing good.”

“Yeah.” Becca blows out a heavy sigh. “At least the kittens are safe.”

Safe, I think gratefully, tickling behind the kitten’s furry orange ears. I love how soft and perfect she feels in my hands; like she’s meant to be there. Purring, she rubs her silky fur against my fingers. I get this strange feeling because holding an orange kitty reminds me of my cat dream. Though this kitten isn’t as fluffy and she has a stubby tail.

If only I could keep her…

Swallowing hard, I look at Becca. “Our apartment doesn’t allow pets. But you live on an animal sanctuary so you can take them home.”

I’m surprised when she shakes her head. “Mom says no more animals—especially cats since we’re already fostering six.”

“I’m only allowed to have fish,” Leo adds, frowning. “My father suffers from pet allergies.”

“Drats. There’s nowhere else for them to go—except the county shelter,” I say sadly. “At least the shelter will find them good homes.”

“Um…that won’t work.” Becca shifts uneasily. “Mom volunteers for the Humane Society and says all the shelter cages are full and they’re low on funds. If animals aren’t adopted quickly, it’s a death sentence.”

“No!” I cry, hugging the kitten closer. “I won’t let my kitten die!”

“Me neither,” Leo says firmly.

Becca nods, close to tears.

We share a worried look as we each hold a kitten. We don’t know each other well, and we’re very different, but I know we’re all thinking the same thing. We have to save our kittens.

After a long silence Becca snaps her fingers. “I have an idea.”

“What?” Leo and I ask eagerly.

“The Humane Society Fund-Raiser Fair is next month. It’s fun and helps shelter animals get adopted. Afterward we’ll have room for more animals at Wild Oaks and I know Mom will let me foster the kittens. We just have to find a safe place for them until the fund-raiser.”

“What kind of safe place?” Leo asks, rubbing his chin.

“Well…” Becca hesitates, looking hopefully at us. “If you don’t mind mucking through mud and scratchy weeds, I know a place.”

“Bring on the mud,” I say.

“Weeds can’t stop me.” Leo whips his hand like he’s slicing through a jungle. “Where is it?”

“In the woods at the back of our property, there’s an old shack—we call it the Skunk Shack because it used to quarantine sick or smelly animals. But it’s been abandoned forever.” She bites her lower lip, gazing down at the kitten she’s cuddling. “So what do you think?”

 “Sounds great! I won’t worry about the kittens if they’re with you.” I smile but inside I’m sad because I don’t want to give up my adorable orange honey. Honey, that’s what I’d name her if I could keep her. It’s only been a few minutes since we met, but I’m completely, totally in love.

Leo is nodding too, but he looks just as sad as I feel. It must be hard to have a parent allergic to animals. At least I can hope to move to a house again where I can have pets. But poor Leo is stuck without pets until he’s an adult. And I can tell he’s in love with his calico too.

“But I can’t do it alone,” Becca says firmly. “I need you both to help. You can start by taking the kittens to the Skunk Shack while I take Zed to the vet. Then I’ll join you there.”

I don’t remind her that she offered to come to my house and explain how Zed ate Dad’s missing cookies. Getting the kittens to a safe place is more important. I don’t mind scrubbing toilets much anyway.

“There’s a back gate so you can come and go without anyone knowing,” Becca adds. “We’ll have to clean the Skunk Shack and make a feeding schedule. And we’ll need kitten supplies, so we’ll need to figure out expenses. Are you okay with that?”

I nod, willing to do anything for the kittens.

Becca and I turn to Leo, waiting for his answer. He’s tilting his blond head, looking serious, and I think he’s going to refuse. But again I’m wrong about him.

“Great plan. But I want to do more,” he finally says. “First I need to tell you something I’ve never told anyone else. My therapist says I need to work on my social skills, that I spend too much time sketching robot designs. I understand electronic components, wires, connectors, and motors better than people. Most kids think I’m weird or a loser.”

Becca and I share a guilty look.

“I’ve tried to do normal things like play soccer and baseball but I don’t work well in groups,” Leo admits, stroking his kitten’s tummy. “My team ends up hating me. But there’s one thing I’ve always wanted.”

“What?” Becca and I ask at the same time.

“To belong to a club,” he says. “Only nothing interested me—until now. What we’re doing here is important. We have all the elements for a club. A goal to help these kittens, three members, and a secret clubhouse.”

“I guess we do,” Becca says, smiling. “A cat rescue club.”

 “We’ll need a better club name—but I’ll work on it,” Leo says.

“A club would be cool,” I agree. I pause as something occurs to me. “But our goal shouldn’t only be to help our kittens.”

“What do you mean?” Becca arches a dark brow curiously.

“I want to find the monster that left these kittens in a dumpster to die. And I already have my first clue.” I reach for the plastic bag the kittens were trapped inside. I’d noticed something when Leo ripped into the bag. I dig inside the bag and pull out a crumpled slip of paper. “A store receipt.”

Leo bends over for a closer look. “It’s from Dalton’s Pet Supply for $28.27 dated two days ago.”

“Dumping animals is cruel and illegal.” I grit my teeth with determination. “I’m going to track down the horrible person who tried to kill these sweet kittens.”

“Me too,” Leo says.

“Me three.” Becca grins. “We’re in a club now. Let’s solve this mystery. Together.”


- Chapter 4 -

Shack Attack
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While Becca takes Zed to his late vet appointment, Leo and I head for the Skunk Shack.

“Are you sure you know the way?” I ask Leo, who is holding the map Becca sketched for us. He’s taken the lead like he knows exactly where we’re going—which I seriously doubt.

“Trust me—I’ll get us there. I don’t even need this.” He folds Becca’s map into a perfect square and tucks it into his pocket.

“Why’d you do that? We’ll never find the shack without a map.”

“This is more precise.” He whips a cell phone from his pocket. It looks like the latest model, sleek, silver, and small. I’m a little envious—but I don’t tell Leo.

I shrug like a fancy phone is no big deal. “Calling someone for directions?”

“Not necessary.” He taps a few buttons and a map flashes onto the tiny screen. “The red dot is our location and the blue dot is our destination.”

I squint at the flashing dots. “It doesn’t look too far.”

“According to my calculations, it’s one point six miles.”

“Huh?” I blink. “You mean like almost two miles?”

“Almost is not a unit of distance. And it’s closer to a mile and a half.”

I sigh. I can deal with the long walk, but can I deal with Leo and his annoying calculations? Doubtful.

Still, I follow.

While Leo navigates with his phone, I carry the kittens in a sports cap from my backpack. Our tiny fur babies are so cute curled together.

Funny how I already think of the kittens as ours. Leo’s curious green-eyed calico mews a lot; Becca’s sweet black kitten sleeps peacefully; and my darling orange Honey stares up at me with trusting golden-eyes, purring like she knows I’ll keep her safe.

We turn on Wild Road, leaving behind city lights and traffic. Hills roll and curve and rise into towering trees. I inhale the woodsy scent of pines, enjoying the sound of wind whooshing through branches. But after about a mile of climbing uphill, I’m breathing hard and the wind stings my face.

Finally Leo stops in front of a metal gate. “We’re here!” he announces.

I look past the gate into a shadowy forest then point to a sign fixed on the gate. “No trespassing,” I read. An ominous shiver zaps me.

“Becca invited us, so we aren’t trespassers. See, the gate isn’t even locked.” Leo lifts a latch and gestures for me to follow him through the gate.

I hesitate, staring into a murky maze of trees. I don’t see any roads or buildings. What if we run into a bear or a mountain lion? What if we get lost and never find our way out? My stomach jumps nervously. I’m not so sure this is a good idea. But I remind myself I’m doing this for the kittens.

The gate clangs shut behind us.

Leo strides ahead, navigating with the compass app on his phone. He pushes through bushes until he finds a trail winding along a narrow stream. Although it hasn’t rained in a week, the grass is damp and my sneakers slosh in muddy weeds. Prickly bushes snag my hair and clothes as we walk deeper into the woods. The ground dips then rises, and I stumble over a rotting log.

“Leo!” I cry out as the cap flies from my hands.

Quick as a breath, Leo lunges and catches the cap of kittens.

I’m not so lucky though and land smack on muddy ground. My knee stings where there’s now a hole in my favorite pair of jeans. I try to stand but slip and slide into the mud.

“You could offer to help.” I hold up a mudsplattered hand.

“I am helping. I saved the kittens.” Leo looks at me critically. “You’re too messy to touch the kittens so I’ll carry them to the shack.”

“Thanks,” I say, but he totally misses my sarcasm. I glare at him as I push myself out of the mud.

He takes off in the lead again, his phone app guiding the way. We’re so deep in the woods now that trees form a leafy umbrella shutting out the sky. I tense whenever I hear rustling or fluttering in the bushes. Are wild animals lurking, ready to attack? When we step out of the trees into a marshy meadow of waving green grass, I’m so relieved.

 “According to my calculations, the shack should be here,” Leo says, gesturing to the meadow.

I shake my head. “Well, it’s not.”

He scrunches his forehead as he looks down at his phone. “The directional app can’t be wrong.”

“Guess it wasn’t precise enough.” With a roll of my eyes, I pluck Becca’s map from his pocket. “I prefer a real map.”

“Those scribbles won’t help,” Leo scoffs.

I unfold the map. The symbols and directions are like clues and I’m good at figuring out clues in mystery novels. I trace my finger along a line. That’s the road we walked on. My finger trails to a tiny square—the gate with the no-trespassing sign. The squiggly lines must be the meadow where we’re standing right now. But what do the triangle, circle, and letter Y mean? Maybe the circle is the small pond across the meadow. Beyond it is a pointy rock—like a triangle. Above the rock is a Y-shaped tree. I stare past the tree into dense brush and see a glassy glint. A window!

With a triumphant grin, I lead smarty-pants Leo to the Skunk Shack.
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The shack is covered in vines, cobwebs, and bird droppings. And it stinks.

Apparently the roof is a favorite roosting spot for birds. I step in white goo and scuff my shoe to get it off but it only smears. Yuck.

Leo sets down the sleeping kittens, carefully placing his jacket around the cap so they’ll stay warm. He rolls up his white shirt sleeves and we get to work tackling the vines. It’s like a game of tug of war. Team Kittens against the Sticky Vines. It’s a tough battle but ultimately Team Kittens triumphs.

We rip off the vines, yank the door open—and fluttering wings whoosh out of the shack.

Shrieking, I stumble backward. I wave my hands over my head to ward off bird bombs. But the birds have all flown away.

Cautiously, I take a step into the shack.

“Ewww!” There’s broken furniture, gooey messes across a dirty floor, and feathers everywhere—even in the cobwebs. “It’s filthy!”

“It’s perfect,” Leo says, smiling.

“Perfect for birds,” I retort.

“Perfect for a clubhouse.”

I plug my nose. “I’ve never seen so much bird poop and cobwebs.”

 “It just needs a little cleaning,” he insists.

“A little!” I shake my head, so disappointed I could cry. I’d been excited about having a secret place to keep our kittens. But this shack is a shambles of feathers, filth, and bird goo. We can’t leave the kittens here.

Leo just grins wider. “You should see our house—it’s all white. Walls, carpets, even the furniture. If I sneeze, Mom sprays disinfectant all over—even on me. She never lets me get dirty. Fixing up this shack is going to be fun.”

I open my mouth to tell him what I think of his idea of fun when a branch snaps outside the shack.

“What was that?” I whisper.

“Don’t know,” Leo whispers back.

Another branch snaps—closer this time.

We stare past the open door. His eyes are wide, and I’m sure mine are even wider.

Something is out there.

Something big enough to snap branches.

What if it’s a coyote, a cougar, or a bear?

I lunge forward to slam the door—but stop as a terrible thought hits me.

The kittens are still outside.


- Chapter 5 -

The Zorse’s Tale
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Before I can say anything to Leo, I hear a shout.

“Kelsey! Leo! Where are you?”

I jerk open the door and run outside. “Becca!” I exclaim.

I’m so relieved to see her instead of a kid-hungry bear that I want to hug her. But her arms are full as she lifts a huge cardboard box from a red wagon.

“Whew!” Becca sets the box down in front of the shack and wipes sweat from her brow. “My house isn’t far—just over that hill—but pulling a wagon made it feel like miles.” She reaches for her sleepy black kitten. “Why’d you leave the kittens out here?”

 “The shack is creepy,” I say with a shudder.

“Ignore the scaredy-cat—and I don’t mean the kittens.” Leo scoops up his calico. “There’s nothing wrong with the shack. It’s perfect for a clubhouse.”

“It’s stinky and gross.” I pluck a feather off my shoe.

“Cleaning will fix it up,” Leo insists.

“I love your positive attitude, Leo,” Becca says, smiling.

Does that mean she thinks I have a bad attitude? Suddenly it feels like Leo and I are in a competition for Becca’s approval. And he’s winning. So even though I’m covered in mud and bird poop, I force a smile. “I guess it’s not that bad. I mean, it is a cool shack…or it will be when it’s clean.”

“Just what I hoped you would say.” Becca gestures to the huge box. “Look what I brought.”

Inside the box are a broom and a mop. I never knew I could be so excited by cleaning supplies. But I’m even more excited by what I find at the bottom of the box.

“Yay! Cat food!” I lift up a flat of cans. “And litter, a litter box, and an adorable fuzzy kitty bed. Becca, how did you get it all?”

 “From my cousin Danielle—she’s a vet tech.”

“You told her about our kittens?” Leo looks shocked.

“I only told her I needed kitten supplies for a secret project. I didn’t say anything about our club. She’s cool and didn’t ask questions. She went to a storage room and gave me all the cat supplies.” Becca gestures to the box. “Vets get lots of free samples. Then Danielle drove me and Zed home—where I got all the cleaning stuff. Can you both stay to help clean the shack?”

“Sure,” I answer. My parents will think I went to the library after I dropped off the cookies…which I didn’t do. But I’ll deal with that problem when I get home.

“I can stay all day,” Leo adds, petting the calico kitten curled in his arms. “My parents work late, even on weekends.”

“So let’s get started. Lunch first—for the kitties.” Becca pops open a tin of cat food. “I hope they’re weaned or we’ll have to bottle-feed.”

Honey leaps to the opened can and the other kittens scamper to join her. “They definitely know how to eat,” I say. “Cute little chowhounds.”

“Cats are not hounds,” Leo objects.

Becca and I just laugh.

Then we get busy fixing up the shack.

I sweep away trash until my arms feel like they’ll fall off. Becca scrubs the only window. Leo salvages the best pieces of furniture. There are four chairs (one is missing a leg); a banged-up wood table; a cabinet with a door that won’t close; and a grandfather clock that looks older than my actual grandfather with more broken parts than working ones.

“What’s a giant clock doing in an old shack?” I ask Becca.

“Don’t know.” She shrugs. “It was here when we bought the property. My parents thought someone would come back for it only no one ever did so they left it here.”

Another puzzle for me to solve, I think. That makes three mysteries:

How did the zorse end up on Wild Oaks Animal Sanctuary?

Why was the grandfather clock left in the shack?

Who tossed the kittens into the dumpster?

Naturally Leo, the robot-gadget geek, falls in love with the clock. But we forbid him to touch it until we’re done cleaning.

An hour later, the shack is transformed. No dirt or feathers or cobwebs. And the window is so clear it’s almost invisible, like I could reach my hand through it and grab a pine branch.

We’re filthy and exhausted but grinning. Working hard never felt so good.

“Here’s our reward,” Becca announces, grabbing a bag I hadn’t noticed from her box. She lifts out chips and drinks, and we sit in now-clean chairs at the slanted table.

This is my chance to get some answers.

“So what’s the story with Zed?” I ask, my chair wobbling a little as I lean toward Becca. “You said he had an interesting past.”

“He sure does!” Becca rips open the bag of corn chips, her dark eyes shining. “Most animals come to Wild Oaks Animal Sanctuary because they’ve been mistreated. Starved, beaten, abandoned…it’s always heartbreaking.” She pauses to crunch a chip. “A few months ago we started hearing stories of zebra sightings in the woods.”

“He’s a zorse, not a zebra,” Leo points out with a wag of his finger.

“No one could get close enough to know what he was,” Becca says. “A hiker took a photo of him grazing with wild deer but the photo wasn’t very clear. Still, you could tell he was injured—ugly gashes and dried blood all over.”

“Oh, that’s terrible.” Frowning, I set down my cherry juice pouch.

“Terribly terrible.” Becca sighs. “When Mom saw the photo, she checked with zoos in the area, but none were missing a zebra. Mom studied the photo and guessed he was a crossbreed. She also guessed he was someone’s pet because he was wearing a fly mask. Still, she couldn’t find any missing pet reports for a zebroid.”

“Zee-what?” I knit my brows.

“I can answer this,” Leo says with a knowing lift of his chin. “A zebroid is the offspring of a zebra or other equine, such as a donkey or mule—more commonly known as zedonk, zonkey, zorse, or zebrule.”

“Exactly.” Becca smiles at him. “Mom went into rescue mode, coming up with a plan to catch Zed. She formed a team of volunteers and they set up a camouflaged corral, not much bigger than this.” She gestures around the clean shack. “They placed a bucket of oats to lure Zed inside the corral then propped open the gate. Mom and her team hid close by, waiting.”

 “Like spies on a stakeout,” I say. One of my biggest dreams is to be part of a for-real stakeout.

Becca nods. “They waited for hours and almost quit—then Zed appeared. He sniffed the air like he was suspicious but was too hungry to resist yummy oats. Once Zed entered the corral, the team trapped him inside, quick as a leap. They thought he’d be wild because zorses have personalities more like zebras than tame horses. But then he walked right up to Mom and nuzzled her, tame as a kitten.” Becca kisses her purring black kitten. “Zed was in bad shape, though, thin and scarred like he’d been beaten, so it took weeks to get him healthy.”

“He looked healthy enough galloping through traffic,” I say.

“Traffic?” Leo tilts his head.

“Zed freaked out and ran into traffic this morning,” Becca explains, “but Kelsey rushed to the rescue. Like a real hero.”

“Hero?” Leo glances at me doubtfully. “Her?”

“Kelsey captured Zed by bribing him with cookies—which was brilliant!” Becca shines her smile on me, and it feels great. “I was afraid Zed would cause an accident or get run over. He’s such a sweetie I wish I could keep him—but then I always feel that way about the animals we foster. Well, except for the alligator.”

“You have an alligator?” Leo perks up. “Cool!”

“Not so cool when he tries to chomp off your hand.” Red, blue, and purple rings glitter as Becca wiggles her fingers. “Luckily I have quick reflexes.”

I nod but my thoughts are still on Zed and his mysterious past. “What will happen to Zed now?” I ask.

“We’ll foster him until his owners show up.”

I frown. “But what if his owners are the ones who hurt him?”

“Without proof of abuse, they’ll get him back.” Becca crumples the chip bag, tosses it at the trash, but misses, and it bounces onto the floor.

“That’s just wrong,” I say, picking up the crumpled bag and tossing it into the trash. “He belongs with someone who loves him.”

“He’ll stay with us until someone claims him—and that could be weeks, months, or longer. No one has responded to the flyers we posted.”

“Is that one of the flyers?” Leo asks, pointing to a rolled-up piece of paper poking out from Becca’s jeans pocket.

 “No, this one is about a lost dog. Officer Skeet, the animal control officer, had a flyer for a missing labradoodle when he stopped by the vet while I was there.”

Becca unfolds the paper for us to read.

MISSING LABRADOODLE

Last seen on March 14

near Pleasant and Trent.

Jasper is male, caramel-colored,

three years old, wearing a blue collar.

If found, call 555-2929.

REWARD: $100.

“Poor Jasper,” I say. My heart aches for my own dog. At least I can see Handsome when I visit Gran. Jasper’s owner may never see him again.

“Officer Skeet asked me to tell all my friends to look for him,” Becca adds.

“I will,” I say then jump with a jolt as the name “Skeet” clicks in my head. “Wait a minute. Is Officer Skeet related to Burton Skeet?”

“Um…yeah.” Becca doesn’t meet my gaze, tracing her finger across a stain on the table. “He’s Skeet’s uncle.”

Leo smashes his juice pouch in his hands. “Is he a jerk like Skeet?”

“No—he’s super nice and helps lots of animals,” Becca adds. “He likes to entertain kids at the hospital by dressing up in fun costumes. Last week he climbed into a well to rescue some baby ducks. Besides, Burt—I mean—Skeet is okay, I mean, he’s not bad if you get to know him.” Becca glances down so that her hair falls forward and her pink streak brushes her cheek. Is she blushing? Does that mean she actually likes Skeet? Yuck.

I say nothing because nothing is the nicest thing I can say about Skeet.

Leo goes silent too, staring out the window. Is he remembering the time Skeet crammed him in a locker and bounced a basketball off the locker door? Or when Skeet tossed Leo’s gym clothes into the girls’ bathroom?

The clubhouse that is supposed to unite us suddenly seems cramped. The only sounds are the kittens clawing each other playfully in their fuzzy kitty bed and Becca drumming her fingers on the table.

Abruptly, Leo stands and brushes dirt off his vest. “I have an important announcement.”

Uh-oh, I think. There’s no guessing what Leo will say.

Becca looks uneasy too. “About what?” she asks.

“A serious matter.” Leo lifts his shoulders as if carrying a heavy weight of responsibility. “Our club name.”

“Great!” Becca smiles. “What?”

“Autonomous Warriors for Felis Catus Silvestris.”

Becca’s smile fades. “Huh?”

“It’s a fitting name for a secret club to protect kittens. Bonus feature—we can each choose a secret robotic name. Mine is Lifelike Electronic Organism Programmed for Observation and Logical Destruction. Get it? It’s an acronym for me—L-E-O-P-O-L-D?”

I fold my arms over my chest. “We are not robotic warriors.”

“Kelsey’s right. It’s nice of you to come up with a club name but—” Becca pauses, biting her lip. “Sorry, but it’s…um…too complicated.”

Leo slumps in his chair. “You don’t like it?”

“I don’t even know what it means,” Becca admits.

“But your cousin is a vet tech and your mother rescues animals,” he points out. “Surely you recognize the scientific name for cat?”

 “Why not just say cat?” Becca’s tone is gentle like she’s trying really hard not to hurt Leo’s feelings. “A club for helping animals needs a short name that represents each of us.”

“A valid point.” Leo taps his chin thoughtfully. “In that case, I propose we combine words to define ourselves. Each of us will choose one word.”

“Oh, I like that. And so does Chris—that’s what I’m calling my kitten. It’s after the famous designer Christian Dior, who started a movement in the ’50s for leopard-print fabrics,” Becca adds, smoothing her hand across her yellow-and-black spotted shirt. “We wouldn’t be in this clubhouse if not for our kittens. So my word is ‘cat.’”

“Curious,” Leo says.

“What’s curious?” I ask.

“It’s my word. Curiosity is the spark that inspires questions, and questions lead to discoveries, and discoveries can change the world.”

“Perfect.” Becca smiles. “So we have Curious Cat…and what else?”

Becca and Leo turn to me. But I have no clue what to say. I like cats—only Becca already took that word. Curious would have worked too. What else is there? I’m just an ordinary girl with ordinary interests like board games, bike riding, animals, reading, and puzzles. The only thing unusual about me is the backpack hidden on the top shelf of my closet. I created it after reading Harriet the Spy.

“Spy,” I say before I lose my courage. “That’s my word.”

They don’t laugh or tell me I’m silly. I let out the breath I’ve been holding.

“It’s unanimous.” Leo dramatically taps a drumroll on the table with his fingers. “Our club name is Curious Cat Spy Club.”

“CCSC for short,” Becca adds.

I nod, solemnly gazing down at our kittens. They would have died if Becca, Leo, and I hadn’t worked together. We’re so different. Becca is outgoing, I’m quiet. And Leo…well, Leo is a challenge. Kids at school would never expect us to be friends but here in our clubhouse we’re united. And it’s a great feeling.

Leo says we need to make a cat care schedule. Becca volunteers for morning and night shifts since she lives closest. I’ll bike over after school (if I’m not grounded for losing Dad’s cookies). Leo says he can come after school except on Tuesdays and Thursdays when he has flute and fencing lessons. We also agree to keep the kittens a secret—which means keeping our friendship a secret too.

Becca comes up with a secret hand-bump: we bump knuckles twice with our fingers curved like a C then trace an S in the air.

“I’ll create a secret code and language,” Leo offers.

“And I’m the clue holder.” I wave the Dalton’s Pet Supply receipt from the plastic bag. “This clue may lead us to the villain who dumped our kittens in the trash. We have to check this out soon.”

“Tomorrow works for me,” Becca says.

Leo nods. “Me too—after we feed the kittens.”

We hand-bump on it.

We have a club name, a clubhouse, a clue, and our first mission—track down the cat dumper.


- Chapter 6 -

Kelsey the Spy
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“Where were you?” Mom asks when I get home, her gaze sweeping over the dried mud and bird poop on my ripped jeans.

“With new friends,” I say, hoping she’ll be so glad I’m finally making friends that she won’t ask how I got so dirty.

“School friends?” Mom puts down her gardening magazine. She’s still wearing her daisy-print smock from the florist shop where she works. “Or friends you met at the library?”

Library? Oh yeah. I forgot I told her I would go to the library after I delivered Dad’s cookies…the ones I never delivered. I am so going to be in trouble.

 “School friends,” I say and move toward the hall, eager to escape to my room. “I better go clean up before dinner.”

I make it halfway down the hall before I hear Dad call my name.

“Wait a sec, Kels,” he says, coming out of the kitchen with his hands padded in potholders. He smells of spices and tomatoes so I know he’s making his special lasagna. He loves cooking and baking so much. I really, really dread telling him what happened to his cookies.

But waiting will only make things worse.

So I swallow the lump in my throat and tell him what happened.

I’m hoping he’ll see the humor in a zorse eating his cookies. Before he lost his job, he used to make up jokes and silly puns, and I loved laughing with him. But now he frowns and says, “I thought I could count on you.” The disappointment on his face hurts me worse than if he’d yelled.

“I’m sorry, Dad…really…”

He just shakes his head and walks away.

Mom, on the other hand, has plenty to say. “How could you be so irresponsible? Your father does so much for you but when he asks this one thing, you disappoint him. And instead of admitting you lost or broke the cookies you make up a crazy story about a weird animal no one’s ever heard of.”

“But I’m telling the—” I start to argue just as the phone rings.

Mom points to me and says, “Stand right there, young lady, and don’t move a muscle,” which is hard to do because the muscles in my face ache from trying not to cry.

When Mom returns minutes later, she’s changed. She’s still wearing the same comfy Mom jeans and blue-striped blouse. But it’s like my real mom has been replaced with a clone who looks exactly like her—except Mom.2 is smiling at me like I’m the best daughter ever. She even hugs me.

“I’m so sorry, Kelsey,” she says.

“Huh?”

“That was Mrs. Morales from the Wild Oaks Animal Sanctuary on the phone. She called to say how grateful she is that you saved her zorse. Why didn’t you tell us you were a hero?”

“I…I didn’t think I was,” I say, confused.

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry I didn’t believe your story,” she says.

“You mean…you aren’t mad about the cookies?”

 “Of course not!” She hugs me again. “I’m proud of you, and your dad will be too when I explain how you saved a rare animal from being run over.”

She goes to find Dad while I sink onto the couch, trying to sort out what just happened. Becca got her mom to call my mom? Wow! Thank you, Becca!

Instead of being grounded or scrubbing toilets, after dinner Dad rewards me with a huge homemade caramel-chip cookie with the word hero in purple icing.

My brother and twin sisters, who usually ignore me because they’re older and super busy, beg me to share. So I end up with only a small bite of my hero cookie. But it’s delicious.

Later when I’m alone in my bedroom, the apartment is quiet except for the murmur from the TV in my parents’ room. My room is so small only a twin bed, a desk, and a narrow dresser fit in it. But I love my room and it’s better than sharing with my sisters (double doses of bossy, messy, and noisy).

I tiptoe over to the closet and climb on a stool to reach the highest shelf. I feel around until my fingertips touch cloth. I pull down the green backpack. Not an ordinary backpack—my spy pack.

After reading Harriet the Spy, I decided to become a spy when I grow up. But then I figured, why wait till I grow up? I can eavesdrop now to uncover all kinds of secrets. When I spy on someone, I try to guess their secret thoughts—because all thoughts are secret. Even if someone tells you what they’re thinking, you can never be sure it’s the truth. But if you watch, listen, and lip-read, you can find out interesting stuff. Like everyone thinks my algebra teacher Mr. Armstrong hates kids because he never smiles. But once, when he thought we were all busy with a quiz, I saw him mouth “Miss you” to a framed photo on his desk of two dark-haired kids—a boy and a girl—about my age. When I looked him up online, I found out his ex-wife recently moved their kids to Canada. All the other students think he’s mean, but I think he’s just sad because he misses his kids.

Secrets are collectible, like game cards or favorite books, and when I discover someone’s secret it becomes my secret too. I never gossip or hurt anyone with what I find out. I just want to know the truth, like detectives in mystery novels compelled to solve crimes. As the youngest in a busy, talented family, collecting secrets makes me feel less average and more interesting.

My spy pack is a work in progress. Last week I added a small mirror after reading a mystery where the sleuth used a mirror to collect a fingerprint.

Other items in my pack are:

Black knit cap

Plastic gloves

Magnifying glass

Laser pointer

Graphite powder and brush

Lock picks

Wire and wire cutters

Mini-cam

Recording pen

Flashlight

Rain jacket

Baggies

Notepad

Energy bars

Sadly, my spy pack doesn’t get much use. Spying on my siblings is boring. All my sisters talk about is guys and my brother is too busy applying for college scholarships. Not many spy ops for a kid—but that’s going to change now thanks to the CCSC.

I pull the Dalton’s receipt from my pocket and carefully zip it into a baggie.

My first piece of crime evidence ever!

Should I sprinkle it with graphite powder to check for fingerprints? That would be fun but it would also mess up the receipt. And even if I found prints other than my own it’s not like I have a fingerprint database for comparison like a crime lab. I’ll learn more from talking to the clerk who matches the employee ID number on the receipt. Other info on the receipt is helpful too: items purchased (cat, dog, and fish food) with date, time, and prices.

A lot of clues to follow, I think as I yawn.

I tuck the baggie with the receipt inside my spy pack, return the pack to my closet, and, finally, after the most exciting day of my life, I fall asleep.


- Chapter 7 -

Secret Friends
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I’m reaching into my locker for my English book Monday morning when I hear Becca’s voice. Spinning around, I start to call her name then clamp my mouth shut. Oops! Almost forgot we’re keeping the kittens and our club a secret. If other kids saw us together they’d get curious and ask questions. Like Leo said, curiosity leads to discoveries—and we don’t want our secrets discovered.

Still, a secret friendship feels lonely.

I sneak a glance as Becca heads my way, arm in arm with the Sparklers. That’s what her group of four call themselves for obvious glittery reasons. For obvious spy reasons, I am not a fan of glitter. Although I think Becca’s glittery hair looks really cute curling above the tiger design on her denim jacket.

She walks by so close I could reach out and touch her. Yet I say nothing. She doesn’t say anything either. But after she passes, she glances over her shoulder and winks at me. I wink back.

It’s not until lunch that I see Leo—sitting solo in his usual corner and eating from a bag lunch while he types on his tablet. Leo can be annoying, but he’s never boring, and I’m curious to see what he’s writing. What sort of robot is he designing? Would he show me if I asked? If we ate lunch together we could talk about the kittens and I’d offer him one of Dad’s yummy cream cakes.

But I plop down at my usual table with Ann Marie Sanchez and Tori Eye. Raven-haired Ann Marie is petite and has the whitest teeth I’ve ever seen (her mom is my dentist). Tori has long caramel-brown hair and is tall enough to be a model but she’d rather shoot basketballs. Before I moved away, we were neighbors and we still sit together for lunch at school. They’re both sporty girls with busy track-basketball-soccer schedules. They love to gossip and I love to listen, so hanging out with them is a win-win even for a nonathletic type like me.

But I can’t concentrate today. I chew my apple slowly, nodding often so they think I’m listening while my gaze drifts over to Leo. I catch him looking at me a few times too. And we both sneak peeks at Becca.

Longest. Lunch. Ever.

During my afternoon classes I fidget, doodle cats instead of taking notes, and stare longingly out the window. How are the kittens doing? Were they cold last night? Did they spill their water bowl or run out of cat food? Are they scared? Are they safe?

When the final bell rings, I bolt from my chair so quickly I almost forget to grab my backpack. I grab the straps and slip them over my shoulders. Then I rush past my locker without stopping toward my bike. Usually I walk the few blocks to and from school, but for CCSC reasons, from now on I’m biking.

I’m the first to arrive at our clubhouse, and when I step inside I panic.

The kitten bed is empty!

I call “Kitty, kitty” and hear mews and follow the sound to three kittens curled together beneath the broken grandfather clock. The kittens spring up, mewing as they scamper over to me.

I scoop them in my arms, trying not to play favorites. (Though of course Honey is my fur-baby.) I cuddle, kiss, and murmur sweet words. Their food dish is empty. I gently place the kittens on the floor, and I pop open a can of cat food. The kittens frisk and wiggle around my shoes like they’re dancing a happy-kitty dance. While they chow down, I refill their water dish and scoop clean the litter box.

The kittens are licking the can clean when I hear a strange humming sound.

Curious (and a little scared), I peek through the window just as Leo glides to a stop on the strangest skateboard I’ve ever seen. It’s electric with super-sized wheels and lots of metal and wiring. Leo clicks a handheld remote which shuts off the motor.

“Where’d you get that?” I point as he flips up the skateboard and props it near the shack door.

“It’s a Leo Polanski original,” Leo says proudly. “I designed and built it myself. The gyroscope and accelerometer sensors keep it balanced and the all-terrain tires steer by a rocker switch.”

I have no clue what he’s talking about. “Cool skateboard,” I say.

“Gyro-board,” he corrects.

I shrug. “Looks like fancy skateboard.”

 “Fancy?” He spits the word like it’s an insult. “I’ll have you know, this highly improved gyro-board is far superior to an ordinary skateboard.”

I roll my eyes and wish there was an improved version of Leo—one that came without sound.

Half an hour later, Leo is tinkering with the grandfather clock and I’m dangling a string for the kittens when Becca finally arrives.

“What took you so long?” I ask her.

She sets down a paper bag and sighs. “I had trouble getting away from Mom. She kept finding chores for me to do and when I tried to sneak cat food, she caught me so I made up a story about donating cans for a school food drive. She thought it was weird that I wanted food for pets and not people but she let me take two cans. If I take any more, she’ll get suspicious.”

“But we’ll need more—and soon.” Frowning, I sink down on a blue-flowered chair with a wobbly leg. “I only have six dollars left over from birthday money. I don’t get an allowance and I’m too young for a job.”

Becca frowns. “Mom pays me to help with the animals but I used it all and borrowed more…so now I owe her money.”

 “What’d you buy?” I ask.

“Um…shoes.” Becca blushes. “Snow leopard print canvas shoes.”

“Ooh, sounds cute. Totally worth it,” I say, which wins me one of her brightest smiles.

I expect Leo to make a snarky comment but he’s staring out the window, mumbling to himself. After a moment, he turns back to us. “With the $8.70 I have, plus Kelsey’s six dollars, we can buy $14.70 of cat supplies. According to my calculations, estimating the cost of cat food and litter, that will last us five days.”

“And then what?” I pick up Honey and hold her close to my heart. “We need to make some money.”

“But how?” Becca flips a curl from her face, worry lines around her dark eyes.

We all look at each other as if hoping someone else has a great idea. But no one says anything.

I stare down at an ink stain on the table like it’s sucking me into a hopeless black hole. I hate not having money. My parents hate it too. They don’t think I hear when they talk about money troubles but at night their voices come through my bedroom walls loud and clear. Dad is getting really depressed waiting for a callback from one of his job interviews. And Mom cries sometimes when they talk about our old house. Money—or lack of it anyway—ruins everything. I need a miracle to find lots of money…fast!

We were so lucky to find the kittens, I think. If Zed hadn’t run through traffic, if I hadn’t bribed him with Dad’s cookies, if Becca hadn’t taken me through the alley to avoid Skeet, if I hadn’t heard sounds in the dumpster, and if Becca hadn’t asked Leo to help us—the kittens would have died. So many things that seemed wrong at the time happened in exactly the right way. But one wrong thing is still very wrong.

“We have five days to earn some money. But I want to find the cat dumper right now.” I whip out the Dalton’s Pet Supply receipt from my pocket. “Who wants to go with me?”


- Chapter 8 -

A Fishy Clue
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Dalton’s Pet Supply is only a few miles away. Becca and I ride our bikes while Leo, the show-off, zipzaps ahead on his gyro-board.

When we reach the store, Becca and I lock up our bikes. Leo flips up his bike and keys in a code to set an electric lock that will shriek a warning if anyone tries to steal his gyro-board. I’m a little impressed, but I don’t tell him.

As I start for the store Leo blocks me with his arm. “Kelsey, give me the receipt. I’ll do the questioning.”

“But I found the clue.” I purse my lips stubbornly.

“I’ve prepared a list of questions.” He waves two pages printed from his computer. “According to my calculations, these are the most logical questions to ask the clerk.”

I skim the pages. “Twenty-seven questions! You can’t be serious.”

“I am always serious.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“Thanks,” he says like this is a compliment, not a complaint. “I won’t ask all the questions. No more than twenty-two. I tossed in the last few for kicks and snickers.” He actually snickers. “I don’t really need to know the clerk’s IQ or his favorite poem.”

“Forget your list,” I tell him. “I’ll do the talking.”

“But you’ll mess up.”

“Will not!”

“Fine,” he says with an eye roll. “At least study my list so you don’t say anything stupid.”

I start to tell him what he can do with his list but Becca steps between us like a referee at a wrestling match. “Enough! Stop arguing and talk to the clerk together. I’ll be in the cat care aisle pretending I don’t know either of you.” She flips her dark curls over her shoulders and stomps into the store.

“Do you think she’s mad?” Leo asks, frowning.

“Nah.” I shake my head. “Just having a drama moment.”

 “Is that something girls do a lot?” Leo looks genuinely confused.

“Not just girls. Boys too,” I say with a pointed look at him. But as usual he doesn’t get my sarcasm.

“Well…good. I guess,” Leo says. He actually smiles and lets me enter the store first.

With the receipt in my hand, I walk up to the check-out counter.

A plump, black-eyed girl with shiny pink braces stands behind the counter. She’s wearing a name badge but I already know her name is Felicity because she hangs out with my sisters. Like most of my sisters’ friends, she ignores me because she’s in high school and I’m a lowly mid-grader. But I’m always listening and have collected a few of her secrets.

“Can I help you?” Felicity flashes a fake smile. I can tell she doesn’t remember me.

I show her the receipt. “I’m trying to find out who this belongs to.”

“Isn’t it yours?” Felicity glances down at the paper.

“No,” I answer honestly.

“But you have it?” She taps a green pen impatiently on the counter, her drawn-on brows arching with suspicion.

 “We found it.” I consider telling her about the kittens until I remember she has a pet bird and doesn’t like cats. What can I say to convince her to help us?

I’m still thinking about this when Leo pushes me aside. “My father always saves his receipts for business reasons,” Leo says.

“Good for him,” Felicity replies in a totally bored tone.

“Well, yes.” Leo nods. “Whoever lost this receipt may need it for business records. Tell me who lost it, and I’ll return it.”

Felicity narrows her eyes at Leo. “Why do you care about someone you don’t even know?”

“I believe in paying forward acts of kindness. Someday I might lose something and I’ll expect it to be returned.”

Leo sounds so sincere I almost believe him. But Felicity isn’t buying it. I’ve heard her gripe about her “lying, cheating” ex-boyfriend so I know she doesn’t trust guys. Leo should have let me talk.

“Can’t help you,” Felicity snaps. “We don’t have a database that matches customers to receipts.”

I point to the receipt. “That’s an employee number, right? Could we talk to the clerk who made this sale?”

She flicks her gaze down at the receipt and laughs. “That’s my number. Unless you’re buying something, we’re done.” She motions for the next customer in line.

That went well—not.

“I didn’t get to ask any of my questions,” Leo gripes as we turn away from the counter.

“Let’s just get out of here,” I say, discouraged.

“Where did Becca go?” Leo asks, craning his neck to look around the aisles.

I stand on my tiptoes to see over counters and spot Becca’s dark ponytail in an aisle labeled Fish. She’s not alone. She’s smiling at a lanky guy with brown hair wearing a red Dalton’s Pet Supply shirt. When she sees us, she waves us over.

“Meet Pete,” she says, gesturing to the guy who’s probably in college and cute in a geeky way. “He’s interested in exotic animals so I was telling him about Wild Oaks Animal Sanctuary. And he might be able to help with our fish problem.”

“Fish problem?” I say.

“You know.” Becca gives me a look. “How Wild Oaks has an alligator pond but no pond for the koi fish we rescue. Show him the receipt.”

Since when do fish need rescuing? I wonder, feeling like I’m reading a mystery that’s missing a chapter. Still, I hand over the receipt.

“Sorry, I wasn’t working when this sale was made.” Pete shakes his hair that’s so shaggy he reminds me of a sheep dog. “And I can’t keep track of all the customers who buy fish food.”

I sigh. My clue is leading nowhere fast.

“But I do know something that could help.” Pete moves down the aisle of fish food to tap a bag with colorful pictures of spotted fish. “We stock this brand of koi fish food at the request of a few customers.”

“Can you give us names?” Becca asks eagerly.

“Never been good with names. Besides, my boss wouldn’t like me talking about our customers. Still, that doesn’t mean we can’t discuss geography.” He leans closer to us and whispers, “There’s this street where all the fancy-schmancy custom-built homes came with fish ponds. The koi owners I know live there.”

“Where?” Leo, Becca, and I ask in unison.

“Willow Rose Lane.”

We thank Pete and hurry out the store. When we reach the bike rack Becca explains, “While I was waiting for you, I saw Pete stocking fish food and remembered koi fish food was on the receipt. Lots of people have cats and dogs, but not many keep both cats and koi.”

“Good thinking,” I say. A breeze whips up, tangling my hair as I bend down to unlock my bike chain. Pushing back my hair, I ask, “How expensive are koi?”

“Butterfly koi can cost over a thousand dollars.” Becca grabs the handlebars of her bike and kicks up the stand. “Since I couldn’t tell Pete about our kittens, I said I hoped to find a foster home for abandoned koi fish.”

Leo tilts his head curiously. “Who abandons koi fish?”

“No one—but Pete doesn’t know that.” Becca grins. “And he gave us a good lead on where to look for the cat dumper.”

“Willow Rose Lane,” I say with growing excitement because I know what this means.

I’m going on a stakeout.


- Chapter 9 -

Mis-Stake-Out
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There are eighteen houses on Willow Rose Lane, and they all look alike. Spanish adobe style with stone paths winding up to double front doors, perfectly mowed lawns, three-car garages, stained-glass windows, and wrought-iron gates guarding backyards.

Becca and I bike around the block with Leo skate-boarding beside us like we’re just out for a ride. We meet on the sidewalk on the corner beneath a shady willow tree to strategize.

The sun is sinking behind treetops and a breeze shivers through branches creating shadows on the road that seem alive. Hidden from view in the shadows, I feel like a for-real spy instead of an ordinary school girl. I imagine I’m James Bond’s daughter, Jamie, or maybe something more exotic like Jasmine. Yeah, I like that—Jazzy Bond, girl sleuth.

Leo glides up on his gyro-board with the balance of a gymnast as he checks his cell phone. “I’m scrolling through this cool real estate app for information on this street.” In his button-down shirt, black slacks, and polished loafers he looks more like a businessman than a kid. “We need to determine which homes have koi fish.”

“Or look for a sad mother cat without kittens,” Becca says.

“And anyone acting suspicious,” I add.

Leo glances at his phone and he nods. “I’ve circled this block fourteen times but the fences around the backyards are too high to tell which houses have fish ponds. Riding around in circles gets us nowhere. We need a strategy.”

“We could go door-to-door selling something like when I sold Girl Scout cookies,” Becca suggests.

Leo scowls. “Do I look like a Girl Scout?”

“You can wear a wig,” I tease.

“I’ll loan you my old Girl Scout outfit,” Becca adds.

 “Not funny.” Leo glares at us when we burst out laughing.

We stop laughing abruptly when there’s shouting from a yard two houses down. A thirtyish woman wearing a purple robe and fuzzy slippers waves a net in the air, stringy brown hair whipping around her face like an evil witch in a fairy tale.

“Get out of here!” the woman yells.

Is she yelling at us? I grab my handlebars, ready to hop on my bike and zoom out of here fast. But she isn’t looking our way. She’s waving the fishing net at something behind a crimson bush.

“I warned you to stay away or I’d kill you!” She lifts the net high like she’s wielding a deadly ax.

I’ve never heard of death by net. And since when does a killer wear fuzzy slippers? Still, you can’t tell what people are capable of by looking at them.

I hear a hiss as Witchy Woman lunges with her net and a smoke-gray cat leaps to the top of a nearby fence. I glimpse a shiny pink collar around the cat’s neck before it scampers down the fence.

The woman may be wearing fuzzy slippers but she moves fast as she chases after the cat, waving the net.

“Get back here!” she shouts, running around the bushes.

The fence stops where it meets the house, and the cat can’t go any farther. The cat looks around as if searching for an escape route. Before it can spring to safety, the woman lunges with the net and scoops up the cat.

“Got you!” she shouts in triumph. With a laugh, she carries the net with the cat struggling and screeching in terror toward the front door.

“I have to help that cat!” Becca starts to run toward the house.

“Wait!” I grab the corner of her zebra-striped scarf and yank her back. “You can’t just go rushing into a stranger’s yard.”

Leo nods. “What if the cat belongs to her? We can’t stop her from bringing her own cat inside the house.”

“No one threatens to kill her own cat,” Becca argues. “Listen to it cry—the poor thing is terrified.”

“It’s not her cat,” I say, adding up the clues. “She yelled at it to get out of her yard. But when it didn’t, she tried to catch it. And it’s not a stray because it’s wearing a collar. So I suspect it’s a neighbor’s cat.”

“Cats love to explore,” Becca says, nodding. “Unfortunately the cat picked the house of a cat-hater.”

 “You don’t think she’ll really kill it?” Leo asks, running his fingers nervously through his blond hair.

“I’ve heard of people doing worse,” Becca adds with a shudder.

We huddle together, watching as the woman reaches her porch. She smiles while the cat thrashes, its claws tangled in netting, snagged like a fly in a spider web.

“Maybe we can’t stop her, but I know someone who can.” Becca whips out her phone. “I’ll call Officer Skeet—he’ll know what to do.”

“Good idea. Hurry!” I urge.

Leo frowns, probably because the animal control officer is also the uncle of his enemy. But I only care about saving the cat.

I clench my hands and hold my breath as the witchy woman walks up her porch steps. She can’t open the door while holding the net, so she shifts the net to one hand and balances it on a brick planter. As she grasps the doorknob, the cat untangles its feet and springs out. It sails over the porch and lands gracefully on the lawn.

“Run, kitty!” Becca whispers, putting down her phone.

 “Get back here!” the woman shouts, her net dropping to the steps with a clatter. “You can’t get away from me!”

But the cat is already across her yard. It leaps over a hedge and races down the sidewalk faster than a zorse.

I want to applaud but we are undercover so I keep my voice low. “Score one for the cat.”

“If he’s smart, he’ll never come back,” Becca says.

“The woman’s hostility toward the cat is suspicious,” Leo adds.

“Highly suspicious,” I agree. “And she has a fishing net that she might use for koi fish.”

“She’s too mean to have pets.” Becca tightens her hands into fists like Warrior Becca, Defender of Helpless Creatures. “I can’t stand people who abuse animals.”

“Me either,” I agree. “Anyone that cruel to a cat probably hates kittens too. She’s my top suspect for cat-dumper.”

“We’ll need proof,” Leo says.

“I made a cap-cam,” I offer. “You can wear like a hat that records everything you see. But that would mean actually going into the yard.”

 “Too risky,” Leo says. “I’ll set up a remote surveillance cam.”

“You have one?” I ask, surprised. I’ve seen hightech cams in my spy catalogs and they’re crazy expensive.

“I will by tomorrow with aerial capabilities.” Leo pulls out his tablet from his back pocket.

“Huh?” Becca scrunches her forehead. “You mean a flying camera?”

“Much better,” he says with a mysterious smile.

“It sounds great…whatever it is.” Becca gives Leo a thumps up. “And I’ll check my social contacts to see if any of my friends live around her or know someone who does.”

They turn to me, waiting to hear what skills I have to offer. I can lip-read, know surveillance tactics, and have a spy pack. But I hesitate, gnawing on my lower lip. I’ve never shared these secrets with anyone. Just say it, I urge myself. But the words are trapped in my throat. I’m used to watching and listening. I’m not so good at talking about myself.

My club mates look at me, waiting.

“Um…I know a little about…” I move deeper into the shade on the sidewalk. “I mean…well, actually, a lot about spying.” I take a huge breath then slowly let it out and tell them everything, starting with Harriet the Spy.

“Wow!” Becca says. “Lip-reading is coolness.”

“What’s in your spy pack?” Leo asks.

“The cap-cam I already told you about, and a flashlight, a laser pen, a magnifying glass, graphite powder, wire, a recording pen, and a lot more.”

Becca shifts her bicycle so she’s facing me and mouths, “Where did you find the spy stuff?”

“Internet and thrift stores,” I answer out loud. “What?” Leo asks, looking puzzled.

“You really can lip-read?” Becca mouths.

“Yes,” I say proudly.

“Whatever you’re doing, stop it,” Leo orders, hands on his hips, looking suspiciously between us.

“Just girl talk.” Becca giggles. “Kelsey is just made of coolness.”

I smile like a compliment from Becca isn’t a big deal but inside I’m flipping cartwheels. Becca, the nicest and most interesting girl ever, thinks I’m coolness.

“You’re both acting weird,” Leo complains, hopping onto his gyro-board. “There’s nothing I can accomplish today, so I’m leaving.”

“Are we meeting at the Skunk Shack tomorrow?”

I move my bike from the shadows, lacy willow leaves rustling overhead.

“My fencing class is from three to four.” Leo powers up the robotized board with a click of his remote. “I can’t help with the kittens but I can meet you after my lesson.””

“Kelsey and I can take care of the kittens then we meet you here,” Becca suggests, hopping on her bike. “What time can you make it, Leo?”

“At 4:34,” Leo says with a nod.

“Works for me.” I try not to giggle but it’s funny how precise Leo is.

“See you then!” Becca pushes off with her foot. She waves as she pedals in the direction of downtown Sun Flower.

Leo and I wheel off toward the suburbs. We only live a few blocks apart. I know which house is his because I pass it on my way to school. His two-story house is milky white. Even the front yard is white—carnation flowers in a pale stone planter and tiny white rocks instead of a green lawn. It makes me think of winter and Christmas snow all year long.

So Leo and I are riding together, sort of. It’s awkward because we just happen to be going the same direction, and without Becca, there isn’t any conversation. We’re in the same club so we’re friends…right? I like him when he’s not talking down to me like he knows everything. I know a lot too—especially when it comes to secrets.

My bike wheels and Leo’s souped-up skate wheels whirl side-by-side for a block until Leo zooms ahead of me on his gyro-board. Feeling competitive, I pedal faster, so now I’m the one in the lead. He speeds up, taking the lead again.

We go back and forth like this—me in the lead then him. It’s not like we’re in a race. We’re both just too stubborn to slow down. My legs pump so hard I can hardly breathe.

We don’t slow down—until we see the dog.


- Chapter 10 -

Dog Gone
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A medium-sized brown dog with curly fur scampers down the sidewalk. He looks familiar so I coast over for a closer look. He has a collar but no leash or owner running after him. When I get near, he wags his tail so I know he’s friendly. He must live around here, I decide. So I ride past him—until a startling thought strikes me.

I slam on my brakes.

Brown dog. Blue collar.

The missing dog from the flyer!

I spin a wheelie and think back to the flyer Becca showed us. I can’t remember all the details, only that the missing dog is a labradoodle with a blue collar and his name begins with J.

I nudge down my bike’s kickstand and offer my hand to the dog with my palm up so I can pass the sniff test. He wags his tail. I talk to him, trying out the name Jasper, and he wags some more.

“What are you doing?” Leo asks, rolling to a stop beside me.

“Shssh! Keep your voice low or you might scare him. I’m checking out his collar.”

“Why?”

“Isn’t it obvious, Sherlock? He looks like a labradoodle, he’s alone, brown, and wearing a blue collar.”

“Oh!” Leo clicks off his gyro-board. “The missing dog from Becca’s flyer. Do you think it’s the same dog?”

“He fits the description and he’s wandering by himself.” I lean closer to check the collar. “A license and rabies tag—but no phone number.”

“I’ll call the number from the lost flyer,” Leo offers.

“You remember it?” I ask in amazement.

“No. But it’ll be online.” Leo whips out his cell phone. “Jasper plus missing dog plus phone number…found it!”

As he calls the number, I hope, hope, hope we can reach Jasper’s owner. Losing a pet is the worst feeling ever. It still hurts to remember when I had to leave my dog with Gran Nola. Handsome loves Gran’s big yard and special homemade doggie treats, but I know he misses me too.

“Three rings so far,” Leo reports. “Four and…Good afternoon, I’m calling about your missing dog. My friend and I found…What? Are you sure?” There’s a long silence as Leo listens. I try to figure out what’s being said on the other line, but Leo isn’t giving any clues.

Finally Leo says, “Thanks,” then shuts off his phone.

“Well, what?” I keep petting the dog so he doesn’t run off. “Is he or is he not Jasper?”

“Not.” Leo sighs and slips the phone into his pocket. “Jasper was returned by an old lady who found him hiding in her garage. She uses a cane and wasn’t strong enough to carry him, but when she opened her car door, he jumped inside. She called the number on the flyer and brought Jasper home.”

“I’m so glad Jasper’s safe,” I say, imagining a reunion with tail wags and hugs.

“The old woman didn’t even want the reward,” Leo adds, “but Jasper’s owner insisted.”

 “She deserved it.” I look down at the friendly brown dog licking my hand. “But if that dog was returned—who does this dog belong to?”

“Me.” A girlish voice says from behind us. “I’m Emma.”

Turning, I see a pretty olive-skinned girl holding a red leash that dangles to her purple-laced sneakers. She looks about ten but is at least three inches taller than me. Immediately the dog bounds over and jumps on her.

“Down, Roscoe! You are so bad,” the girl says as she clips the leash onto Roscoe’s collar. Her black ponytails bounce with her as she turns back to us. “He broke free from his leash and I’ve been chasing him for blocks. I was worried he’d get lost like my friend Haley’s dog did.”

“He’s really friendly,” I say. “What breed is he?”

Emma pauses to catch her breath before answering. “Purebred mutt.”

Leo shakes his head. “A purebred can’t also be a mutt. That’s an oxymoron.”

“Watch what you call my dog,” she snaps. “He’s really smart.”

“But he can’t be a purebred,” Leo argues.

“He’s a one-of-a-kind pure Roscoe,” Emma insists with a snap of her fingers. “Pure shepherd, lab, husky, and poodle mix.”

“She told you,” I tease Leo.

But Leo has his “thinking” look. He tilts his head at Emma. “Did you say your neighbor’s dog was lost?”

“Not anymore.” Emma’s ponytails flop as she shakes her head. “Toby was gone for two days until a tattooed guy recognized him from one of the reward flyers. Other pets have gone missing too. I’m so glad Roscoe wasn’t lost overnight—that would have been so scary. Thanks for catching him.”

“Glad to help.” I pat Roscoe’s head. “He’s a sweetheart.”

“Sweet, but hard to slow down when I walk him. Come on, Roscoe,” Emma says in a firm voice. “We’re going home.”

I’m smiling as I watch them walk away. I glance over at Leo, expecting him to look happy too, but he’s staring at a crack in the pavement. “What’s with the weird expression?” I ask.

“I’m thinking about Toby and Jasper.”

“Why? They aren’t lost anymore.”

“Too many dogs have gone missing.”

“It’s just a coincidence,” I say.

“I don’t believe in coincidences.”

Then I think of something else that seems odd, and my mind spins. I swing onto my bike, balancing on the toes of my sneakers. I remember Emma saying other dogs had been missing. Could the gray cat who escaped from Witchy Woman be a lost pet too?

How many pets are missing in Sun Flower?

“Now you’re the one with a weird look,” Leo says as he coasts his gyro-board beside me.

“Not weird—inspired.” I grin. “I just had a great idea that will help us care for our kittens.”


- Chapter 11 -

Bird-Drone Blast-Off
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I can’t wait to research my idea online, but when I get home, my brother has custody of the computer—of course. I plead with him to let me use it, but Kyle seems to think applying to colleges is more important. I liked him better before we moved, when he was a slacker, shooting hoops with his buddies instead of obsessed with his future. Fortunately we have a family rule about spending no more than an hour on the computer, so Kyle finally gets off.

It takes only five minutes to strike gold on the Pet Finder site with reports of missing animals. There are over a dozen listings for Sun Flower—lost dogs, cats, rabbits, and even a pig. I print them out and file the papers in a CCSC Pet Project folder.

The next day at school I’m bursting to tell Becca my idea. Leo already knows, and—shocker—he likes it. But it’s impossible to talk to Becca privately because she’s always with her jabbering group of Sparklers.

I can’t wait to see her at the Skunk Shack. Leo has his fencing class, so it’ll be just Becca and me, which is nice. I like her so much, and I have this secret hope that she’ll get bored with the Sparklers and become my best friend. But I know it’ll never happen so I add this secret to my collection.

I’m popping open a can of food for the kittens when Becca steps into the clubhouse. I’m here first because Becca stopped by her house to change from her chic clothes into comfy jeans and a T-shirt. Our after-school routine works great. My parents don’t mind if I’m late as long as I’m home in time for dinner. They’re just glad I have a friend and have stopped complaining about moving to an apartment.

“Ta-da!” Becca says with a wave of her hands as she enters the shack. “You are looking at the social sleuthing queen. I found out who lives in three houses on Willow Rose Lane.”

 “I bow down to your royal skills.” I toss an empty cat food can into a garbage bag. “Details, please.”

“You know who Sophia Ramirez is, right?”

I nod, well aware of her Sparkler friends: Tyla, Sophia, and Chloe.

“Sophia’s grandmother lives at 343 Willow Rose. Only Nana Ramirez doesn’t have a dog or fish. She breeds Persian cats and is super sweet to her kitties, so cross her off your suspect list. But her neighbor, Mrs. Tupin, is way suspicious,” Becca adds, her dark eyes shining. “Mrs. Tupin is vice president of the Sun Flower Garden Club and obsessed with her prize-winning roses. And her address is 347, plus she has koi fish.”

We’ve ridden around the block so many times I have the addresses memorized. “Witchy Woman!” I exclaim, thinking of the woman in the robe and slippers who threatened to kill the gray cat.

“She did look like a wicked witch when she caught that poor cat in her net,” Becca says, punching open a juice packet from a cooler and handing one to me too. “I bet she’s the one who dumped our kittens. And she probably did in their mother too.”

“You think?” I say, leaning closer.

Becca nods. “I have a theory that the mother cat, probably a stray, had her kittens in Mrs. Tupin’s yard. Mama Cat either ran off or something bad happened to her. Then the witch found the kittens and dumped them in the trash.”

“Or the mother cat belongs to Witchy Woman,” I suggest, remembering that the receipt we found included cat food. “But your scenario still works—she didn’t want any kittens so she dumped them.”

“Our poor kitties.” Becca shudders. “I’m so glad we found them.”

“Me too. That horrible witch should be punished.”

“She will be if we can prove she’s guilty,” Becca says.

“We still have to investigate other clues. You said you know who lives in a third house on Willow Rose?”

“Yeah, he lives in the last house on the street—but he’s not a suspect,” Becca says quickly.

“We have to investigate all clues. What did Sophia tell you?”

“Um…it wasn’t Sophia…it was someone else.” Becca turns away from me to watch the kittens frisk in and out of a box. “It’s his uncle who lives on Willow Rose Lane—and has a fish pond too. But his uncle is the nicest man ever and would never, ever hurt an animal.”

Something clicks in my head and I gasp. “Burton Skeet’s uncle!”

“Well…yeah.” She drums her fingers nervously on the table.

“You talked to Skeet!” I stand up to face her. “But you were avoiding him a few days ago and told me you didn’t want to talk about him.”

“I don’t want to.”

“But you talked to him,” I accuse. “Why?”

She shrugs, her cheeks reddening.

“You can’t possibly like him?”

“Not that way,” she says sharply. “And I don’t want to talk about it.”

Abruptly, she turns away from me and over to the kittens, watching them play. I wait for Becca to explain why she’s being so weird about Skeet. But I don’t want to make her mad. So I join her on the floor, playing with the kittens. After a while, we’re talking again like the awkwardness never happened.

“So where’s your famous spy pack?” Becca asks.

“Famous? Not even.” I shrug. “It’s at home since it’s too heavy to lug around school with my textbooks. But I did bring this.” I hand her my CCSC Pet Project folder.

“What project?” she asks.

“Earning money for our club.” I cross my fingers and hope she approves.

“Lost pet reports?” Becca pushes back her dark hair as she flips through the papers. “Oh, here’s a listing for Jasper. But he’s already been found.”

“There’s one for Toby too,” I say. “I even found one for a missing gray cat, which sounds like the one that escaped Witchy Woman. Too bad we didn’t know she was missing.”

“Lots of pets are still missing,” Becca says.

“When we go back to Willow Rose Lane, we’ll look for the gray cat and other missing animals. We’ll return them and if we’re offered any rewards we’ll use the money for cat supplies. Finding lost pets is a perfect CCSC project.”

“But doing it for a reward feels wrong,” Becca says, frowning.

“We won’t ask for money—we’ll just look for lost pets while we ride our bikes. Not all pet owners offer rewards, and that’s okay. I’m happy to help for nothing. But if grateful owners give us a reward, it would be rude to refuse. Besides we don’t want the money for ourselves. It’s all for helping animals.” Honey frisks up my jeans and purrs in my lap. “Like our kittens.”

“It’s not that easy to find lost pets,” Becca points out.

“We already found one missing dog.”

“Roscoe wasn’t actually missing,” Becca says. “And Jasper had already been returned.”

“Returned for one hundred dollars! We could have had that reward if we’d found him first.” I point to the print-outs. “Twenty-five dollars for the gray cat, one hundred for a Chihuahua, and seventy-five for a potbellied pig.”

“We only need enough money to feed the kittens till the Humane Society fund-raiser next month,” Becca says.

“We’ll donate extra money to the fund-raiser,” I suggest.

“Great idea!” Becca grins. “And after the fund-raiser, Wild Oaks will have room for the kittens. I may even talk Mom into letting me keep them.”

“I wish Honey could live with me.” I sigh. My dog is with Gran and my cat will be with Becca. Will I ever be able to keep my own pet?

“I’ll take good care of Honey and you can visit her whenever you want.”

“Thanks,” I say, sharing a sympathetic look with Becca. I like her more each time we hang out.

“Look at my silly kitten biting his own tail,” Becca says, giggling. “Chris is kind of klutzy. And I love him so much.”

I whisper, “Love you, Honey” as I hold my kitten against my heart.

Once we’re done with the kittens, we slip into spy mode. We ride our bikes to rendezvous with Leo beneath the willow tree on a shady corner of Willow Rose Lane.

“Leo, good news,” I say as we join him.

“What?” He glances up from a small metal gadget with pointed angles and lots of wires he’s tinkering with.

“Becca likes the lost pet idea,” I tell him.

“Uh-huh,” Leo says in a distracted voice, adjusting gears with a tiny screwdriver. He’s working on a tiny robot that looks just like a sparrow with wings on hinges and reflective eyes like camera lenses.

“Kelsey printed out a list of the pets to look out for,” Becca tells Leo, her silver Sparkler necklace swaying as she bends over to study his metal bird.

 “Be on the lookout for a the gray cat we saw last time, a brown Chihuahua, and a pig,” I say.

“Pig?” Leo looks up from his tinkering.

“Potbellied.” Becca taps the print-out showing a stout brown pig the size of a basset hound. “We fostered one once and he was really smart. But he was huge because his owners overfed him. They don’t need much food but people think they’re like garbage disposals and feed them then decide they don’t want a chubby pig.”

“But it’s not the pig’s fault,” Leo argues.

“Tell that to the owners.” Becca throws up her hands, her dark eyes blazing. “Do not get me started about irresponsible pet owners. When I give tours at Wild Oaks Animal Sanctuary, I lecture people about proper pet care. Mom says I’m too bossy, but I’m just trying to help.”

“I’d love a tour of your sanctuary,” I say. “It sounds like you have so many cool animals. Do you really sleep with a snoring goat?”

“Every night,” she says, chuckling. “Sinbad is a baby pygmy goat and thinks I’m his mom. He’s scared of thunderstorms so he started sleeping in my room—which is okay except for the snoring.”

“Is he potty trained?” I ask.

 “I wish! But he wears a diaper.”

“A goat in a diaper?” I laugh. “I’d like to see that.”

“So come over for a tour tomorrow,” she says with that friendly smile I like so much.

“Me too?” Leo sets down a wrench and looks up at Becca hopefully. “I really want to see the alligator.”

“Sure. And you can meet Mom too. She doesn’t know about our club but I told her I have two new friends.”

Friends. I smile to myself. Not best friends, but it’s a good start.

“Prepare for liftoff!” Leo announces, holding out the tiny metal bird in the palm of his hand.

“Supercute bird,” Becca says.

“It’s a drone for aerial surveillance,” Leo corrects.

Becca looks confused but I’ve read about drones in spy articles. Think flying saucer meets toy airplane. They soar overhead like remote controlled planes but are almost invisible tools for covert spying missions.

“I call this a bird-drone,” Leo says proudly. “It’s a micro-drone since it’s so small. If anyone looks up, they’ll think it’s a bird. But this robotic drone will be recording everything with camera eyes.”

So the reflective eyes are cameras. Amazing.

“The only drawback,” Leo adds, “is that my remote loses control of the bird-drone if it goes beyond sixty-eight yards or stays airborne longer than eleven minutes.”

He says “eleven minutes” so precisely that I’m sure that at ten minutes and fifty-nine seconds, the bird will plummet like a rock.

“Coolness,” Becca says. “Let’s try it out!”

“Over there.” I point across the street to Witchy Woman’s house. “If we prove she has koi fish, then she’s likely the cat dumper too. Maybe she’s netted lots of cats and they’re all prisoners in her yard.”

“Let’s find out,” Leo says, stepping out of the shade.

He balances the bird-drone on one hand while operating his remote with the other. At the flip of a switch, red lights flash—and blast off. The metal bird seems as light as air as it zooms into the sky like a rocket. Leo explains that the wings turn with a tilt of his lever and the tail whirls like a propeller.

The bird spy-cam zooms higher than tree branches, fluttering in midair while Leo adjusts the directional knob. There’s a whirring sound and then the bird-drone soars across the street. I focus to keep the shimmery brown drone in sight as it flies above the Witchy Woman’s house. Its wings tilt as it glides over the backyard.

“I bet she has a koi pond,” Becca says, hopping excitedly from one sneaker to the other.

“And graves of animal victims,” I add gruesomely.

Leo twists a knob on the remote, which I guess is like a steering wheel. “We’ll look in other yards too. The camera will record images as it passes over each home.”

“I can’t wait to see the pictures.” I try to follow the bird-drone with my eyes but it blends in the air like a speck of dust. Only its reflective eyes glint when they catch the sun. I blink and lose it for a moment. But there it is again, a tiny glint hovering high over the Witchy Woman’s backyard.

“Is it taking photos?” I ask Leo.

Leo nods, frowning at his remote where a light is flashing. He shakes the remote and it rattles then makes a click-clunk noise like a broken toy. The bird-drone soars over the next yard and continues on, moving farther away.

“Shouldn’t you bring it back now?” Becca squints into the sky.

Sweat drips down Leo’s forehead. “I’m trying.”

“What’s wrong?” I ask uneasily.

“A minor miscalculation.” His voice lacks his usual confidence.

I get a bad feeling. “How minor?” I ask.

“Why won’t it respond?” he cries as he struggles with the remote. He presses buttons and flicks switches on the remote.

“You mean it won’t come back?”

“Um…” Sweat drips from Leo’s brow. “That’s a possibility.”

“Hit the return button,” Becca says.

“There’s no return button, it’s a combination of…No! This has to work!” He smacks the remote and stomps his foot. “Turn around now!”

But the bird-drone sails away until it’s only a twinkle in the distance.

And then it disappears.


- Chapter 12 -

Clue or Coincidence?
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“Gone,” Leo chokes out the word as if he can’t believe he’s failed.

“Can’t you track it down?” I ask, wondering if I should say something encouraging or eulogize the dead remote control in his hands.

“I could if I’d installed a tracking device—but there wasn’t time.”

“Oh,” is all I can say while Becca pats his arm sympathetically.

“According to my calculations,” Leo says in such a devastated tone my heart breaks a little, “it’ll fly no farther than .85 miles before it crashes.”

I shudder as I imagine the metal bird plummeting to earth and smashing into a zillion pieces. Bye, bye, bird-drone.

Leo looks pale and queasy like he’s going to be sick.

There’s nothing else to do except go home.

Drats. We didn’t find even one missing pet.

When I get home, Dad has prepared a great dinner, my favorite seafood Alfredo with broccoli. But I hardly taste my food and only halfway listen as my sisters talk about who will or won’t ask them to an upcoming school dance. Normally high school dating rituals intrigue me and I listen carefully to discover secrets. But I’m just not in the mood tonight. I go to my room and try to read, which I can’t do either since my brain is bouncing with questions.

Will Leo ever see his bird-drone again? Will we find any lost pets? How long can we keep the kittens hidden without anyone finding out? And the biggest mystery—will we discover who dumped them?

And I worry about my family. Everyone pretends that living in this cramped apartment is just fine, but when we talk during dinner it’s so fake. Like we’re living in a game of pretend, where Dad says, “Everything will be great.” And Mom says, “It’s so much easier to clean a small apartment.” My sisters spend more time away from home with their friends. And my brother is so desperate to win a scholarship, he’s always on the computer.

Despite all these worries I’m excited about tomorrow.

I’m getting a tour of Wild Oaks Animal Sanctuary!

After the tour, Becca will introduce me to her mom. Then Becca will show me her room where we’ll hang out and bond over our love for animals. We’ll have so much fun Becca will want to talk to me more often—even at school.

And (hopefully) we’ll become best friends.
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I forgot one thing in my plan to become Becca’s best friend.

Leo Polanski.

How can Becca and I become besties if he’s always with us?

Don’t get me wrong—I like Leo a lot. He’s super-smart and interesting (when he’s not being annoying), and he’s an important part of CCSC. But he’s too serious—a thinker not a talker. Best friends talk about everything and can practically read each other’s minds (which is even cooler than lip-reading). That’s what I want with Becca—except she already has the Sparklers.

After school the next day, I head to the Skunk Shack. I’ve ridden a few blocks when I hear my name and turn to see Leo rolling up on his gyro-board.

“Let’s ride together,” he says, grinning. “I can’t wait to hold an alligator.”

“Watch out—or it’ll chomp off your fingers,” I warn as I shift to a lower gear to bike up the steep hill leading to Becca’s property.

“A reptile doesn’t scare me,” he scoffs.

“Are you afraid of anything?” I ask.

He pauses and looks serious before answering, “Yes.” I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t.

Becca is meeting us at her house, so we don’t stay long at our clubhouse. Leo feeds the kittens while I refill their water bowl. It’s my turn to empty the litter (gross). My kitten finds a loose screw from the broken clock on the floor and bats it around with her claw. The other kittens join in to swat the metal screw like it’s a soccer ball. They’re so cute, and they’re getting more personality every day. Leo’s calico (still unnamed) is the smallest in size but fiercest in personality, attacking any bug or shadow that moves. Midnight-black Chris is shy and skittish, hiding at sudden noises. And orange girl Honey purrs the loudest and loves cuddles. I want to take her home so bad. Sigh.

We leave my bike and Leo’s gyro-board at the Skunk Shack since we’ll stop by later to check on the kittens. We make our way through tall weeds up a craggy hill. When we reach the top, Wild Oaks Animal Sanctuary spreads out below us. I catch my breath, gazing down in awe.

Rustic buildings are surrounded by grassy meadows and towering oaks that must be over a hundred years old. There aren’t as many trees in the valley that nestles a sprawling L-shaped home and four outbuildings with high fences and dark moving shapes that I know are animals.

“It’s like a hidden community but with more animals than people,” I say, marveling at the sprawling property.

“Fifty-six acres,” Leo says. And I don’t doubt that he’s right.

We make our way down a winding path past prickly blackberry bushes with branches that snag my clothes like bony fingers. The closer we get, the larger the buildings seem. The first building we reach is a huge red barn beside a fenced-in pasture. I hear mooing and see a dappled cow grazing with a deer by a water trough where a mallard duck swims.

We pass a building with solar panels and tinted windows. I try to peer inside to see what animals are in there but it’s too dark.

Gravel smooths into a paved driveway leading to a blue ranch house with an attached garage bigger than my entire apartment.

An official-looking white truck idles in front of the house and a dark-haired woman who reminds me of Becca leans into its open window. I’m sure the woman is Becca’s mother. She’s talking to a middle-aged man who’s all in brown; his uniform, cap, and even his short hair. I read the printing on the truck: County Animal Control.

“Skeet’s uncle,” Leo guesses, frowning.

Officer Skeet leans out the truck window, smiling at Becca’s mom in a friendly, relaxed manner. He seems like a cool guy, but Leo is glaring at him like he’s to blame for his nephew’s meanness.

I nudge Leo and whisper, “Don’t be too quick to judge him. Becca said he entertains sick kids at hospitals and rescued baby ducks.”

 “He’s a Skeet.” Leo grits his teeth. “Enough said.”

The front door bangs open, and Becca waves as she runs eagerly down the front steps to meet us.

“You made it!” As she hugs me, she whispers, “Is everything okay you-know-where?”

“Per-fect,” I say purposely rolling the r like a purr.

She laughs. “I’m glad you came. Come meet my mother,” Becca says with a gesture toward the dark-haired woman. “Mom, these are my friends, Leo and Kelsey.”

“Always a pleasure to meet Becca’s friends,” Mrs. Morales says. She turns to the animal control officer who is smiling at us through his open truck window. “This is my friend, Officer Skeet,” she says.

“How you doing, kids?” Officer Skeet says in a deep, resonant voice like a TV announcer. He doesn’t wait for us to answer, shifting his gaze over to Becca. “How’s that pygmy goat coming along?”

“Sinbad’s almost weaned,” she says proudly. “It wasn’t easy to get him to drink from a dish instead of a bottle but I worked with him every day.”

“That’s what it takes,” Officer Skeet says. “I wish that ornery nephew of mine had even half your persistence. Fool kid only wants to play games and slacks off instead of working.”

 “Um…well,” Becca says awkwardly. “He tries.”

“I suppose he does.” Officer Skeet sighs then pulls his head back into the truck. “Well, I better be on my way. Good to meet you kids. And we’ll talk later, Renee.”

Exhaust puffs from behind the truck as he starts to back out, but Becca rushes over to the truck. “Wait!” Becca bends toward the open window. “I almost forgot to tell you about the dog.”

“Be more specific.” Officer Skeet chuckles. “I see lots of dogs.”

“The one from the flyer you were passing out. You may not have heard, but Jasper was found and returned to his owner.”

“Best news I’ve heard all day.” Officer Skeet taps his hand against the side of the car as if he’s keeping in beat with a country song twanging from his radio. “Thanks for letting me know.”

An idea strikes me and I step forward. “Officer Skeet, do you have any more lost pet flyers?”

“Why? You starting a collection?” he asks, chuckling.

“No.” I feel my cheeks redden. “We ride our bikes a lot and might see other missing pets.”

“Good thinking. Too many pets have gone missing lately.” He reaches into his glove box and hands me a bunch of flyers. “Keep a lookout for these pets.”

I flip through the flyers, counting eight missing pets. More dogs than cats and most offer rewards. But I don’t want to focus on the cash, so I put the two flyers that don’t offer rewards on top of the pile.

As Officer Skeet drives away, I remember what Becca said about him raising koi fish on Willow Rose Lane. Of course, owning a koi fish pond doesn’t make him a suspect because all the houses on the street have ponds. And if he found kittens, he’d take them to the shelter. He’ll know if any of his neighbors have a history of animal abuse—especially Mrs. Tupin.

Mrs. Morales tells Becca she’s going to check on an injured goose. “When you go in the house, watch where you step. The fur-bros are loose.”

“Fur-bros?” I ask as Becca leads us up the steps and the front door bangs shut behind us.

“You’ll see,” she says mysteriously.

We walk through an entryway with hooks on one wall for an assortment of coats, hats, and animal leashes. There’s a living room on the right and a kitchen on the left. A faded green couch is ripped on one corner like something tried to eat it. There isn’t any carpet, only marbled tile that is slick to walk on.

I find out why we need to be careful quickly enough when three gray streaks of fur whoosh past my feet to hide beneath a couch.

“What are those?” I ask.

“Ferret brothers,” Becca answers, leading us down a hallway decorated with oil paintings of wild animals. “They’re soft and floppy in your hands like furry scarves. Come see my room.”

I hurry to catch up with Becca. I can’t wait to see her room. She’s so creative, I’m sure her room will be gorgeous and reflect her passion for leopard, tiger, and zebra designs.

But when she opens her door, I see a lot of empty space. No carpet or pretty rugs, just plain marbled tile like the rest of the house. No personal things like photos or knickknacks. Just a bed with a fluffy white pillow on a dark-blue comforter, a dresser, a desk, and a chair where two terrier-mix dogs have jumped off to bark excitedly at us.

Becca pets each dog then points. “Look up,” Becca says.

“Wow!” I say. “It’s like your room is upside down.”

All her personal things, like a collage of her life, are plastered like wallpaper to the ceiling: photographs, drawings, letters, report cards, and award certificates. High on the walls, close to the ceiling, are a cork bulletin board, nature paintings, photographs, and award ribbons for showing animals at the country fair. Shelves trail like a road named Becca’s Favorite Things, including a shelf of animal books: Charlotte’s Web, Freddy the Pig, Shiloh, Black Beauty, and Hank the Cowdog. A rolling ladder, propped in a corner, gives Becca quick access to her ceiling belongings.

“I got tired of animals chewing my stuff, so I tossed out the old carpet and moved everything out of reach so cats, dogs, and my goat can’t ruin them,” Becca explains with a gesture to the bed.

Her pillow moves and I jump back with a gasp.

Not a pillow—a tiny, snowy-white goat.

“He’s so sweet!” I exclaim. “Can I pet him?”

“Sure. Sinbad loves cuddles.”

The tiny goat has floppy ears and pale wavy fur. He’s so cute I just want to hug him. But he’s sleeping soundly…and snoring.

We pull up chairs and get down to CCSC business.

“Let’s sort through the lost pet info,” I suggest.

Leo nods. “I can compile location, breeds, dates, and pet descriptions.”

“And I’ll talk to—” Becca stops when her mother rushes into the room.

“Hurry, Becca!” Mrs. Morales cries, clasping her daughter’ hand. “I need your help—the goose’s bandage ripped and you’re the only one who can hold her still so I can replace it.”

Becca’s already through the doorway. “I’ll be right back,” she calls to us.

While we wait, Leo picks up the flyers to read and I climb onto the ladder to look at awards, photos, and paintings. I’m impressed to see Becca’s signature on the paintings. I knew she was artistic with her clothes, but still I’m blown away by her painting talent.

I move on to her bulletin board, which is crowded with photos, mostly of her with the Sparklers. There are lots of birthday cards. I glance at the date on one with a chimpanzee hanging upside down from a giant banana. Becca’s birthday is in March—just the day after mine. I love having something else in common with her.

I start to climb down until I notice a card that stands out because it’s not glittered or pink. It’s a photograph of a single blooming rose, hinged open so it’s hard not to read the message:

Roses are red.

My eyes are blue.

I hope you like me.

Because I like you.

Will you go out with me again?

It’s signed Burt.

(As in Burton Skeet.)


- Chapter 13 -

Wild Times at Wild Oaks
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Footsteps clatter from the hall, and I jump away from the wall, plopping onto the bed beside the snoring goat. Becca strides into the room, her cheeks ruddy and her clothes mud-splattered.

“You’re wearing a feather,” I point out then pluck the smooth white feather from her tiger-striped shirt.

“Feather fashion is très chic,” she says in a bad French accent. “I’ll weave it into a braid and tell everyone it’s the latest style.”

“You’ll start a new trend.” I grin.

“Très magnifique. Everyone will beg me for goose feathers.”

“Which you’ll sell for a ridiculous amount and make lots of money.”

 “I’ll be rich,” Becca says with an airy swish of the feather.

“Great for you—but the poor goose will be naked.”

Becca and I giggle and Leo gives us the weirdest look—like he can’t figure out what’s so funny.

It’s easy to joke around with Becca—and I like her more each time we hang out. But a whisper in my brain warns me not to trust her. Becca said she didn’t like Skeet, but the card proves she lied.

Skeet wrote, Will you go out with me again?

Again? So they’ve gone out at least once.

How well do I really know Becca? I wonder.

I study her as she playfully dangles the feather near her goat to wake him up. The animal bites at it. Becca has a fun sense of humor and she’s a natural with animals. We’ve been having so much fun today—even Leo is more relaxed, less like a mini-adult and more like a kid. I don’t want to ruin the mood by asking about Skeet. It doesn’t matter to me if Becca likes him; what matters is that she wasn’t honest with me.

“Ready to see the animals?” Becca asks, standing up and leaning against the doorway.

Leo goes over to her. “I’ve been ready for forty-seven minutes.”

 “You only care about seeing the alligator,” I tease.

“I want to do more than see it.” Leo looks at Becca hopefully. “Will you let me hold him?”

Becca shakes her head. “He’s small but his teeth are sharp.”

Leo makes a humph sound. “I have no intention of being bitten.”

“Famous last words,” Becca says ominously.

As we tour Wild Oaks, Becca explains that it started as a sanctuary for horses but soon her family was taking in both wild animals and farm animals. The goal is to be a place of refuge for any injured, abused, or abandoned animals. They also educate the public with tours and fund-raising events.

The first stop is a corral that sweeps up to the woods with horses, donkeys, goats, and of course, a zorse. Zed perks his striped ears when I call his name but he continues nibbling his dinner of hay, not at all interested in humans.

I peer into a pen with four massive pigs as Becca pours grain into their trough. They snort and stomp and shove one another with their snouts as they scarf down dinner. Becca explains the different breeds: black-and-white is Hampshire, reddish-brown is Duroc, and the white one is a Yorkshire. Leo says they stink—which is true—but they’re cool anyway.

Behind the pig pen a shallow pond glints with reflected gray clouds. At the center is an island covered with white goo and crowds of birds. Ducks, geese, and even a pair of elegant white swans all seem to be having a party on the island. If Becca really were to get abandoned koi, they could swim here, I think—until a duck dips its beak into the green-gray water and pops back up with a wiggling fish. Okay, not a great place for fish.

We enter a small out-building with a low ceiling and rows of bird eggs warming beneath heat lamps.

“The bird nursery,” she explains. “We supply feed stores with baby chicks and other birds, and proceeds help run this place. It was Dad’s idea—before he and mom split. They’re still really good friends, just not right for each other. Dad is happier living in Seattle. He works for a major IT company but still volunteers here when he’s in town.”

She pauses like she expects me to share what my father does. But “looking for a job” isn’t something I want to talk about, so I point to an open-air enclosure with climbing rocks and ask if we could go there next.

That’s when I meet Fuzzy Wuzzy.

“Dumb name for a bear,” Leo says.

“It’s from an old poem,” Becca says then recites: “Fuzzy Wuzzy was a bear.

“Fuzzy Wuzzy had no hair.

“Fuzzy Wuzzy wasn’t very fuzzy.

“Was he?”

I laugh but Leo shakes his head like he thinks we’re crazy. And maybe we are, in a good way.

Fuzzy is black but mostly bald with burn scars and random tufts of fur. Even with the scars, he’s really cute.

“He was burned in a forest fire that killed his mother,” Becca says in a hushed voice as she cradles the cub like a human baby. “He’s too injured and gentle to return to the wild, so he’ll stay here until a zoo claims him. Here, you hold him.”

She hands him to me, and I’m in cuddly bear heaven.

Leo is impatient to see the alligator, but Becca leads us to a rabbit hutch with cages mounted on the wall. Water tubes hang like straws for the bunnies to sip. The cutest rabbit has a mane like a lion, and he’s so tiny he fits in my palm. Becca explains how people give cute bunnies to their kids for Easter then decide they’re too much work and get rid of them.

Leo runs ahead when he sees the alligator pond.

“Be careful!” Becca warns, hurrying to catch up with him. “Didn’t you ever read Peter Pan and learn about dangerous gators? Do you want to wear a hook instead of a hand?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he scoffs. “That was a crocodile.”

Still, when Leo gets close to the reptile enclosure, he slows to a stop a few feet from the fence. The alligator is half-submerged in a muddy bathtub that’s sunk into the ground. He’s only a few feet long, looking more like a log than anything living—until he lifts his head and his yellowy eyes glitter wickedly.

Leo leans cautiously toward the fence. “I thought he’d be bigger,” Leo says, sounding disappointed.

“He’s only a few months old,” Becca says. “But if you offer him your finger, he won’t return it.”

“I’ll watch from here.” Leo flexes his fingers and tucks them into his pockets.

“Are you sure? I can get him to come closer so you can touch him.”

The alligator swishes his tail and mud sprinkles like raindrops. Leo jumps back, his face pale. “Um, no thanks,” Leo says, moving away from the fence.

The last stop of the tour is the dog and cat kennel, where the pens are roomy with soft pet beds. But even the large pens are crowded, so I get why Becca said there isn’t room for three kittens.

“These are all foster animals,” Becca explains. “Once a week volunteers take them to shopping malls where people can adopt them. But lately, only a few have found homes,” she adds as she watches a gray tabby scamper up a climbing post. When Becca sighs I know she’s thinking about our kittens, wishing they could be here instead of hidden away.

When we return to Becca’s bedroom, we get down to CCSC business. I sit beside Becca on her bed and Leo pulls up a chair.

I hold out the flyers from Officer Skeet. “These will help us recognize missing pets.”

“So many lost animals,” Becca says sadly as she pets her sleeping goat.

Leo frowns. “It’s a crime how people are careless with their pets.”

“Yeah, a crime.” An idea takes shape in my head and demands attention. “But maybe they aren’t being careless.”

“I don’t get your meaning,” Leo says.

I shrug. “Something just feels weird.”

“What kind of weird?” Becca asks.

“Weird suspicious.” I stare up at the ceiling collage of photos and art, trying to piece together my thoughts. “Too many animals have gone missing in Sun Flower—most of them in the same week. What if they weren’t lost?”

Becca’s eyes widen. “You don’t mean…?”

I nod solemnly. “They were pet-napped.”


- Chapter 14 -

Lost and Found
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There I said it—the ugly suspicion gnawing at me.

Digging my fingers into the comforter, I wait to hear what Leo and Becca think of my suspicion.

Leo taps his chin like he’s considering the idea but Becca is frowning.

“I don’t believe it.” Becca shakes her head. “Only a few were pedigreed and worth a lot. So why would anyone steal all those pets?”

“I didn’t say all of them were stolen,” I argue. “Just a lot.”

“No one needs to steal a pet—our kennel is full of animals no one wants. Most of the missing pets are mixed breeds, not purebreds worth lots of money.” Becca taps her finger on a flyer with a photo of a scruffy mixed-breed terrier. “Why would anyone steal a dog that is half-blind and sixteen years old.”

“That’s 112 years old in dog years,” Leo says.

“Not even the dumbest pet thief in the world would steal an old, blind dog,” Becca points out. “Besides, the flyer says that dog wandered off because a gate was left open. Kelsey, I know you like mysteries, but animals get lost all the time. This is not a mystery.”

I want to argue but she sounds so logical that I doubt myself.

It’s a surprise when Leo takes my side. “According to my calculations,” he says, “factoring in the estimated population of Sun Flower with the ratio of missing reports, the percentage of lost pets is high.”

I glance at Becca to see if this convinces her but she just looks confused.

“Let’s just focus on helping animals,” Becca says with a sigh. “Whether they’re lost or stolen, they need to be found.”

“By the CCSC,” Leo adds.

“Want to go out riding tomorrow?” I ask. But they both shake their heads. Leo has flute practice and Becca doesn’t say what she’s doing, just that she can’t make it. We agree to go pet-hunting the day after.

We aren’t in a hurry to leave, so we pass around the papers and talk about missing pets. Becca scans and prints each flyer so we all have our own copies.

Leo perches himself on a high step of the ladder, his loafers dangling in the air while he reads through the papers. I lean over Becca’s shoulder, reading along with her. The terriers are curled on the bed too and the smallest climbs into my lap. I scratch beneath his chin as I memorize each photo so the next time I spot a missing animal like the gray cat, I’ll be ready.

We’re all so quiet, the loudest noise coming from the snoring goat, when Leo suddenly shouts. “A map!” He jumps down from the ladder with a thump, scattering Becca’s flyers over the floor. “I need a map.”

“Why?” Becca asks as she picks up her papers.

“To map out the locations where pets have gone missing,” Leo explains. “May I use your computer?”

“Sure,” Becca says, gesturing toward her desk.

As he prints out a map of Sun Flower, he tells Becca, “I need pushpins, multicolored.”

Becca opens a desk drawer, fumbles around, and then drops pins into Leo’s waiting hand. He tacks the map onto Becca’s bulletin board and sticks a colored pushpin onto the map for each missing pet: red for dogs, blue for cats, and green for other animals. When Leo’s finished, pushpins trail a rainbow of lost pets across Sun Flower—even in the exclusive communities with security gates, where pets should have been protected.

“Nine dogs, five cats, a goat, and a pig,” Leo says, tapping each location to match the missing pet. “I’m looking for a pattern, but animals have been lost all over Sun Flower.”

“The pig disappeared downtown.” I walk over to the map and point to a green pushpin. “Wouldn’t someone notice a pig wandering around businesses?”

“I would,” Leo says.

“The pig could be back home by now,” Becca says. “Just because we have a flyer doesn’t mean the pet is still lost.”

“Let’s find out by calling the owners,” I suggest.

Becca reaches for her cell phone but Leo shakes his head and offers his phone. “It’s programmed to record and auto-transcribe.”

“You record conversations?” I ask, wondering if that’s even legal.

“I’ve never had a reason to—before now.” His blue eyes shine eagerly. “As Covert Technology Strategist, I have the latest hi-tech.”

“Coolness.” Becca smiles as she takes his phone. “I’m the CCSC Social Contact Operative so I’ll make the calls.”

“And my role as Spy Tactics Specialist is to analyze info,” I add, proud to sound official. “I’ll take notes. Let’s call about the pig first.”

I read the flyer while Becca calls.

Two-year-old male potbellied pig, dark-brown, friendly, $50 reward.

“Hi, I’m calling about your pig,” Becca begins and then nods as she listens.

I perch on the edge of the bed beside Becca, straining my ears. But all I can hear is Becca saying, “Oh…uh-huh…really?”

When she finally clicks off, I jump at her. “What did you find out?”

“Good and weird news.”

“Weird news first,” I say.

Leo shrugs. “The order of news has little bearing on the information.”

“Well, the pig was returned—that’s the good news.” Becca reaches to pet the two dogs curled on the floor by her feet. “Then it gets weird because guess who returned the pig?”

I arch my brows curiously. “Who?”

Becca grins. “Santa Claus.”

“An early Christmas gift,” I play along with her joke. “I wouldn’t want to gift wrap a pig.”

“The hooves would rip the paper.” Becca taps the pointy hooves on her snoring goat.

“Santa did not return a pig,” Leo insists. “That’s impossible.”

“I’m only repeating what I was told,” Becca says in a serious tone, but I catch the twinkle in her eyes. “I guess the guy looked just like Santa, from snowy beard to black boots. She called him Santa, and I wasn’t going to argue with her. So what’s the next phone number?”

I read off the number for a female dachshund.

This call takes less than a minute. When Becca clicks the phone off, she reports the dog was found. “He was returned the same day,” she adds.

“Wow.” I whistle softly. “That was quick.”

 “A mechanic found him rooting in the garbage behind an auto repair shop.” Becca looks over my shoulder as I cross off the dachshund from my list.

“What did the mechanic look like?” I ask because a good spy gathers all the information.

“She didn’t say his age or anything, just that he had spider tattoos on his arms.”

I write down mechanic and spider tattoos then close my file.

When I glance at a tiger-shaped wall clock, I’m surprised it’s already after five. I have to leave soon, so we hurry through the rest of the calls. Five don’t answer. Of the eleven we do reach, four pets are still missing but eight were returned—three by a guy with spider tattoos.

“The same guy returned three pets?” I say, reading my notes to make I hadn’t made a mistake.

“He must be really good at finding pets,” Becca says.

“Or it’s a coincidence,” I say.

“There are no coincidences, only patterns.” Leo taps his fingers on the print-outs. “The dog was only lost for a few hours and the cat was returned the next day. And didn’t that girl, Emma, say her friend’s dog was returned by a tattooed guy?”

 “Could it be the same guy?” I wonder, skimming through my notes. “Three—maybe four—pets returned within a few days. Spider Tattoo works fast.”

“He’s not the only one.” Leo reads through the flyers, a crease deepening in his forehead. “Two of the dogs were returned by an old guy with a white beard. Who does that sound like?”

“Santa,” Becca and I answer.

“And when I called about Jasper, he was returned by an old woman with a cane.” I check my notes. “And the Chihuahua was also found by an old woman.”

“A pattern emerges,” Leo says as he skims through his flyers. “All owners offering a reward had their pets returned within twenty-four hours. But the four owners who didn’t offer rewards are still missing their pets.”

“Someone is stealing pets for the rewards!” Becca cries out in outrage.

“Not someone,” I say with a grim check of my notes. “Spider Tattoo, Santa, and an old woman. It’s a whole crime ring of pet-nappers.”


- Chapter 15 -

Secrets and Lies
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That night, I toss and turn and punch my pillow. I always wanted to spy to uncover secrets but what started as a search for a cat-dumper just exploded into a crime spree.

Stealing innocent animals to con people out of money is cruel. Losing a pet is heartbreaking—even for a few hours. I feel terrible for the four non-reward pets that are still missing. There could be more too, but we won’t know until we can talk to all the owners.

As I read through the flyers, I’m more certain than ever that the three dogs and cat that are still missing won’t be returned unless their owners offer a reward. But what if the owners can’t afford it? Will their pets ever come home?

I think of my own dog. I miss Handsome sooo much. I’ve been so busy with the CCSC I haven’t visited Gran Nola in over a week. I plan to visit tomorrow since there’s no club meeting. Leo has flute practice and Becca has plans too—though she said she’d find time to feed the kittens.

Plans with who? I wonder. Her parents, the Sparklers, or Skeet?

I ball up my pillow and try to sleep on my side but that doesn’t feel right so I roll onto my back. Moonlight slices through my blinds, casting silvery stripes across my ceiling. The stripes make me think of Becca’s animal print outfits. I think about how exciting it was to rescue the zorse and then find out Becca knew my name. I thought we’ve been getting close—but she lied to me about Skeet.

Why didn’t she trust me with the truth? I don’t care if she’s going out with him; it’s the lying that hurts.

Club members—and future best friends—should trust each other.

Since I can’t sleep, I toss off my blankets and cross the room to the carved wooden chest beneath my window. The decorative molding on the bottom of the chest hides a camouflaged drawer that’s the perfect place to keep my deepest secrets.

I pull out my notebook of secrets.

I started the list in fifth grade after a sleepover at Ann Marie’s house when I accidentally overheard her mother tell her aunt that she was getting a divorce. I was shocked and worried about Ann Marie. She thought her parents were happy together. Only I knew they were protecting her and waiting for a trip to Disneyland to break the news.

So I knew this huge secret but I couldn’t tell anyone. If I told Ann Marie, she’d hate me for finding out before her. And if I told anyone else, it would be a betrayal to Ann Marie. But this secret was like an alien trapped inside my head screaming to get out.

So I tucked the secret safely between the pages of a plain blue notebook, burying it in my hidden drawer, planning never to look at it again.

But something unexpected happened—I discovered more secrets. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop at first. Curiosity took over and I started snooping on purpose. Now, I have over a dozen pages of secrets.

I flip to a new page and write:

BECCA MORALES: She’s gone out with Skeet but says she doesn’t like him. Why did she lie to me? Does she actually like him or is he blackmailing her into dating him? Can I trust her? More research needed.
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Becca isn’t at school the next day. I ask about her in the office, and a student assistant says she called in sick. How sick? I want to contact her to see if she’s okay, but I don’t have a phone. Leo does though, and I know he’d let me use it. Only we agreed to keep our friendship a secret at school. But it can’t hurt to talk to him just for a minute, right?

Leo is sitting in his usual spot at lunch, drawing on his tablet with an intent look, totally lost in his thoughts. I stare at the back of his blond hair and mentally command him to look at me. But he doesn’t stop drawing. A tornado could whip the roof off over his head and he still wouldn’t look up.

Frustrated, I head over to my usual table with Ann Marie and Tori.

As I pass Becca’s table, I glance at her chair, expecting it to be empty.

But it isn’t—and I cannot believe who’s sitting in her place.

What is that Red-Ponytail-Means-Trouble jerk doing with the Sparklers? Not just sitting with them, but flirting! Laughing, he leans close to Sophia and puts his arm around her. Seriously, does Skeet have no loyalty? How can he write a love poem to Becca then hit on her friends?

If Becca really likes him, she’s going to be hurt.

But only if someone tells her. And I can’t hurt her like that.

Add another secret to add to my list, I think with a sigh.

After school, I bike home instead of going to the Skunk Shack, which feels strange. Mom doesn’t even notice when I enter the living room. She’s focused on the computer, frowning as she scrolls through an official-looking website. Before she knows I’m there, I peer over her shoulder because I’m naturally snoopy.

“You’re looking for a job!” I say, which startles her so much she whirls around and bumps her shoulder into my elbow.

“Ow!” I cry, holding my elbow.

“Kelsey!” Mom rubs her shoulder. “I’ve told you not to sneak up on me.”

“I wasn’t sneaking. I was reading over your shoulder. So what’s with the job listings? I thought you liked working at the florist shop.”

 “Well, since you must know everything,” Mom says sternly but with a smile, “I do like my job but it’s time for a change.”

“And a job working for the county would pay more,” I say.

“That too.”

“Only you won’t be as happy. You love working with flowers.”

“You’re too smart for my own good.” Mom reaches out to muss my hair. “So what are you doing home anyway? I thought you were glued to your new friends.”

“They’re busy.”

“And you’re feeling left out?” Mom guesses with a raised brow.

“Now who’s the one who’s too smart?” I retort.

“Friendships aren’t easy—no matter what age you are,” Mom says, squeezing my hand gently. “Sometimes I worry you’re too quiet. Be open and honest with your friends.”

Honest? I think about Becca. How can I be honest with a liar?

Still, Mom has a point. It’s easier for me to listen than talk. I’m so used to spying on people who seem more interesting than me. But since joining CCSC, I’m doing interesting stuff too. And I’ve gained two great friends.

I realize I shouldn’t judge Becca. Who she dates is not up to me, and I’ll try not to care if she likes a boy I dislike. I’ll tell her she’s the nicest girl I’ve ever met and admit I’m tired of pretending not to like her at school. And I’ll ask her if we can be best friends.

After dinner, while I’m rinsing off dirty dishes, my parents call a family meeting. I shut off the tap and hurry into the living room.

My stomach knots because the last time we had a family meeting, my parents broke the bad news of losing our house.

I’m tense when I enter the living room—until I see who’s there.

“Gran Nola!” I rush over and fall into a soft hug. Gran Nola, my mother’s mom, is short like me but athletic from cycling in competitions and teaching yoga.

Gran has Handsome with her. My gorgeous golden whip barks excitedly and wags his tail so fast that when I bend down to hug him he almost knocks over a lamp. Dad catches it before it hits the floor. My sisters and brother crowd around Handsome, and we’re all hugging our dog.

Not a family meeting—a family party!

We celebrate with a game of Monopoly.

“I’m going to break the bank,” Dad says, rubbing his hands together like a villain threatening to take over the world.

“Not if I send you to jail first,” Gran threatens.

And the game is on!

We roll dice and laugh and argue—until Kyle buys up the last property and bankrupts everyone.

When Dad brings out red velvet cupcakes for dessert, we’re all winners.

Saying good-bye to Gran and Handsome is hard, but I’m still smiling as I go to bed. And I sleep great.

The next day at school, Becca is back and she’s looks gorgeous in a striped skirt, leather ankle boots, and a scalloped leather jacket over a white blouse. I admire the golden tiger necklace shining around her neck. She’s straightened her dark hair so it falls smoothly down her back.

Although we’re still keeping our friendship a secret at school, in homeroom she turns around to whisper, “See you at the shack.”

After school, I reach the Skunk Shack a few minutes before Becca joins me. Leo isn’t there yet—he texted Becca to say he’d be late.

 “I was worried about you yesterday,” I tell Becca as I reach for a can of cat food. There are only three cans left.

“Worried?” She looks over at me curiously as she fills a water bowl.

“I heard you were sick.”

“Oh…that.” Her cheeks redden. “I wasn’t actually sick. I told Mom I needed a no-stress day to do some thinking.”

“And she let you stay home?” I’m stunned. I have to be burning up with fever or vomiting before my parents let me miss school.

“Mom can be bossy, and lately we argue a lot, but we work hard to keep Wild Oaks running so she’s more like a partner than a parent. She trusts me to make my own decisions,” Becca says. “But figuring out the right decisions isn’t easy. There’s a lot to think about.”

“About what?” Be honest with me, I silently urge.

“Nothing to do with the club.”

“Maybe I can help anyway,” I persist. “I’m good at keeping secrets. You can trust me.”

“I can, can’t I?” She looks closely at me like maybe she’s realizing she really can trust me.

And I want so badly to trust her…

Wheels whirl from outside and I hear Leo shout, “Becca! Kelsey! Wait till you see what I have.”

I groan. His timing couldn’t be worse.

“We’ll talk later,” Becca says, squeezing my hand.

We step outside the shack just as Leo hops off his gyro-board.

He’s breathing hard and sweating but grinning. “I found it!” he says.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

He waves something small in the air like a winning trophy.

The bird-drone is back.


- Chapter 16 -

Grave Suspicions
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We go into the Skunk Shack and pull up our chairs to the table. I spot a cobweb on the ceiling and dust on the window ledge like nature is trying to reclaim our clubhouse.

Leo sets the bird-drone on the table where it teeters on its spiky metal legs—until one snaps off and rolls onto the floor. The kittens pounce after this strange new toy. Normally I’d smile at their playfulness but we’re all staring sadly at Leo’s smashed robot. The bird-drone wobbles on one leg then flops onto its side with a plunk.

“Poor busted bird.” Becca sighs like the drone is a living creature.

Poor Leo, I think. He was so proud when his bird-drone lifted off into the sky. “Can you fix it?”

“Doubtful.” Leo shakes his head. “It was badly damaged in the crash.”

“How did you find it without a tracking device?” I ask.

“I calculated the flight pattern and distance, then narrowed the search area to a baseball field. It smashed down on third base. A sad end for a fine robot.” He bows his head.

“You can make another one,” Becca encourages, reaching out to squeeze his hand. “You’re really smart.”

“Thanks,” Leo says with a pained smile. “At least the bird-drone did its job before it crashed.”

“What do you mean…ouch!” Claws dig into my ankle. I look down to see my playful orange kitten. I scoop her up and she purrs as I hug her.

“It flew over Willow Rose Lane and took nineteen photos,” Leo is saying. “By cross-checking with Google maps, I matched the addresses to the photos.”

“You got photos of the backyards?” I ask eagerly.

Leo unzips the leather pouch he carries instead of a backpack and pulls out a large envelope. “Check these out.”

Becca leans in beside me, her tiger necklace brushing my shoulder as we look through the photos. Most of them are distant aerial views of rooftops, driveways with shiny cars, and backyards with green lawns, bricked patios, barbecues, gardens, sheds, and garages. But the last three photos are close-ups of ponds with glittering water and rainbow swirls of fish.

“I zoomed in on those photos because of the ponds,” Leo explains.

“Koi fish!” I point excitedly.

“So pretty—like jewels swimming in rainbows,” Becca says. “I’d love to have koi at Wild Oaks.”

“So would your alligator,” I tease. “Chomp, chomp. Sushi.”

She swats at me. “You’re terrible.”

“It’s a talent,” I say, grinning.

Leo is all seriousness as he plucks three photos from the pile and spreads them on the table. “All the houses have ponds but only three have koi fish.”

“Who owns the—no kitty! Don’t eat the photos.” I gently put Honey on the floor where she scampers after her siblings.

“Mrs. Tupin lives in the house with koi fish,” Leo says.

 “This proves she’s guilty!” I snap my fingers. “Witchy Woman dumped our kittens.”

“Actually it only proves she has koi fish,” Leo says. “Don’t forget the receipt you found also listed dog and cat food.”

“She could have a dog and cat inside her house,” I say stubbornly. “Becca and I think she might own the mother cat but didn’t want to the kittens, so she got rid of them.”

“Interesting theory.” Leo taps his chin thoughtfully. “That would explain where the kittens came from.”

“And tossed them away in a plastic bag like trash.” Becca scowls.

“Leo, who lives in this house?” I point to one with a barbecue patio with potted plants, wicker chairs, and koi fish swimming in a pond with a waterfall.

“The Stanfords—a retired couple. I recognized the name because their granddaughter is in my fencing class.”

“So did you call her?” I ask.

“Why waste time talking on the phone when there’s more info online? I searched their social media posts and found out they travel a lot and have been on vacation for a month. They have a dog that travels with them.”

“Who feeds their fish?” Becca asks, always worrying about pets.

“A neighbor,” he answers in a precise way like he’s reading off a list but he isn’t. “And this pond with the lion statue is Officer Skeet’s.”

“We already know he has koi fish,” Becca says in a defensive tone.

I’m more interested in Witchy Woman’s yard. A chain-link fence surrounds a small slanted roof. Could it be a dog house? I don’t see a dog but he could be sleeping inside. I check off each piece of evidence in my notebook:

a) dog pen

b) koi fish

c) possibly owns Mama Cat

“Witchy Woman is so guilty,” I say. “All we need to do is prove she has Mama Cat.”

“How do we prove it?” Becca asks.

“Talk to the neighbors,” Leo suggests, lifting his gaze from the photos to us. “Someone will know if she has a cat—especially a cat who had kittens. According to my calculations, one kitten in a litter will resemble its mother.”

“That does happen a lot.” Becca bends down to pet her kitten. “So the mother cat will be black like Chris, orange like Honey, or calico like No-Name. You really have to name your kitten, Leo.”

“Why name a cat I can never have? Dad will always be allergic.” Leo frowns as he watches the three kittens playing. “Let’s focus on catching the cat-dumper. We need to find out if Mrs. Tupin owns the mother cat.”

“If she still has it,” I say ominously as I study the photo again, looking beyond the dog pen.

A far corner blooms with flowers—except for a square of dirt. I peer closer at the photo and what I see sends shivers up my skin. “Look at the dirt by the fence.” I point. “It’s fresh and dark like someone’s been digging…burying something small.”

Becca gasps. “What are you saying?”

“That I know what happened to the kitten’s mother.” I point to the photo. “There’s her grave.”


- Chapter 17 -

Spies and Lies
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The CCSC is in stealth spy mode. We wheel around Willow Rose Lane three times before meeting up under our usual shady willow tree.

“Witchy Woman’s black SUV isn’t in the driveway,” I say, peering through willow vines. “I think she isn’t home.”

“Looks like it,” Becca agrees. “The blinds are usually open but they’re closed now.”

“Excellent,” Leo says with a determined glint in his blue eyes. “I’ll search the backyard. If she has a cat—dead or alive—I’ll find it.”

“No.” I shake my head firmly. “That’s too dangerous.”

“Someone might see you,” Becca warns.

 “And what about the dog?” I add with a frown at the photo in my hand. “Just because he’s not in the photo doesn’t mean he isn’t there.”

“The worst he’ll do is bark, and if he does, I can run fast.” Leo kicks up his gyro-board and hands me the remote. “Watch this for me.”

Leo suddenly seems taller and less geeky. Bravery looks good on him, I think with surprise. But he can’t be serious. Climb a fence in pressed slacks and a button-down dress shirt? He’ll end up flat on his butt.

Becca and I offer to go with him but he says we should keep watch and text if Witchy Woman shows up. Becca holds her phone so we’re ready as we spy half-hidden beneath wispy willow vines.

Even in loafers instead of sneakers, Leo bolts over the gate like a gymnast. Becca bites her lip and my heart thuds so loudly it’s all I can hear. I imagine everything that can go wrong. Leo will trip and break his leg. He’ll fall into the fish pond and drown. There really is a vicious dog and it’s very hungry. Or Witchy Woman really is a witch and she’s lurking in her house ready to grab Leo, and we’ll never see him again.

Six minutes…eight minutes…twelve. What’s taking Leo so long?

 “Hey, Becca!” a male voice shouts.

Becca shrieks and I jump so high I hit my head on a willow branch. We spin around as Burton Skeet rolls up on a black bike.

“What are you doing here, Bec? You don’t live around here.” He’s grinning at her in a sappy way that makes me want to puke.

“Just riding around,” Becca says uneasily.

Skeet jerks his thumb at me. “With her?”

He says “her” like I’m something gross you scrap off from the bottom of your shoe. But he’s taller with muscles, so I don’t argue.

“I can hang out with whoever I want. And Kelsey and I are busy, so just leave,” Becca says sharply. Unlike me, she has no fear of Skeet.

“Busy doing what?” He narrows his eyes.

“None of your business.”

“Don’t snap at me, Bec,” he says in a softer tone. “You’ll hurt my feelings.”

Does Skeet have feelings? I wonder, backing up close to my bike in case I need a quick getaway.

“Just go home,” she tells him.

“I will if you come with me.” He gives her this little-boy grin, all flashy white teeth and dimples. I have to admit he’s good-looking. But I know beneath the grin lurks a viper ready to strike.

“Don’t be crazy.” Becca purses her lips like she’s trying not to lose her temper. “We can talk later.”

“Or now.” He dips his head close to her face, “I’ve missed you, Bec.”

“Burt, please…this isn’t a good time.” Becca looks panicked like a trapped animal as she glances from me to Skeet. “I’ll call you tonight if you leave.”

His gaze slithers over me. “You didn’t tell me what you’re doing with her. She’s not a Sparkler.”

I watch Becca, urging her to say I’m her friend.

“I’m helping Kelsey find…find her dog,” Becca turns toward me and mouths, “Play along.”

“You lost a dog?” Skeet asks, suddenly interested. “That sucks. I could help you look. You probably know that my uncle is an animal control officer. I help him out a lot.”

I remember Officer Skeet complaining that Burt was lazy and not very helpful, but I keep quiet.

“So go help him,” Becca says. “We can find the dog on our own.”

But Burton Skeet doesn’t move. “Is there a reward?”

I say yes just as Becca says no.

“Kelsey was thinking about offering a reward but we’re sure we’ll find him,” Becca improvises.

“You’ll find him quicker with my help,” Skeet persists.

I grip my handlebars so tight my knuckles turn white. Things only get worse when I look across the street and spot Leo halfway over the fence.

Oh no! It’ll be a disaster if Skeet sees Leo.

I catch Becca’s gaze and mouth Leo’s name and point. She glances across the street and her eyes pop with panic.

“Burt, you have to go!” Becca nudges Skeet so his view of the street is blocked by a curtain of vines. “You can’t help because Kelsey’s dog is…um…afraid of guys. He’ll run if he sees you with us. So you have to go.”

“Is that any way to treat me after what I gave you?”

“That was sweet.” Becca twirls her finger in the gold chain of the tiger necklace. “It’s really pretty.”

“I knew you’d like it.” He grins, dimples making him dangerously attractive.

“Okay, I like it. But you need to leave or we’ll never catch the dog.”

While she’s talking to Skeet, I’m watching Leo. He can’t see through the willow branches, so he has no idea Skeet is here. Leo looks left then right at the neighboring houses before moving away from the fence. I hold my breath as he creeps low, staying near bushes. Once he crosses the street, he’ll be in plain view.

“I’ll go on one condition,” Skeet tells Becca with a sly grin.

“What?” She bites her lip.

Skeet bends over and whispers in her ear. I can’t hear what he says but I can read his lips, and what I read makes me want to vomit.

I’m sure Becca will push him away or slap him. But she doesn’t even look outraged. And she’s blushing.

She looks over at me and mouths, “Sorry.”

Then Becca lifts her face to Skeet’s and kisses him.


- Chapter 18 -

Accusations
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I’ve never seen a bigger smile than Skeet’s as he hops back onto his bike. He’s whirling away while I’m still reeling. The good news is I don’t spew chunks. But the bad news is I’m so shocked I can hardly think straight. Please let this be a hallucination.

But it really happened. OMG!

Becca kissed the guy she told me she wanted to avoid; the same guy who gave her a romantic poem and a necklace; the guy I’m beginning to think she likes more than she wants to admit—even to herself.

“Don’t hate me,” Becca whispers.

“I don’t…but how could you?”

“I—I don’t know. It seemed like a good idea.”

 “Kissing someone like Skeet is never a good idea. Yuck.”

“I got him to leave, didn’t I?” she asks as if proud of herself.

“But you shouldn’t have let him blackmail you. That’s disgusting. You must have heard how horrible he was to Leo.”

“Rumors get exaggerated. He’s never mean around me so it’s hard to believe things I’ve heard about him. Still, Leo won’t understand so he can’t know about this.” She clasps my hand. “Promise you won’t tell him.”

I nod, adding another secret to my collection.

I may need to start a new notebook soon.

Still, I can hardly believe Becca kissed Skeet. She’s not afraid of him, so why didn’t she tell him to get lost? Was she really trying to protect Leo? Or did she kiss Skeet because she wanted to?

When Leo sprints across the street to join us, he’s out of breath but grinning. “That was such a rush!”

“Tell me about it,” I mutter with a dark look at Becca.

“You were very brave.” Becca smiles at him, turning away from me.

 “I was, wasn’t I?” Leo puffs up proudly and looks down at his white shirt, which isn’t so white anymore. “Did you see me climb the fence and then jump back down? I felt like I was flying like a drone.” Leo waves his arms. “Spying is exciting.”

“It can be dangerous too, if you’re not careful,” I warn.

“According to my calculations, the danger risk was only seventeen percent. And wait till you hear what I found out!”

I glance up then down the street, worried Skeet might return. “Let’s go somewhere more private to talk.”

“The Skunk Shack?” Becca suggests.

“My apartment is closer,” I say. “Although it won’t be private if my family is home.”

“The decision is obvious.” Leo jumps onto his gyro-board. “We’ll go to my house. It’s the closest, and I have no siblings—only an aquarium of very quiet fish.”

Becca and I pedal fast to keep up with Leo, so we don’t talk—which is a good thing since I’m afraid of what I might say. I can’t stop thinking about that kiss. I feel like I don’t even know Becca. How can someone so smart kiss a boy like Skeet? I just don’t understand.

“My parents are working but we still have to follow the no-shoes rule.” Leo holds the front door open then gestures for us to sit on a carved wood bench in the foyer. “Mom doesn’t allow shoes on the carpet.”

“Wow, your house is all white on the inside too,” I say as I untie my sneakers. White walls and snowy carpet, and even the wall paintings are of snowy mountains and milky-foam ocean waves.

“It’s embarrassing,” Leo admits with a cringe. “But I’m used to it. And she let me choose the colors for my own room. It’s the one at the end of the hall.”

Leo’s room is huge—more like a suite. It has a private bath and a living room with a flat-screen TV and shelves overflowing with plastic containers of tools and electronic parts. There’s even a life-size robot standing in a corner like a prop from a science fiction movie.

Leo clicks a remote and the robot-man’s chest hinges open like wings unfolding to reveal a large screen.

“Is that another TV?” Becca asks.

 “No, it’s my computer. Check out the photos I took while I was in Mrs. Tupin’s backyard,” he says as he connects his phone to the robot computer.

Becca stands on one side of Leo and I move to the other. I catch her looking at me curiously but I look away. Now that my shock is over, anger has taken its place. Can I believe anything she tells me?

Leo seems oblivious to the tension between Becca and me. He taps his keyboard then points at the screen. “There’s the fenced-in dog pen.”

“But no dog,” Becca says, disappointed.

“The pen clearly hasn’t been used in a long time.” Leo clicks to a new photo. “Here’s the patch of fresh dirt that Kelsey spotted.”

“A grave,” I say in a hush, leaning closer to the screen. “There’s something poking up from the dirt. Is it a stick?”

“Maybe a flag,” Becca adds.

“Or a headstone,” I say ominously.

“You were closer when you guessed a stick.” Leo clicks a few buttons and the screen in the robot’s chest focuses on the fresh dirt. “It’s a rose plant.”

“Like flowers on a grave?” I shiver and think of the missing mother cat.

 “Wrong again,” he says with that know-it-all grin that annoys me. “That rose bush was just planted. No flowers yet, only thorny branches. Definitely not a grave. Mrs. Tupin is a gardener with blooming flowers all over her yard. But no signs of a dog or cat.”

“A house cat?” I guess.

Leo shakes his head. “I looked in the windows and saw no evidence of any indoor pets.”

“Drats. I was so sure Witchy Woman dumped the kittens.” Frowning, I turn away form the computer. “We just ran out of suspects.”

I’d been so sure the receipt was a great clue. It was in the same bag as the kittens, so it must have belonged to the cat dumper. But of the three people with koi fish, Witchy Woman is the most likely suspect. The Stanfords are on vacation so they obviously didn’t do it. And an animal control officer has no reason to dump kittens when he can easily take them to the shelter.

What if no one on Willow Rose Lane is guilty? The cat-napper could have koi fish in a different neighborhood. Or I might have the right neighborhood but the wrong suspects. Maybe it’s not someone who lives in one of these houses but someone who visits often—like a nephew who helps out his uncle.

Would helping include buying pet food?

“Becca,” I say carefully, “remember when we found the kittens?”

“Of course,” she answers in a wary voice.

“We wouldn’t have found them if we hadn’t detoured through the alley, and we only did that because you wanted to avoid someone.”

She presses her lips together tightly. “So?”

“It means he was near the alley,” I say with emphasis on alley. “Did you ever wonder what he was doing there?”

“No.” She flips back her dark hair defiantly. “And you shouldn’t either.”

“What’s going on with you two?” Leo spins around in his computer chair. “Who are you talking about?”

I ignore Leo, staring hard at Becca. She reminds me of a timid deer, ready to leap away if I come to close to a suspicion she doesn’t want to hear.

“Drop it, Kelsey,” she warns, folding her arms across her chest.

“Don’t you find it suspicious that not only was he near the alley where the kittens were dumped, but he also spends time with his uncle who lives on Willow Rose Lane and has koi fish? He probably has dogs and cats too.”

Leo jumps out of his chair to face us. “Are you talking about Skeet?”

“Kelsey, drop it.” Becca narrows her gaze. “I don’t want to talk about him.”

“But you didn’t mind kissing him?”

Oops. As soon as I say it, I know I’ve gone too far.

Leo’s mouth falls open. “You—you kissed Skeet?”

“Kelsey!” Becca’s cheeks blaze. “You promised not to tell!”

“You kissed Skeet? Actually pressed your lips against his?” Leo holds on to the top of his chair as if his legs have gone weak.

“It’s not how you think…” When Leo won’t look at her, she whirls back to me. “I can’t believe you told him! I thought I could trust you!”

“Trust?” I repeat the word bitterly. “You’re the one who lied. You said you didn’t like Skeet but you’ve gone out with him and he even gave you that necklace you’re wearing.”

“You don’t understand,” she says looking close to tears.

“No, I don’t. How can you like a boy cruel enough to dump helpless kittens?”

 “He didn’t do it!” she argues.

“Yes, he did—it all makes sense,” I say, excited as the clues fall into place. “Skeet was close to the dumpster, his uncle has koi fish, and he’s mean. Move him up to Suspect number one.”

“You think you’re so smart,” Becca snaps. “But you’re wrong.”

“Kelsey made some excellent points,” Leo says.

“Are you siding with her?” Becca wheels on Leo, hands in fists.

“No…I mean…” Leo stammers.

“I am so out of here.” Becca storms over to the door and yanks it open.

“Don’t leave,” I say, softening my voice. “Let’s talk it over.”

“There’s nothing to talk about—you won’t listen.”

“I always listen!”

“Only to what you want to hear.” Becca turns furiously toward me. “You called me a liar. I thought being in a club meant trusting each other. Guess I was wrong.”

“Becca, I’m trying to trust you,” I tell her honestly.

“But you don’t,” she accuses. “So we’re done. And don’t worry about the kittens. Mom told me about a new volunteer who wants to foster cats. I wasn’t going to tell Mom about our kittens but it’s not like we can keep them anyway. The kittens will be in a good home until they can be adopted. There’s no reason for either of you to come back to the Skunk Shack.”

She slams the door, the bang loud and final.

The CCSC is over.


- Chapter 19 -

Cat-Tastrophe
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I can’t believe it—one moment we’re having a great time working together, then all a sudden it’s over. No friendship. No kittens. No club.

I blink back tears, trying hard not to cry in front of Leo. His face looks stunned like a grenade exploded in his room. That’s how I feel too. Becca’s words blasted away the CCSC.

“I have to go,” I say miserably.

“Of course you do.” He’s quiet as he follows me to the front door.

“Sorry about…about everything.” I sit on the ornate bench. I bend over to slip on a sneaker, rubbing off a spot of dirt on the toe.

“It’s not your fault. I expected something like this to happen.”

“You knew Becca would quit on us?” I ask in astonishment as I look up at him, a shoe string dangling through my fingers.

“No, not that.” He moves toward the door, holding it open for me.

But I don’t leave, slowly tying the other shoe. When I stand, I place my hand on his arm. “Leo, what do you mean?”

Light shines through the open door, partly on Leo’s face so he’s half in brightness and half in shadow. “According to my calculations, friendship never ends well…for me anyway.” He sucks in a heavy breath then blows it out. “Remember when you asked if I was afraid of anything?”

“You said yes. But you didn’t tell me your fear.”

“Fears are the result of imagining the worst that can happen. I am too logical for fears. This doesn’t mean I’m brave—far from it. I simply lack common fears like heights, public speaking, or snakes.” He swallows. “But since joining CCSC, I’ve been afraid it will end. And now it has.”

“Oh, Leo.” I reach out and squeeze his hand. “I’m your friend, and Becca is too.”

He gives me this thin smile, like he knows I mean well, but he also knows the club is what made us friends. I should say I’ll sit with him at lunch or go to his house after school. And that I’ll want to hang out with him…but I probably won’t.

So I say good-bye and leave.

[image: image]

I dream about kittens that night.

I’m in a dark endless house with twisting corridors leading nowhere. I hear mews, but I can’t see any cats. I wander from room to room, calling for my kitten. Are you there, Honey? Where are you hiding? Why can’t I find you? I see the swish of an orange tail and race after it. “Wait!” I shout but the furry tail whips around a corner. When I finally get close enough to grab it, there’s a ferocious growl. I’m holding a tiger’s tail…

It’s a relief to wake up…until I think of my kitten.

Alone in my room, I cry.
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I’m spending Saturday with Gran Nola and Handsome. Gran makes caramel popcorn pancakes for brunch then we watch episodes of our favorite mystery shows like Bones and Veronica Mars. When Gran gets a call from one of her yoga clients, I go into the backyard and play Frisbee fetch with Handsome. It’s no accident his name is Handsome—his fur glistens like gold and his eyes shine like black gems. It’s great to be with him again, but it makes me miss my kitten even more.

After Frisbee exhausts both of us, Handsome snoozes on the ground beneath me while I sway gently in the shaded hammock. Gran planted the maple trees that support the hammock when I was born, so it’s like being cradled by old friends. My mind sways like the hammock, drifting back to a hidden shack in the woods and the kittens that are no longer there.

I don’t want to think about the kittens so I dig into my backpack for the mystery novel I started reading last week—before CCSC. I grab the edge of a paperback, but when I pull it out it’s not a book. It’s my Pet Project Folder. I start to toss it back but change my mind.

Becca quit the club—I didn’t. We can’t take care of the kittens in the Skunk Shack anymore but I can still look for lost pets.

I lean back in the hammock and read through the folder, memorizing descriptions of missing pets. I cross-reference the map of Sun Flower and realize that one of the lost dogs, a female cocker spaniel named Peanut, was last seen a few blocks from Gran’s house. No reward is offered and she’s been missing for almost a week. But she might have been found by now, so I ask Gran if I can use her phone.

When I call, there’s no answer. Drats.

Since I’m in an investigating mood, I pull out all the missing pet papers. Becca already called most of the owners but some didn’t answer. Once I know which pets are still missing, I’ll bike around looking for them.

I carry Gran’s phone and a bag of wheat chips into the living room, and I curl up on the couch with the papers. I hear Gran’s computer clicking from her home office and know she’ll be busy for a while.

Who should I call first? I ponder, flipping through the flyers.

Let’s start at the beginning—A for Ali Baba, a labrador retriever missing for eight days. No reward offered. I’m starting to think it’s no coincidence that the pets with owners offering rewards are returned quickly. But those without rewards…I’m afraid for them.

I’m more determined than ever to stop the petnappers.

I call Ali Baba’s owner but after five rings I get an answering machine: Hi. This is Tina. Sorry I can’t answer. Leave your number after the beep.

What number should I give? Last time we made calls, we left Leo’s number. But I can’t leave Gran’s number because I’ll be gone in a few hours. And if I leave my home phone, someone else in my family will probably answer. It could be complicated. So I hang up.

Next I call about Miracle, a cute silky terrier with purple toenails and a rhinestone purple collar. A man tells me the dog is still missing.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’ll be on the lookout for him.”

“Don’t look too hard.” He snorts like this is a hilarious joke. “It’s my wife’s dog and it’s been peaceful around here without it yapping all the time. She wanted to offer a reward, but I’m not paying to get that stupid dog back.”

When he hangs up, I scowl and mutter, “Jerk,” and vow to look extra hard for Miracle.

I flip through the flyers until a photo of a calico cat named Violet stops me.

Her sweet multicolored face and topaz eyes remind me of Leo’s kitten. I sigh. Not his kitten anymore. By now Honey, Chris, and No-Name are with a foster family…

I press my lips tight.

Do. Not. Think. About. Kittens.

I put the flyer down…then pick it up again. Why is Violet so familiar? I’ve biked all around town lately but don’t remember seeing her.

I read the details. Violet was lost a few blocks from Helen Corning Middle School, so I may have seen her on my way to school. I check the date she went missing—almost two months ago. If she hadn’t been returned by now, it’s unlikely she ever will.

I read through details: Female calico, two years old, crooked right ear, no collar, and when she went missing she was expecting kittens…

OMG!

I look closer at Violet. Her long black whiskers curl like Becca’s kitten; her coloring is like Leo’s kitten, and she has topaz eyes like my sweet Honey.

No wonder she reminds me of our kittens.

She’s their mother.


- Chapter 20 -

Follow That Pet-Napper
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I grab the phone, my heart racing as I punch in the number from the flyer.

One ring, two, three…seven, eight.

A recording invites me to leave a message, and this time I do. “Hi, I’m Kelsey,” I say in a rush. “I’m calling about your cat. Please call back—it’s important!” I leave Gran’s number.

“Hurry! Call back!” I whisper to the phone.

The phone ignores me.

Maybe I should have left my home number too. I could call again to leave it…No, I’ll just wait. Even thought it’s so hard. Dad will be finished volunteering at Veteran’s Hall and here to pick me up in an hour. If she doesn’t call back before then, I’ll call later from home. I have to talk with her.

Five minutes pass. I cross my legs then uncross them. I eat a few chips then toss the bag aside. I grab it again and reach in for another handful of chips.

When I grow tired of staring at the phone, I pick up my mystery novel where I left off and read.

After a few paragraphs, though, I start to wonder about Violet. Her owner must be heartbroken, not only missing a cat but wondering if she had kittens. I can assure her that the kittens are safe but I don’t know where Mama Cat is—and I’m scared to guess what happened to her.

The phone rings.

I grab it so fast, the chip bag spills to the carpet.

“Hi!” I say excitedly into the phone.

“Um…hello. Did you just call me?” The caller sounds younger than my mom, probably in her twenties.

“Yes, I did!” I exhale a sigh of relief. “I got your number from your missing pet flyer.”

“Oh, well, that explains it.” She laughs. “Only you’re a little late.”

“Late?” I tighten my grip on the phone.

“A wonderful man just called to say he found my dog!” Her voice rises with excitement. “I’m so thrilled I can hardly think straight. I’ve been in a state of terror for days but now that’s over. I can’t wait to see my sweet Ali! The man who found him is on his way right now.”

“I’m so happy for you.” My brain backs up and replays. “Wait—did you say dog? But I thought you were missing a female cat.”

“Wrong on both counts—Ali Baba is a male lab. But you should already know that because you called me first.”

“Well yeah.” I check my notes and find Ali Baba’s name with a notation, No answer. But I didn’t leave my number. Of course most phones have caller ID and show missed calls. Mystery solved.

“I was calling to see if your dog is still missing,” I say awkwardly. “I’m glad he was found.”

“Thank you! I’m thrilled and a little giddy—it’s like I have a date with my own dog. I have to find his favorite toy and fill his food bowl. Got to go!”

She clicks off, sounding so happy that I’m smiling too—until I realize my mistake. Palm smack to my forehead. Why didn’t I ask her about the man who found Ali Baba? What if he has a spider tattoo or looks like Santa Claus?

I may have just missed my chance to catch a petnapper.

Maybe it’s not too late. If I hurry, I might be able to reach her house to see who will return the dog. I skim through the flyers until I find the one with a photo of a chocolate lab named Ali Baba.

I race into my grandmother’s office and ask to use her computer to find an address. She moves aside, offering me her chair. A few key clicks and I have the address. It’s less than two miles away.

“Gran, I need to meet a friend—ASAP,” I say as I print out the map.

“Go ahead. Borrow one of my bikes, if you’d like.”

“I hoped you’d say that.” I hug her before heading to the garage.

Most grandparents would waste time with questions, like who my friend is and why I’m in such a hurry. But Gran Nola is cool. She says if I don’t learn to make my own decisions now I never will. She also competes in competitive bicycle races so I have several bikes to choose from. I pick a metallic blue twenty-four-speed bike. It’s a little big for me, but it’s purple, my favorite color.

Wind tosses my hair as I pedal furiously past cars and houses, stopping only for traffic lights. The map flaps like a pale bird in my hand. At Wright Street, I’ll make a left then a right and another left before I reach 1979 Marcola Street.

What will I do when I get there? How will I know if the dog has already been returned? Should I knock on the door and explain that I’m trying to catch a pet thief?

When I turn onto Marcola Street, the map leads me to an L-shaped blue house with a high hedge surrounding the front yard. A blue mini-van is in the driveway and a dented brown Toyota is parked on the street in front of the house. I wish I could see into the backyard but it’s blocked by a high stone wall.

Now what do I do? I wonder. If Leo were here, he’d bravely climb the fence to snoop into the backyard. If Becca were here, she’d go boldly up to the front door and ask questions.

But I’m scared to climb into a strange yard, and talking to strangers makes me nervous. I ride my bike past the house, so slowly I might as well be going backward. It’s a dead-end street, so when I reach the end, I turn around and bike past the blue house again. I can’t just keep riding back and forth, but there aren’t any willow trees to hide under.

So I hide in plain sight; a clever spy strategy I learned in Surveillance Techniques and Strategies. I stop two houses away across the street, and fiddle with my bike chain like it isn’t working right.

As I wiggle the bike chain, my hair falls over my face and I study the blue house. No open curtains or activity outside. But what’s happening inside? Has Ali Baba been returned or is the pet-napper on his way? All I can do is wait and watch. But after ten minutes, I’m tired of waiting.

It’s time for bold action. I push my hair from my face and get ready to bike across the street. But the front door suddenly opens and a stocky man in a big western hat steps out of the blue house.

“Glad I could help, ma’am.” His deep voice has a Texas twang that carries across street.

“You were so kind to bring him home,” a middle-aged woman with black hair piled high on her head says. She follows the man down the porch steps, a chocolate-brown dog wagging his tail after her.

Ali Baba! I think excitedly.

The man moves toward the brown Toyota with a rolling stride like he spends more time on a horse than in a car. I look down when his gaze shifts over to me. I let my hair fall over my face again, a convenient camouflage for sneak-watching.

Don’t act suspicious, I remind myself. You’re just a kid out riding and you’re checking your bike chain.

“I wish I could do more for you,” the woman calls from the porch. “Thank you so much.”

“I should be the one thanking you,” he says humbly with a pat on his pocket—right where a man usually keeps his wallet.

“Money can’t replace a family member.” She pats the dog beside her. “It’s wonderful having Ali Baba back.”

“Mighty glad to help out, ma’am.” A Texas-sized bunch of keys on a silver key chain jangles as he unlocks his car. He turns back to wave and I gasp at the web of spider tattoos trailing down his right arm.

He’s part of the pet-napping ring—and he’s driving away!

Hopping onto my bike, I follow that car.

I pedal faster than I ever have, maybe even faster than Gran Nola when she competed in that big race in France. I focus on the bright red frame around his license plate. When Tattooed-Guy slows to make a right turn, I read his license plate: 3UWG382. I repeat it over and over in my head since I don’t have a pen or paper. What kind of spy am I? I should have thought this through.

The Toyota gains speed, leaving me in his exhaust. I choke on fumes and my chest burns. The car slows into another right turn, blending into busy traffic. I’ve lost him.

“Drats,” I mutter. At least I know what he looks like and I have his license number. But I have no clue how to track him down.

I consider going back to the blue house and explain that Spider Tattoo Guy is a pet thief. But what if Ali Baba’s owner doesn’t believe me? She might even slam the door in my face.

No one would slam a door in Becca’s face. And Leo would know ways to track someone down with a license plate number. I miss my friends.

Sighing, I turn my bike around and head back to Gran’s.

Dad’s waiting for me when I roll up the driveway. I put the bike back in the garage, hug Gran Nola and Handsome good-bye, then follow Dad out to the car. I’m surprised he’s not mad that I wasn’t here when he showed up, but he’s whistling to himself—something he hasn’t done since moving to the apartment.

“Have a nice bike ride?” he asks as he starts up the car.

“Um…yeah, I guess.” I click on my seatbelt. “Sorry I took so long.”

“Oh, I didn’t mind. I always enjoy talking with Nola. She has a great idea for improving my cream croissants and she gave me a lead on a bakery job.”

“She did?” Instantly my mood shifts to hopeful. “If you get it, we could leave the apartment and buy a new house where we can keep Handsome.”

“Whoa, Kelsey.” Dad tousles my hair. “I don’t even have an interview yet. I’ll find out on Monday. Keep your fingers crossed.”

“I’ll cross my fingers, my toes, and everything.”

“Even your eyeballs?” he teases. “I’ll call you Cross-Eyed Kelsey.”

I groan but he just chuckles.

He’s reversing out of the driveway when I hear a shout and look over to the porch where Gran Nola is waving her phone.

“Call for Kelsey,” she hollers.

“I’ll just be a sec,” I tell Dad and hop out of the car.

 “Who is it?” I ask Gran, taking the phone from her.

“She didn’t say.” Gran Nola shrugs. “All she told me was that she’s returning your call about a calico cat.”


- Chapter 21 -

Mysterious Mama Cat
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“Hello,” I say, pressing the phone to my ear. “I’m Kelsey.” My heart pumps so fast I’m dizzy.

“You called about my cat?” an elderly woman asks in a suspicious tone.

“I found your lost cat flyer and recognized the cat. Well, not her exactly…but her kittens.”

“What kittens?”

“Your cat…Violet’s…kittens. I know where they are,” I add, aware of Gran’s curious look.

“There aren’t any kittens,” the woman states with such certainty that for a moment I’m not sure if I have the right cat. But I remember Violet’s topaz eyes and know I’m not mistaken.

“I’ve seen them and they’re supercute,” I insist in my kindest voice. When I tell her I think Violet is dead, it’s going to be a shock for her. “There are three kittens and one of them looks just like Violet.”

“Is this a new trick to con money from me?” she demands.

I reel back like I’ve been slapped. “I don’t want anything from you.”

“That’s what the man said too, until he asked for a reward. He told me he had my cat and her kittens—but I knew he didn’t have my sweet Violet. I didn’t believe him when he said there were kittens and I don’t believe you.”

“But your cat was pregnant when she went missing,” I point out. “She would have had her kittens by now.”

“If she did, they were born dead because Violet showed up last week alone. And my cat would never desert her own kittens. Don’t call me again.”

The woman hangs up.
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Gran has a questioning look when I hand her back the phone.

 “Are you in some kind of trouble?” she asks, slipping her arm around me. “I won’t interfere if you don’t want me to, but I’m here for you.”

“Thanks, Gran. But this isn’t about me. A friend of mine found some kittens.” Close enough to the truth. “And I thought they belonged to the woman on the phone but she doesn’t agree.”

“What do you think?” Gran Nola asks.

“I think the kittens are hers. But she doesn’t believe me so I can’t do anything about it.”

“You and your friend will think of something,” she says, giving me a hug.

Unlike my grandmother, Dad believes he should know everything about his kids.

“What was that all about?” Dad demands as I join him in the car.

I have secrets to keep so I tell him the short, mostly true story about trying to help a friend find the owner of some lost kittens. When I finish, he says he’s proud of me for trying to help a friend. Then he goes back to whistling.

When we get to the apartment, I rush for the phone. I may not be in a club anymore but I need to let Leo and Becca know that Mama Cat is still alive—unless I have the wrong cat.

But the clues add up:

The ages of the kittens fit.

Violet was missing when they were born.

She returned right before we found the kittens.

Her topaz eyes are identical to Honey’s eyes.

According to my calculations (as Leo would say), I’m 99.9% sure Violet is Mama Cat. Besides, this gives me a good reason to call Becca. Once we’re talking, I’ll apologize for telling Leo she kissed Skeet.

But then I think about the kittens and anger rises up again. How could Becca give them to strangers? She didn’t just break up the CCSC—she broke her promise to keep our kittens a secret.

So I call Leo.

He answers right away but I can’t hear what he’s saying over the loud voices in the background.

“Leo, turn down the TV,” I say, raising my voice.

“I can’t…” I hear a door open then shut, and the background noises stop. “Is this better?” he asks.

“Yeah. What were you watching?”

“Actually, it wasn’t the TV.” A pause. “It’s my parents.”

There’s something troubling about his tone. “Are you okay, Leo?”

 “Yes, it’s just hard to hear you when they’re yelling, so I had to go into the closet to talk.”

“Oh, Leo. I’m so sorry. My parents argue sometimes but then they make up and are closer afterward.”

“Mine argue more than sometimes. They’re like two objects with net electric charge that repel each other,” Leo says. “That’s why they work long hours—to avoid each other.”

“But they’re avoiding you too, which is just wrong,” I say angrily. I understand even more why the CCSC meant so much to Leo.

“I’m used to it,” Leo says sadly. “So, why did you call?”

I tell him about my day: finding out about Mama Cat, spying on Spider Tattoo Guy, and chasing after him on my bike.

“It’s physically impossible to catch a car with a bike,” Leo says. “But it’s cool you tried.”

“And now my leg muscles hurt. It was crazy to follow a car on a bike.”

Leo laughs. “If that was on video, you’d get over a million hits.”

“And die of humiliation. But I was able to get the license plate. Can you track down a name or address from a license plate?”

 “Not without breaking all kinds of laws by hacking into the DMV.” He pauses. “I’ll look into it.”

“And I’d like to look at your bird-drone photos again. I have a feeling there’s a clue there I missed.” I hesitate, trying to connect the thoughts bouncing around in my head. But the memory is like a bubble that’s already popped.

“I’ll email the photos since it’s like a war zone here right now.”

“Maybe you should come over here,” I offer, feeling bad for him.

“I can’t leave my parents alone or it could get ugly,” Leo says like he’s joking but I worry he’s serious.

“Is there anything I can do for you?”

“You’ve already done it.” I can hear a smile in his voice. “You called me.”
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I print out Leo’s photos, and bring them to my room. I spread the aerial photos out on my desk. I’m like a giant looking down at a dollhouse world of tiny yards, roofs, patio furniture, cars, barbecues, sheds, and even a few people. There’s a clue in here somewhere, I think, tapping my fingers on the pile of photos. But I don’t see anything unusual. What am I missing?

Since I’m trying to solve two mysteries, I make two lists in my notebook.

PET-NAPPING CLUES:


	There are at least three thieves in the pet-napping ring: Spider-Tattoo Guy, an old lady, and a Santa look-alike.

	3UWG382 is the license number on the brown Toyota.

	Only pets with rewards are returned quickly.



CAT-DUMPER CLUES:


	Violet disappeared five weeks ago.

	Kittens were born four to five weeks ago.

	Violet returned a week ago.

	The kittens were found in dumpster a week ago.

	A man called wanting a reward for Violet and kittens.



I read through the list a few times, sorting through facts and suspicions. One event jumps out at me—the man asking for a reward for Violet. I have it under facts about the kittens but it would also fit under my list of pet-napper clues.

That’s when it hits me—I don’t have two separate mysteries.

I have one. And Mama Cat is the connection.

Piecing together my clues, I try to imagine what happened.

A man—who might be part of a ring of pet thieves—stole or found Mama Cat. He hoped for a reward but instead—surprise! A litter of kittens. The kittens were about four weeks old and healthy when we found them, so they hadn’t been away from their mother for long. But why would pet thieves raise kittens instead of returning them? Or were they waiting for the owner to offer a big reward? Only Mama Cat found her way home.

“And the pet-nappers dumped the kittens,” I mutter angrily.

I’m more determined than ever to track down the pet thieves.

Leo’s photos are the key, I think as I flip through them again. I don’t see anything unusual but the feeling of missing something is stronger than ever.

So I go over to my closet and pull down my spy pack. Unzipping a side compartment, I pull out my magnifying glass. Feeling a bit like Nancy Drew, I hold the glass over each photo, studying each object: flowers, a swimming pool, barbecues, swings, bikes, toys, ponds, cars, garages…wait a minute!

What’s that black shadow?

Holding the photo in the light, I can clearly see the shadow is actually a black tarp. And it covers a large round object as big as a car. It is a car! Silver glints from a bumper peeking out below a brown dented trunk. I can’t read the license plate but it’s framed in bright red—like the Toyota I chased today.

Could it be the same car?


- Chapter 22 -

What Kelsey Found
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I don’t need to ask Leo who lives in that house. I’ve biked past it so many times I recognize the blue Honda in the driveway and the empty spot reserved for a white animal control truck.

But why is Spider Tattoo’s car hidden in Officer Skeet’s backyard? I can’t think of an innocent explanation, only a terrible suspicion. Is Officer Skeet part of the pet-napping ring? An animal control officer knows all about missing pets. Officer Skeet’s too nice to be a suspect. I’d rather suspect his no-good nephew.

Still, I can’t be sure the brown car is the same one I followed.

There’s only one way to find out—return to Willow Rose Lane.

It’s too late tonight, so I plan to go in the morning. And a smart sleuth knows it’s safer to bring backup, so I zip off an email to Leo.

Spying in the morning. Meet under our tree.

Leo will be excited when I tell him about the hidden getaway Toyota.

I should tell Becca too, but I’m sure she’ll hang up if I try to call her. And if I email her, she’ll probably delete it. And when she finds out I suspect both Skeet and his uncle, she’ll really, really hate me. But she needs to know who owns the kittens. She may hang up, delete me, and post online that I’m her worst enemy ever. But I send an email to her anyway.

It’s hard to sleep that night, ideas and clues racing through my mind. I dose off then wake up again after midnight. The next time I wake up it’s almost two o’clock. Finally at five fifty, I give up on sleep. I have places to go and people to spy on—so I dress quickly and grab my spy pack.

My family always sleeps in on Sunday morning so there’s no one to question me when I tiptoe down the hall wearing a black hoodie over a black T-shirt and black jeans. I stop by the computer to check my email, fingers crossed there’s one from Leo. But nope. I email him again, urging him to meet me soon.

A stakeout is more fun with friends.

The morning air is chilly and I shiver inside my hoodie. I unlock my bike from the rack outside our apartment then head toward Willow Rose Lane.

Dawn casts a grayish haze over the streets like I’m riding into a cloud. As I pedal, I think about the photo with the brown Toyota. Was it really the same car? The photo was taken from a distance so all I could see was a corner of a brown trunk, silver bumper, and a red-framed license plate. Did I leap to the wrong conclusion? Maybe because I dislike Skeet and want to prove he’s guilty? Because with proof of his guilt, Becca would have to forgive me and admit I was right.

But what if I’m wrong?

I’ll find out with the help of my spy pack.

The biggest problem will be getting close enough to see the license plate. I’ll have to climb up on the fence and lean over really far. What if someone sees me on the fence? That’s why I need Leo as a lookout.

Only when I reach the willow tree, no Leo.

I wait and wait and wait. Finally, I give up.

Leo isn’t coming.

I’m on my own.

A blue Honda and county truck are parked in Officer Skeet’s driveway. If I’m lucky he’s still sleeping. I only need a quick look over the fence, then I’m out of there. Easy-peasy.

A porch light shines golden across the driveway and lawn. I don’t see any lights from inside the house, so I hide my bike between the two vehicles on the driveway.

I scan the area to make sure no one is watching, then I creep over to the high wall surrounding the yard. It’s formidable and the gate is locked. I’ll need to climb on a section of wall that’s covered with spiraling star jasmine vines to get a look at the license plate.

Getting a hold of the vines isn’t easy. My hands scrape on the prickly branches that aren’t sturdy enough to support my weight. I dig my feet into the vines, inching my way up. I grit my teeth to keep from crying out when a sharp branch jabs me. I don’t let go, though, and cling to the branches. My foot slips and I start to fall, flowers spilling around me, one into my mouth that I spit out. I keep grasping at flowery vines, pushing up until I feel solid wood beneath my stinging hands.

I pull myself up to the top of the wall and see the tarp. A rope dangles from the bottom right corner of the tarp where it’s come untied, revealing the gleam of a car bumper. There’s no mistaking a rusty brown car with a dented bumper. Unfortunately, I can’t see the license plate from here.

Must. Get. Closer.

I lean over the fence, my feet dangling in the air. Tiny white blossoms fly up into my face like a cloud of butterflies. When I inhale, a blossom sucks into my mouth. As I choke, my hands slip and I’m tumbling, down, down, splat on soft grass on the other side of the fence.

“Eww!” I spit out the blossom and jump to my feet.

Since I didn’t choke to death and no one has caught me (yet), I might as well get a closer look at the car.

I peer under the tarp and catch a glimpse of the license plate: 3UWG382.

Yes! I was right! And now I have proof that Officer Skeet, a sworn protector of animals, is involved in a pet-napping ring. Still, it’s hard to believe. Why would someone who entertains kids at hospitals and rescues trapped ducks steal pets? It’s all about the rewards, I think sadly. How much money does a county employee make anyway? Not enough to stop him from taking advantage of desperate pet owners.

And it’s not just Officer Skeet—he has to have at least three accomplices. He’s the one who steals the pets. Or maybe he finds them while on the job. He’s too well-known in Sun Flower to return the pets for rewards, so his accomplices must do it. But most of the rewards are under a hundred dollars. Split it four ways and it’s probably not enough to pay for gas in a getaway car. The math of pet-napping doesn’t add up. Am I missing some important clue?

Since I’m already in the yard, I unzip my spy pack and fit my cap-cam over my head. I pull back the tarp so I get clear shots of the Toyota. As I click photos, I wonder how the pet-napping ring works. Who does the getaway car belong to? And I don’t see any missing pets in Officer Skeet’s yard, so who hides them after they’re stolen? Spider Tattoo, the old lady, or Santa?

And then I hear barking…

The sound is far away like it’s from a neighbor’s house. I cup my ear, straining to hear. There it is again! A muffled bark, so faint it’s more like a vibration than a clear sound; like listening to my own heartbeat.

I look around the backyard—past the koi fish pond to a garden shed in the corner. I don’t remember the shed in the photo. It’s long and has dark shuttered windows.

Shivers run up my spine.

Leave now! a voice in my head warns. But I can’t forget the barking.

What if a stolen dog is in the shed?

I move cautiously toward the shed. I’ll be quick, I tell myself. And I won’t do anything dumb—well, dumber than sneaking out of my house, biking to a possible criminal’s house, and snooping in his backyard.

Keeping low and hugging shadows, I creep forward. My spy pack slips down my shoulder, jabbing my arm. The pain makes me cry out and I almost turn back. But I keep going.

The shed is in the far right corner of the backyard. I press up against the fence so I blend in with shadows. I hope Officer Skeet doesn’t look outside. As I near the shed, I’m shocked to realize it’s almost as big as a garage. Shady oak trees hanging over the roof camouflaged it in the aerial photos.

As I expected, it’s locked. I can’t hear any noises from inside, but there’s a suspicious dark odor that reminds me of the kennels at Wild Oaks Animal Sanctuary. When I spot a small dark blob on the cement step in front of the door, my worst suspicions are confirmed.

A pile of dog poo.

Evidence a dog was here.

Of course, the dog could belong to Officer Skeet.

I really, really should leave. But I stare at the door lock, itching to use the lock pick kit in my spy pack. I’ve never broken into a building before—it’s so Nancy Drew. But I’ve practiced picking locks on doors, windows, and suitcases for years. Those were easy-peasy—this lock is heavy steel and a real challenge.

In other words: irresistible!

Picking a lock is all about listening and intuition. I check the size of the lock and choose a metal pick like a toothpick from my pack. I poke it inside the lock, jiggling around and listening hard for a click. I’m a little surprised when the lock falls open after only a few attempts.

When I open the door and peek inside, the musty animal smell is overwhelming, and I can hardly believe what I see.

They’re here! Not one missing pet—but almost all of them!

The front of the shed is for garden tools but the back is crammed with pet carriers holding cats, dogs, and even rabbits. In the far back corner, there’s a floor-to-ceiling wire cage big enough for a goat—like the one that went missing but was returned within hours.

But why are the animals so quiet? It’s like walking into a tomb except for the tail wag thumps and barks from a labrador retriever inside a large carrier. I hold my breath as I check the other animals inside carriers…afraid of what I’ll find. I breathe again when I see they’re all sleeping.

They must be drugged, I think, furious.

Moving from carrier to carrier, I look through the front bars.

The silky terrier with a purple collar and purple toenails has to be the missing Miracle—the noisy dog according to the husband of the owner. Yet she’s quietly curled in a ball, sleeping. I recognize more dogs and cats from the flyers, but there are several that don’t match my missing pet lists. In total, there are eleven dogs, three cats, and a rabbit.

Okay, this is serious. I have to get out now.

I almost make it. I’m a few feet from the door, and my hand is outstretched, ready to grab the knob…but then the knob starts turning.

Someone is opening the door from the other side!


- Chapter 23 -

Guilty and Innocent
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No way out.

I look around for a hiding place. There isn’t enough room to hide behind the carriers and the large livestock pen is enclosed in wire that’s easy to see through. There’s a closet in the back of the shed, and I race toward it.

Inside I find shelves with wigs, hats, make-up, a long, white beard, scarves, and a wooden cane. On the other side clothes hang on a pole, including a white doctor’s coat, a pleated black skirt, leather pants, a studded jacket, and black boots.

I squeeze in with the hanging clothes then shut the door just as a boy calls out, “Is someone in here?”

As quiet as a shadow, I hold my breath. I wrap my arms around myself and my heart thuds like thunder.

“Uncle Kip, are you in here?” he calls again.

OMG—it’s Skeet! I’ve avoided being his target at school, but if he finds me here, I’m in big trouble.

At least Becca can’t say I accused him unfairly. He is capital G-U-I-L-T-Y. But I’m too scared for triumph. If Skeet searches the room, he’ll find me…

“Why did Uncle Kip leave the door open?” Skeet mutters.

A dog barks—the labrador that led me here.

“Hungry, fella?” Skeet says in a gentle tone. Paper rustles, probably a bag of dog food. “That’s a good dog. You like that, don’t you.”

Skeet talks like someone who genuinely loves animals—which is confusing until I guess what he’s doing. He must be giving the dog a sleeping drug with the food.

Waiting in the dark closet without even a crack of light is torture. I can’t move because I might knock something over. Why is there such an odd collection of clothes and accessories in here anyway? I think back over the descriptions of the various pet-nappers, and match them with the objects in this closet: a cane for the old woman; black boots and red pants for Santa; and a western hat for Spider Tattoo Guy.

Only why store clothes in a shed? Doesn’t the old woman need her cane? Why don’t Santa and Spider Tattoo keep their clothes at their own homes? It doesn’t make sense…or does it?

Suddenly footsteps pound my way. I jump and bump the cane. It rattles to the floor just as the closet door is yanked open.

Skeet’s mouth drops open. “You!” he cries.

“Um…yeah. Hi, Skeet.” I try to act like there’s nothing strange about my hiding in a closet. I even force a smile to hide my fear.

“Why are you here, Kelly?” Burton Skeet demands, his red ponytail whipping behind him like a deadly snake.

“It’s Kelsey,” I say uneasily.

“How did you get in here? No one is allowed except me and my uncle.”

“Oh, my mistake,” I say almost cheerfully. “I’ll just be leaving…”

“Not until I figure out what’s going on.” His stocky body is a wall blocking my escape. “I have to tell my uncle.”

“Don’t!” I shake my head. “Just let me leave and forget I was here.”

 “You’re not going anywhere until I figure out what’s going on.” He grabs my arm and drags me out of the closet.

“I won’t go with you.” I struggle to break free but he’s all muscle. “And you can’t force me to stay—that would be kidnapping.”

“You’re the one who illegally broke into my uncle’s shed. So I have to tell him, even though you’re Becca’s friend.” His forehead furrows into a deep frown. “I don’t want Becca to get mad.”

“She’ll get really, really, really mad at you if you don’t let me leave.”

“I know and that sucks,” he says, rubbing his forehead like he’s getting a headache. “Why were you in the closet? Are you a thief?”

“Me? A thief?” I roll my eyes. “You and your uncle stole these animals.”

“Don’t be stupid.” Skeet glares at me. “My uncle fosters animals for the Humane Society. Everyone respects him and the mayor even gave him an award for heroism. He helps animals a lot.”

“Helps himself to rewards,” I accuse. “And you’re helping him.”

“Yeah, I’m helping him care for the animals when I have free time.” Skeet nods proudly. “I exercise and feed them.”

“And drug them,” I say with an angry look at the lab who is now sleeping like the other animals. “You make me sick. I don’t get why Becca or any girl could like someone as cruel as you.”

“I’m not cruel!” he argues, balling his fists. “I’m saving their lives by keeping them quiet. Or the neighbors would complain and they’d be put to sleep permanently because there’s no more room at the shelter. They don’t stay here long anyway because my uncle is good at finding homes for them. He works hard to help animals—just like Becca’s mom. When there’s room at the shelter, the animals will go there to be adopted.”

“Liar!” It’s weird how anger makes me forget to be scared. “Your uncle only takes homeless pets to the shelters. He keeps the ones with rewards until his accomplices can collect the reward money.”

“That’s bull.” Skeet lifts his arm like he’s going to hit me then lowers his hand. “I promised Becca I’d watch my temper, and I’m trying hard. But you’re wrong about my uncle. He’s the kindest, greatest man I know and you better not say mean things about him.”

“You’re telling me not to be mean?” Now I do laugh but it’s shaky and probably sounds a little crazy. “You help him steal pets.”

“He rescues abandoned and lost animals.”

“Stolen animals,” I accuse.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I do—and I can prove it.” I point to the silky terrier sleeping in a small crate. “His name is Miracle and his owner has been looking for him for over a week. She left flyers at the shelter—but Miracle never made it there.”

“My uncle would never do that.”

I point to a Scottie. “That black dog is named Togo. He’s been missing for almost two weeks.”

“No way.” Skeet’s grip on my arm slips, and I jerk away, but he catches me quick like a lizard snapping up a fly.

“You’re as guilty as your uncle,” I rush on. “When he’s arrested, you’ll be in trouble too.”

“Arrested?” He looks around the room like it’s a cage and he’s as trapped as the animals.

“He didn’t just steal pets,” I go on, hoping to scare him into letting me go. “He tried to kill innocent kittens by tossing them in the trash. They would have died if we hadn’t rescued them.”

“You mean the kittens are still alive?” Skeet chokes out.

“No thanks to you!” I practically spit at him. “Becca wouldn’t believe me when I told her you were guilty. But I was right. We saw you near the alley after they were dumped. You left them to die in the dumpster, didn’t you?”

“Of course I did,” he answers with no shame.

I stare at him, shocked that he’d admit to something so horrible.

“They had to die,” he adds in a calm voice that chills me. “It’s not like I wanted to kill them. I had to do it to protect the other animals. The mother cat died of rabies, and they were infected too.”

“Who told you that?” I demand.

“My uncle. He told me to drown them but the dumpster was closer and easier. I felt bad for the kittens but rabid animals have to be destroyed.”

I try to wrap my brain around his words. Does he really believe the kittens were rabid? Or is he just lying so I won’t tell Becca. But if he’s telling the truth, he’s both guilty and innocent. That’s an oxymoron I bet even Leo can’t explain.

“The kittens are healthy,” I insist. “Ask Becca—she’ll tell you. All three kittens were doing great the last time I saw them. Definitely not rabid.”

 “But my uncle said…” Skeet’s words trail off.

“Do you believe everything he says? If you’re telling the truth then he’s lied to you to get you to do his dirty jobs. If they were rabid, why wouldn’t he have them brought to the shelter to be euthanized?”

“He would never lie to me.”

“Go ask him,” I say, eager to get rid of him and escape.

“Yeah…I’ll ask him.” He blinks fast, his shocked eyes unfocused. “That’s what I’ll do. Right now.”

I’m ready to run past him and out the open door. But his fingers dig into my skin and he drags me over to the goat cage. “You’re not leaving—not until I know what’s going on.”

“Let go!” I try to break free of his steel-tight grip but he’s too strong.

“And I’ll take this,” he adds, lifting my spy pack from my shoulders and tossing it to the floor. “So you can’t use your cell phone.”

He shoves me into the cage before I can tell him I can’t afford my own cell phone.

Then he slams the cage door shut.

And locks it.


- Chapter 24 -

Caged
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I rattle the lock—one of those combination locks like on a school locker—but it won’t open.

And my spy pack, with my lock picks inside, is on the other side of the door—out of reach. Think, Kelsey! I urge myself. And think fast because when Skeet comes back with his uncle I’ll really be in trouble.

I know too much for them to let me go.

Escape. There has to be a way out. Desperately, I look around the cage. It’s about four-by-four; big enough for a goat, pig, or snoopy girl. The floor is covered with loose hay and tufts of fur. The wire is strong like steel. I’d need wire cutters to break out—which I have in my spy pack.

Pressing against the wire, I squeeze my arm through the biggest gap I can find but I can’t reach far enough to grab my pack. I only end up with painful scrapes. There has to be a way out of here! I drop to the floor and search through the hay. I find tiny dark pellets (goat food or goat poop?), a broken black dog collar, and a rope about two feet long that probably bound the hay bale.

Rope! I think excitedly. I can use it to get my backpack.

But I’ll need something to tie to the end of the rope—like a hook to grab my backpack. I peer through the wire and see a really big hay hook about three feet away. So I come up with the idea to use the rope to lasso the hay hook and tie the hook to the rope and catch my spy pack.

I tie a loop at the end of the rope, push my hand with the rope through a gap and throw the rope as far as I can.

Not only do I miss, but I see the rope isn’t long enough.

Hopeless, I think as I sink to the floor.

Crying seems like a good idea and very tempting. But the Skeets will be back soon. How far will Officer Skeet go to avoid jail?

I don’t want to stick around to find out.

The rope lasso idea might work if I can add more length to the rope. So I dig into the hay on the floor, searching for more rope. I don’t find any but I pick up the broken dog collar. It’s about a foot long with a metal buckle on one end. I stare down at the worn collar then at the rope. Neither is long enough to reach the hay hook separately, but what if I put them together?

Looping the rope through the hoop on the collar, I pull and tug to test the strength. Yes, this may just work!

I reach through the gap again and throw the rope-collar at the hay hook. Close, but another fail. I need to hook the metal loop on the collar over the pointed metal tip of the hay hook. Not easy, I find out after about twenty tries. But I loop the hay hook once before it slips off, so I know it’s possible.

I feel like I’ve been trapped here for hours but it’s probably only been ten minutes. Still, time is running out.

The Skeets will return soon.

Fear pushes me to try again and again and again. Sway, swing, throw, miss, then pull the rope back and start over. I’ve probably tried a million times when the collar-rope sails through the air and snags the hay hook.

It worked! Wow! It actually worked.

Carefully, I pull the rope toward me. It tugs at first because the hay hook is heavy. But slowly it scrapes across the floor. When the steel hook is close enough to reach, I pull it into the cage. Now all I have to do is tie the rope to the hay hook and swing it out to grab my spy pack. It seems impossible but so did getting the hay hook and now I’m holding it.

So I do the whole swing-throw-and-aim thing again. But it’s harder with such a heavy weight on the rope.

It takes four tries before the steel hook snags my backpack strap.

I tug and pull and my spy pack moves an inch. Another inch. And another. I’m reaching for the spy pack when I hear footsteps from outside the door.

And the knob begins to turn…


- Chapter 25 -

Rescue
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I freeze in place, my arm stretched through the wire, my fingers brushing against my spy pack. This can not be happening. Not when I’m so close to escaping. Drats!

The door inches open…

The Skeets are back and I’m still locked up. I’ve never felt so helpless in my life. What’s going to happen to me? Officer Skeet can’t let me go because I know about his crimes and he’ll end up jailed in a cell not much bigger than this cage. If I promise not to tell anyone, maybe he’ll let me go. He’s a petnapper, not a kidnapper, so he won’t hurt me, I hope. But keeping his crimes secret would be wrong. More pets would be hurt. What am I going to do?

I’m shaking as I clutch the hay hook in my hand, ready to use the sharp weapon to save my life.

The door opens wider. I see a polished brown shoe and…

“Kelsey,” a voice calls out. “Are you in here?”

“Leo?” I exclaim in disbelief.

He steps into the room, light from outside glints off his blond hair like he’s part angel. I’m so happy to see him I feel like singing, “Hallelujah!”

“I’m here!” I jump to my feet, the hay hook thudding to the hay-covered cement. “I’m so glad it’s you! When that door opened I thought you were Skeet!”

“I look nothing like him.” Leo tilts his head, puzzled. “I’m much smaller and shorter.”

“I didn’t mean really him—just that he’s coming back and bringing his uncle—who I so do not want to see. Hurry, get me out of here!”

“Why are you in a cage?”

“Really?” I roll my eyes. “That’s the question you ask me?”

“It’s a logical question.”

“You think being in here was my idea?”

“No.” He jiggles the cage door. “It’s locked.”

“Great deduction, Sherlock.” My words are sarcastic but I’m smiling because I’m so glad here’s here. “How did you know I was in trouble?”

“I found your bike but not you. So I flew my bird-drone over the yard and when it came back the camera showed Burt Skeet leaving the shed and looking meaner than usual.”

“I think he was more scared than mean,” I say.

“I was scared when I couldn’t find you,” Leo admits. “Sorry I wasn’t here sooner. I didn’t check email until after breakfast.”

“It’s okay. You’re here now.”

He looks nervously around the shed. “These animals are unnaturally quiet. Are they dead?”

“Not dead—drugged by Officer Skeet.” I glance at the door nervously. “No time for explanations, we can do more for the animals once we get away. I don’t want to be here when Officer Skeet shows up. He fooled everyone. But he won’t anymore if I can get out of here.”

Leo jiggles the lock. “Where’s the key?”

“No idea. But I have picks in my spy pack. Be quick—unless you want to deal with two Skeets.”

Leo goes pale but moves quickly. He digs into my spy pack for the picks. He jabs the lock a few times but it won’t open. So he slips the picks through the cage to me and holds the lock sideways so I can jiggle the pick in the tiny hole. The sweetest sound in the world is the lock clicking open.

When Leo opens the cage door, I tumble out, falling against him. He grabs and holds me in his arms so I won’t fall. While I catch my breath, I lean against him like we’re hugging. We both jump back from each other.

“Thanks,” I say, pretty sure I’m blushing because he is too.

He just nods, looking down at his shoes.

“Let’s get out of here.” I’m already opening the door. When I step outside, the gray clouds have cleared to a sky bright with sunshine and I take a wonderful deep breath that tastes like freedom.

Leo and I race across the yard, past rainbow koi fish swimming in a pond and a car half-hidden under a tarp. He offers me a boost to the fence, and climbs up beside me. We’re poised to jump down when there’s a shout.

It’s the Skeets—both of them.

Burt Skeet’s red ponytail flies behind him as he runs toward us shouting, “Stop!”

Behind him, Officer Skeet is running toward us too.

 “You kids get back here!” he shouts with the fierceness of a man who is used to giving orders.

“Not a chance,” Leo says, balancing on top of the fence beside me.

When Leo offers me his hand, I take it and we both jump to the other side of the fence.

Safe.
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I don’t find out that Becca was partly responsible for my escape until we’re far enough away from the Skeet house to rest in a busy grocery store parking lot. Leo stops his gyro-board and I coast up beside him. He takes out his cell phone and I watch over his shoulder as he texts Becca: She’s ok.

That’s when I find out what happened. When Leo got to the willow tree and I wasn’t there, he rode around until he spotted my bike hidden by the Animal Control truck. When he couldn’t find me, he called Becca. He told her all about our suspicions about Officer Skeet and his nephew.

“She believed me,” Leo says. “Then she told her mother—who got in touch with her friend Sheriff Fischer—who headed right over to the Skeet house. While I waited for him, I heard voices from the backyard and my bird-drone took the picture of Burt Skeet leaving the shed. I decided there wasn’t time to wait for the sheriff. I sent a text to Becca, saying I was going in after you.”

“And you found me,” I say. “That was really brave.”

He shakes his head. “According to my calculations, there was only .28 percentage of danger. If I hadn’t helped you, the sheriff would have. He’s probably already arrested Officer Skeet.”

“I hope so, although…” I think of Burt Skeet. I believe he really didn’t know his uncle was a petnapper. He may have a strong streak of meanness toward short kids but he really admires his uncle.

Leo is hopping on his gyro-board, so I climb back onto my bike. I expect him to turn off for his own house but he stays with me all the way home.

When I invite him in, he shakes his head. “I just wanted to make sure you got home okay.”

“I’m okay.” Thanks to you, I think. But I don’t want to embarrass him.

“Uh…I better go. My parents were acting weird—weirder than usual—when I left. They were talking without yelling.”

 “That’s a good thing,” I say.

“Maybe.” He brushes dirt off his shirt. “They want to have a family meeting.”

He zooms off as I walk up the steps into my apartment—where my family is still sleeping. The wall clock shows it’s been only an hour and a half since I left home. Unbelievable!

I should wake up my parents and tell them everything but my legs wobble like noodles and I’m so tired I go straight to my room. I drop my spy pack on the floor, climb into bed, and fall asleep.


- Chapter 26 -

Interrogated

[image: Image]

“Kelsey, Kelsey!”

My mother’s voice breaks through a deep fog of sleep. I open one eye and then the other. “Huh?” I murmur, not sure why I’ve been sleeping when the sun is shining like it’s late afternoon.

Mom holds out the phone and looks at me with the strangest expression ever. “Kelsey, why is Sheriff Fischer calling to speak to you?”

Instantly, I’m awake.

“Oh…that.” I take the phone and sit up straight in bed. I look down at the black spy clothes I’m still wearing, and everything rushes back.

This begins a confusing afternoon of questions and answers and shocked looks from my family. Usually I’m the one snooping outside doors, but during my long explanation to the sheriff, I catch Kenya and even Kyle listening in the hall.

I answer Sheriff Fischer’s questions honestly but I don’t tell him about the kittens, the Skunk Shack, the CCSC, and even Burton Skeet. I skip the part about him locking me in a cage. I guess I feel sorry for him. Weird, huh?

I’m a collector of secrets, so I give the sheriff a short version. I tell him that Becca, Leo, and I noticed a lot of pet disappearances. Our suspicions grew when we found out the same tattooed man had returned several dogs for rewards. And I give Leo the credit for taking aerial photos that led to the discovery of the brown Toyota in Officer Skeet’s yard. I say I knew it was wrong to go into the shed but I heard barking and worried a dog needed help.

I finish by telling Sheriff Fischer that I took photos and lists of information we collected about the missing pets.

The sheriff says he has more people to talk to and that my parents may need to bring me to the station.

“I’ll need more information on this pet thieving ring,” he adds, and I hear paper rustling like he’s consulting his notes.

 “Sure. But I never saw the old lady or the Santa look-alike. I only saw the man with the Spider Tattoos.”

“Tell me everything you can remember about him,” Officer Skeet says.

“He wore a western hat and boots, and he carried a big silver key ring.” As I say this, something clicks in my head. I think back to when I pedaled after Spider Tattoo to hiding out in the closet in Officer Skeet’s shed.

And a crazy idea hits me.

“You say there are four people involved in the pet-napping ring?” Sheriff Fischer is asking. “Skeet, two men, and an elderly woman. One man has a spider tattoo and the other has a white beard like Santa. Is that right?”

“That’s right…but it’s wrong too.” I can just imagine Leo saying nothing can be both wrong and right. But it’s the truth, and the more I add up the clues, the more I know I’m right.

When I explain to the sheriff what I think really happened, he seems surprised but glad too.

“You just made my job easier,” he says with a chuckle then hangs up.

I’m returning the phone to its cradle when my parents come for me. They take me to their room and do some interrogating of their own. I give the same story I gave the sheriff; short and truthful, minus a few spying details that would get me grounded for life.

“You shouldn’t have gone into a stranger’s yard,” Mom says sternly, but her arm is around me and she doesn’t sound mad.

“I thought an animal was hurt,” I say. “And he wasn’t a stranger. I met him when I was at Becca’s house.”

“Just don’t do it again,” Dad adds, giving me a hug too.

Then we do something my family hasn’t done since Dad lost his job—we go out to dinner. All six of us dine at a nice restaurant with cloth napkins. No plastic silverware or fast food.

Everyone is in a great mood. Dad is excited about his job interview tomorrow. Mom is confident Dad will get this job. My brother tells us all (in boring details) about a college he’s applying to which offers a full-ride scholarship. Even my sisters are interested to hear about my adventure this morning.

I have a great time, ordering a cheeseburger dripping with cheese and my favorite zucchini fries. Dad even lets us have ice cream for dessert.

But all through the fun, I wonder what’s happening with Leo, Becca, the missing animals and the Skeets. How did Leo’s family meeting go? Since Becca was involved in my rescue, does that mean we’re friends again? Will all the animals be returned to their owners? And what happened to the Skeets?

If Officer Skeet is locked up in jail, he’ll find out how it feels to be caged like an animal. I’m proud that I helped stop him stealing any more pets.

It’s not until the next day that I find out what really happened.


- Chapter 27 -

A Little Bit of Justice
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I wake up the next morning thinking of kittens…and missing my Honey. I wonder where she’s living now. Is she close by or on the other side of town? Is she in kitty foster care or adopted into a family?

If only I could adopt her. I’d sleep with her every night so when I wake up she’d be curled up beside me. But even if Dad gets this job, it’ll be months before we can move into a house. By then Honey will have forgotten about me. But I’ll never ever forget about her.

You’d think that after all the drama yesterday, I’d be allowed to stay home from school. But not even. My parents are annoying that way.

I don’t mind going to school, though, because I have so much to ask Leo and Becca. I want to know what they told the Sheriff and if they’ve heard anything new. There hasn’t been any news on TV or online about Officer Skeet’s arrest—and I’m going crazy with curiosity.

At school, when I finally spot Becca, she’s with the Sparklers. I start to walk over to her, but she sees me and turns away from her friend to mouth to me, “See you after school. Skunk Shack.” She turns back to talk to her friends.

Really? I think with a rush of anger. After everything we’ve been though, she’s still pretending not to know me? Well, I’ll show her—I’ll ignore her in homeroom. Even if she turns around to talk to me, I won’t reply. I won’t meet her after school at the Skunk Shack. I won’t ever talk to her again. I have other friends. I do not need Becca Morales.

Leo will talk to me, I have no doubt of that.

But Leo isn’t at school.

So at lunch I sit at my usual table with Ann Marie and Tori. I try not to listen to Becca’s laughter from two tables away. She’s with her real friends, I remind myself. I. Do. Not. Care.

It’s like the last week never happened. No Leo or Becca, no kittens, no club. I don’t want to feel sorry for myself, but someone has to and I’m very good at self-pity. I don’t wallow long, though, because of the rumors.

Leo isn’t the only one missing school—Burton Skeet is also absent. And rumors about him fly like feathers in a twister. Some say he’s at juvenile hall while others say he’s moving away with his uncle. I don’t know exactly why he’s gone, but I know more than the other kids. Poor Skeet.

I doubt he’s changed into someone who will be kind and never squish a short kid in a locker. But I understand the pain of losing faith in someone you admire. I’ve never told anyone but I used to look up to my dad like he was a superhero. If I broke something, he fixed it. If I cried, his strong hugs held me together. And when my siblings wouldn’t play with me, he’d challenge me to a game of chess. There was nothing he couldn’t do—until he lost his job and confidence. He became less hero and more human. I still love and respect him—just in a more realistic way.

Burton is dealing with a whole lot of reality.

The rumors, unfortunately, only confuse the facts. By the end of school, I have no idea what happened to either of the Skeets.

But I’m pretty sure Becca knows, so I swallow my anger, and bike to the Skunk Shack.

When I get there, Becca is sitting outside on a stump, still wearing the tiger-striped skirt and shimmery gold blouse from school. She didn’t stop by her house to change her clothes.

“I won’t stay long,” I tell her with my chin held high.

“I wish you would,” Becca says softly. “Please don’t be mad at me.”

“Me? Mad at you?” I shake my head. “You’re the one mad at me. You ended our club—remember?”

“About that…” Her dark curls droop around her face as she glances down at the weedy ground. “I’m always telling Burt to control his temper but I need to do it too. I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry too,” I say. “I shouldn’t have told Leo you kissed Burt.”

“Yeah, you shouldn’t have. But I did stuff I shouldn’t have either—including that stupid kiss.” She makes a bitter face. “I can’t believe I thought he was a nice guy. He was working with his crooked uncle all this time and I think he tossed the kittens in the dumpster. I was so wrong about Burt, and you were right.”

“Not that right,” I say and tell her about Burt’s uncle convincing him the kittens were rabid.

“He could have told his uncle no,” Becca argues.

“It’s not easy refusing someone you admire.”

“You’re defending him to me?” Becca asks, surprised.

I give her a faint smile. “I still don’t like him.”

“I don’t either…but I did.” Becca rubs her finger on a knotty hole in the stump she’s sitting on. “The other Sparklers thought we’d make a cute couple so they kept pushing me to go out with him. I finally did—just to a movie. I even had a good time. But it doesn’t matter anymore because you were right—he’s a jerk. And I’m glad he’s gone.”

“Where is he?” I suck in my breath. “Jail?”

“So you heard that rumor too.” She chuckles. “But it’s wrong. Burt sent me an email saying goodbye and that he’s sorry. His dad doesn’t want him influenced by his uncle, so he’s moving in with his dad in Chicago.”

“But his uncle won’t be around because he’ll be in jail,” I say.

 “No. He wasn’t arrested and may not ever be.” Becca frowns, brushing off an ant crawling on her skirt. “The laws protecting animals aren’t the same as for people. Mom is spitting mad and says she’ll make sure he never works in this county again.”

“But weren’t all the stolen animals in his shed enough proof?” I ask.

“Minor charges like animal cruelty are rarely enough for jail. He told the Sheriff he was trying to protect the animals from the real pet-nappers and blamed everything on his accomplices.”

“Sheriff Fischer wouldn’t believe that,” I say with certainty.

“Yeah, he didn’t. But how did you know?”

I smile because this is a secret I can share. “I know because there are no accomplices.”

“Yes, there are,” Becca insists, standing up to face me. “Leo told me you spied on the guy with the spider tattoo.”

“I chased him too—on my bike.”

“Really?” Becca laughs. “But a bike can’t chase a car.”

“I figured that out the hard way,” I say, holding up my callused hands. “But it wasn’t till later that I remembered the jumbo-sized silver key ring Spider Tattoo carries—exactly like the one Officer Skeet has. And I remembered your saying Officer Skeet likes to dress up in costumes to entertain sick kids.”

“Yeah,” Becca says, nodding. “He used to perform in the local theater.”

“He never stopped performing,” I add with a shake of my head. “I didn’t connect it all until after I was hiding in the shed closet and found costumes and props like the cane for the old lady, Santa’s beard and black boots, and the western hat for Spider Tattoo Guy.”

“You mean the entire pet-napping ring was just one person?” Becca’s mouth falls open.

I nod. “Officer Skeet in costumes.”

“I guess it makes sense,” she says after a moment. “County officials can’t collect rewards for doing their job. So he collected the rewards in costumes so dramatic no one looked closely at his face. He may not go to jail, but he was fired from his job.”

“It’s a little bit of justice,” I say, satisfied.

Becca moves toward the Skunk Shack door. “Let’s go inside.”

“What the point?” I swallow bitterness. “We don’t have a club anymore.”

 “We can, if you want.” Becca looks at me hopefully.

“But you gave the kittens away.”

“Actually, I didn’t even tell my mother about them.” Becca smiles then pushes open the door.

I’m already rushing into the Skunk Shack—and there they are. Three tiny kittens curled together in their comfy kitty bed.

“Honey!” I cry, kneeling beside her.

Honey lifts her head to look at me with a meow as if to say, “Where have you been? I missed you.”

At least that’s what I imagine she’s thinking when I scoop her up. And as I hold her close to my heart, she starts to purr.
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When Leo joins us, he’s just as shocked and delighted to see the kittens as I am.

As he hugs his calico kitten, he turns to Becca with a cautious expression. “Does this mean that we’re in a club again?”

Becca and I share a smile and we both nod.

“Yes indeed,” Becca tells Leo. “The CCSC is back in business. The cat-dumper case is solved but we still have to care for three kittens.”

 “Actually…only two,” Leo says with a smile so tense it’s more like a frown.

“I count three.” I point to the kittens. “What are you talking about?”

He picks up his kitten and sits down at the table with her on his lap. “Remember that family meeting I had with my parents?”

“Sure.” I nod. “How did it go?”

“Good and bad. Bad news is my parents are getting a divorce.”

“Oh, Leo!” Becca cries, rushing over to put her arm around him. “I’m so sorry.”

“Are you okay?” I ask but I don’t touch him—not after that weird accidental hug we had when he rescued me from the cage.

“I’m very okay,” he assures us. “It’s easier than living in a war zone. There won’t be any more fights and my parents will be happier living apart. Dad must have been planning this for a while because he already has an apartment and says I can stay with him whenever I want. He has a room for me in his new apartment.”

“As long as you’re okay,” Becca says.

“I used to dread going home because of their fights. Now that they won’t be avoiding each other, I’ll probably see Dad more often. I’ll miss living with Dad—but not his allergies.” Leo pauses. “So I told Mom I wanted a cat—and she said yes.”

“OMG!” Becca bounces up and down. “This is so amazing! You get to keep your kitten!”

He nods. “If it’s okay with you.”

“It’s better than okay,” she says, and I agree.

I’m super happy for Leo, but a little envious. I want to keep my kitten so much. But with the CCSC back together, I’ll see her almost every day.

By the time we leave the Skunk Shack, Leo has named his kitten.

Lucky.
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A few days later, Leo and I are in the Skunk Shack waiting for Becca. I’m playing with the kittens while Leo is busy on his laptop organizing CCSC finances. Some of the pet owners insisted on giving us rewards—which is enough money to care for our kittens for four months. (Leo calculated this down to the last penny, of course.)

There’s a thud as the door bursts open and Becca comes rushing in. Her face is flushed and she’s breathing hard like she ran the entire way from her house to the shack. The kittens, startled, duck underneath the grandfather clock.

“Is something wrong?” I ask, coming over to Becca.

“No. But I had to hurry through my chores before I could join you. And before I left I checked my email and got some info I’ve been waiting for.”

“About what?” I ask.

“The kittens. I wanted to solve something on my own since you and Leo had a big adventure in Skeet’s shed, and I felt left out.”

“Being locked in a cage wasn’t fun.” I’m surprised that someone as popular as she is could ever feel left out. “Next time I’m locked in a cage, you can join me.”

“No thanks,” she says, laughing.

“So what was in the email?” I ask Becca.

“Since you and Leo found out who dumped the kittens, I did some online sleuthing and found out what happened before the kittens were dumped.” Becca lifts her cell phone, its glittery pink case sparkling under the lamp. “I know where they were born.”

Leo closes his laptop. “How did you find out?” he asks.

 “By emailing an informant,” she says mysteriously. “Mama Cat had our kittens in a barn off Murphy Road.”

“That’s not far from our school—where Violet was lost,” I say, more sure than ever that Violet is our kittens’ mother. Not that it matters now. The kittens are happy here.

“The farmer living there found the mother with her kittens in his barn,” Becca continues. “The mother was catching mice, so he decided feeding her was a fair trade. But he mentioned the cats to a friend who told the animal control officer. Skeet recognized Mama Cat from a missing flyer and hoped to get a big reward for all four cats. So he went to the farmer disguised as a jolly fat man with a Santa beard and said the cats belonged to him. He took the cats home, but the mother ran away. So he was left with four-week-old kittens.”

“I know he tried calling Violet’s owner to get a reward,” I say. “But Violet had already returned home and her owner wasn’t interested in kittens. The woman accused Officer Skeet off conning her and told him never to call again.”

“We know the rest of the story,” Becca says sadly. “Officer Skeet didn’t want to keep evidence of his crime, so he told his nephew the kittens were infected with rabies. Burt didn’t want to kill them—he really does love animals—but he believed his uncle.”

When Becca says this, I know who emailed her this information: Burton Skeet. I don’t ask her about this though. She’s allowed to have secrets of her own. It’s not my business who she likes or dislikes. As long as she likes me enough to (hopefully) become my best friend.

Leo and I congratulate Becca on solving the final piece in the cat-napping mystery. One mystery solved by the CCSC.

But there are more, I think as I flip through my notebook for the list of three mysteries I made a week ago.

I put a check by the kitten-dumping mystery and write the word solved.

But that still leaves two mysteries—why a grandfather clock was left in the Skunk Shack and who owned the zorse.

I smile to myself because I like having a few unsolved mysteries to puzzle over. And it’s great being in a club all about helping animals. We’re going to keep looking for lost pets. One day a week we’ll ride around, searching for missing animals. Not for any rewards, but because we want to help.

Right now I’m just having fun hanging out with my club mates. Leo has gone back to tinkering with the grandfather clock. It still doesn’t work but it has shiny new parts. Becca is drawing a design for leopard spotted curtains for our clubhouse in her sketchbook. I’m doing what I love best—playing with my sweet Honey. I giggle when she chases a catnip mouse on a string.

Lucky spies a spider and chases after it. Honey abandons the toy mouse to chase after Lucky’s tail. And Chris, who loves to sleep, snoozes curled up in the cat bed.

All three kittens jump when Becca’s phone rings.

“It’s Mom,” Becca says.

Becca goes strangely quiet. Her eyes grow big and she gasps as she listens. When she hangs up, she looks positively stunned.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, sitting down beside her at the table.

“I can hardly believe it,” she says with a shake of her dark curls. “Mom told me she just had a call from a man in Nevada looking for his missing zorse. He’s sure Zed belongs to him and he’s coming here to take Zed home.”

Leo’s forehead creases. “Is this good or bad news?”

“I’m not sure…” Becca’s words trail off, and I know exactly what she’s thinking because I’m thinking the same thing.

I’m scared for Zed. What if his owner is the same person who scarred him so badly? We can’t let him go back to an abusive owner. How can we find out what really happened to Zed?

Another mystery for the CCSC to solve.

I can’t wait.
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Stay tuned for the next Curious Cat Spy Club mystery!
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Coming soon!
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A mysterious stranger has come forward as the owner of Becca’s beloved zorse, Zed. But something seems suspicious about his claim. If this person is Zed’s real owner, the Curious Cat Spy Club also fears he might be the one responsible for abusing Zed in the past. Kelsey, Becca, and Leo are determined to uncover the truth before they have to give him up. Maybe some sleuthing will dig up the dirt on this suspect. But when a daring rescue attempt puts Kelsey in danger, does the CCSC have enough spy skills to save her? Or are they in over their heads?
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“A fun mystery series that’s a sure bet for animal lovers.”—School Library Journal

“This first book in a new series is definitely for the animal-lover, and the Scooby-Doo vibe makes it a perfect fit for the budding mystery fan. Young readers will enjoy following the clues along with Kelsey as she learns about friendship and animals.”—Booklist

“There’s plenty of action in this series opener, but Singleton also handles the emotional layers well. Pet lovers will enjoy the animal-centric focus, and the mystery will keep them guessing.”—Publishers Weekly

“This enjoyable mystery has a satisfying ending and a neatly calibrated level of suspense.”—Kirkus Reviews

“This is a feel-good book with a myriad of unexpected twists, turns, and surprises.”—VOYA

“Ultimately as fuzzy and accessible as a kitten chasing a ball of string, this story—and subsequent titles in the series—will likely find a ready audience among animal lovers, amateur sleuths, and the fairly common combination of the two.”—Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books
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Spy Games
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I snap steel handcuffs on my captive’s wrists. “You will not escape.”

“I will,” he says with no fear. But he should be afraid. His legs are tied to a chair and his arms are cuffed behind his back. We’re in a shack in the woods, so if he screams, only wild animals will hear—and they won’t help.

“Try to get out. I dare you.”

He smiles. “According to my calculations, I’ll be free in seven and a half minutes.”

“You’ll never break loose from the cuffs without this.” I wave a silver lock pick in his face, then place it on the table—far out of reach.

With a click of the overhead light, I plunge the room into darkness.

I leave and lock the door.

I’m grinning as I step outside the Skunk Shack. It’s a cloudy day with a crisp spring breeze that flings my hair across my face. I push my hair back and bend over a basket where three kittens curl together, sleeping. I pet the orange kitten I named Honey. She stirs with a flick of her stubby tail, then drifts back to sleep.

I walk over to Becca, who’s perched on our favorite stump that is as wide and high as a table. Her glitter-striped sneakers dangle over the prickly weeds. She taps her heels rhythmically against the stump like there’s a song in her head.

“How’d it go, Kelsey?” Becca asks. “Is he locked up?”

“Snug as a bug in a jar,” I say proudly. “No way can he get loose.”

“You hope,” she teases.

“I know.” My title in our club is Spy Tactic Specialist—and I’m good at it. Let the spy games begin!

“I have something for you.” I dig into my pocket for a folded piece of paper and hold it out to Becca. “A letter.”

Her dark eyes widen in surprise. “You’ve never written to me before.”

“Never had a reason,” I say in a hushed tone, a twig snapping beneath my foot. “This letter reveals a big secret.”

Becca stops tapping her heels against the stump as she leans closer to me.

“From your collection?”

I nod. Becca is the only person who knows I collect secrets the way other girls collect shoes. Most of my secrets come from being observant—like when I saw Trever Auslin destroy a school textbook. I don’t tattle or gossip. Instead, this became secret twenty-seven in my notebook of secrets. No one has ever seen my notebook—not even Becca.

“Here.” I hold out the letter. But as Becca reaches for it, I pull it away. “No. I’ve changed my mind.”

I rip the letter into pieces that float to the ground like tiny parachutes.

“Kelsey!” Becca exclaims. “I can’t believe you did that!”

“Believe it.” I press my lips together firmly.

“But I wanted to read it.”

“So read it.” I smile. “Put the letter back together, girl sleuth. Here’s some tape.”

 “Oh.” Becca nods in understanding as she takes the tape. “This is a spy lesson, like what our captive, Leo, is getting.”

“Good deduction.” I nod. “Imagine you’re trailing a suspect. He sits on a park bench and a woman sits beside him. They act like they don’t know each other, but the woman sneaks a note to the suspect. After she leaves, he reads the note, rips it, and tosses the pieces into a trash can. Your challenge is to put the letter back together. Make sure all the pieces fit perfectly before taping them.” I look at my wristwatch. “You have ten minutes.”

Becca jumps off the stump and chases after the scraps of paper, a few dancing away from her on the wind.

I squat beside the kittens to watch the show. While Becca captures paper, I listen for sounds from inside the shack. Leo should have chair-hobbled to the table by now. If he’s really flexible, he’ll wiggle his feet through his arms so his cuffed hands are in front of instead of behind his back. I would love to watch, but Leo insisted on working in the dark to make the spy lesson more challenging.

So I cuddle with Honey while Becca chases after wind-blown paper. The pieces of paper swirl out of her reach like fluttering moths. As she grabs for a tiny piece, the wind steals it away and she stumbles to the ground. Instead of getting mad or quitting, she jumps back up, laughing. Even dusted in dirt, with hair falling out of her ponytail, she looks chic.

Lately, I’ve started wearing my hair in a ponytail too. It’s not pink-streaked and curly black like Becca’s; it’s plain brown and too straight. Becca’s the coolest girl I know, and so creative, she designs her own wild-animal-print outfits. She’s in my science class at school, but we didn’t become friends until I helped catch her runaway zorse (an animal that is part zebra, part horse). When we found kittens trapped in a dumpster, Leo joined in the rescue, which led to a secret club and three secret kittens.

Well, just two kittens after today.

Leo is taking his calico kitten home. He can finally have a cat because his allergic dad moved out. Not a happy reason, although Leo says his parents are happier apart. Leo is so lucky that he can keep his kitten. Becca can’t because her mom already fosters too many cats. I can’t because I live in a cramped apartment with two adults and four kids. But Dad will hear about a new job today, which could mean moving into a house where we can have pets.

“Got it!” Becca announces and holds up a scrap of paper.

I glance at my watch. “Three minutes left.”

“I can do it!” Becca carries the tape and papers over to the stump, spreading out the scraps like puzzle pieces.

While I watch her, I think how much I love being in the Curious Cat Spy Club. Becca, Leo, and I created the CCSC to care for our three kittens, but now our goal is to help all animals—and solve mysteries. Last week we unmasked a pet-napper, and we have two more mysteries to solve: Why did someone leave a broken grandfather clock in the Skunk Shack? What really happened to Zed the Zorse?

I feel sick whenever I think of Zed’s ugly scars. The sweet zebra-horse has been at Wild Oaks Sanctuary, run by Becca’s mother, for over six months. No one knows where he came from, but he has scars from being beaten. Becca thinks he ran away from an abusive owner. She freaked out last week after a man called, saying he’s the owner and wants Zed back. But the man didn’t leave his name or number and hasn’t shown up. Becca is relieved because she loves Zed and hopes he can stay at Wild Oaks forever.

I glance at my watch. “Two minutes.”

“But I’m missing a piece!” Becca finally finds the paper stuck to the bottom of her sneaker.

She finishes the challenge with thirty-five seconds to spare.

“Great work!” I pat her shoulder.

Becca doesn’t answer because she’s already reading the taped letter.

What will she think of the secret I revealed? I’ve learned lots of secrets because I’m so quiet that people don’t notice me. It wouldn’t be right to reveal someone else’s secret to Becca though, so I shared something terrible I did when I was five. I got mad at my mom and hid so well no one could find me, then I fell asleep. I didn’t know everyone was looking for me until I woke up hours later and saw the police car.

“Wow.” Becca looks up from the letter. “You must be really good at hiding.”

“No one beats me at hide-and-seek. But I still feel guilty for what I did,” I add more seriously. “When I saw my parents talking to a policeman, I was scared I’d get into trouble, so I made up a story about being kidnapped. I don’t know if my parents believed me, but I felt guilty for lying to them. I’ve never told anyone the truth.”

“Until now.” Becca squeezes my hand. “I won’t tell anyone—not ever. Thanks for trusting me with your secret.” She tilts her head toward the Skunk Shack. “Should we go free Leo?”

“According to his calculations, he should have unlocked the handcuffs by now,” I say lightly.

“He won’t escape that easily,” Becca says.

I chuckle. “He’s a whiz with robots but not handcuffs.”

“Poor guy needs rescuing.” Becca playfully tugs my arm. “Come on. Let’s help him.”

We enter the shack, which is dark until I turn on the lamp. “Game over, Leo,” I call as light brightens the room.

The chair I left him tied to is empty.

Leo is gone.

“Where is he?” Becca turns in a circle to look around our clubhouse.

I check under the table, behind the grandfather clock, and even inside a rusty metal cabinet too small for anyone to hide in.

 “I don’t understand.” I twist my ponytail around my finger. “There’s no way he could get out. The door was locked. We would have seen if he’d come outside.”

“He must have crawled through the window,” Becca says with a gesture toward the only window in the clubhouse, which is darkened by shutters.

“Impossible. The shutters are locked from the outside.”

“Look!” Becca points to the table.

I follow her gaze to the pair of shiny silver handcuffs. Grabbing them, I check to see if they’re broken. But they look as good as when they arrived in the mail from Spy Guys.

“The lock pick is gone.” I tuck the cuffs into my pocket. “Leo must have it. But where is he?”

“Turn around!”

I whirl at Leo’s voice. He’s standing in the doorway, grinning. His blond hair is swept back neatly, and there’s not a speck of dirt on his white button-down, vest, or black slacks.

Becca shakes her head, puzzled. “How did you escape?”

“Utilizing strategy and logic,” Leo says with a shrug. “I couldn’t climb onto the table with handcuffs on. But the table is lopsided, so I tilted it until the lock pick slid into my hands. As I calculated, I had the handcuffs off within seven and a half minutes.”

“But how did you get out of the room?” I demand. “We were outside the door. And the window shutters are locked.”

“This lock pick you taught me to use is an efficient tool.” He holds up my silver pick. “I used the flat end to pry off the window screen. I reached around to unlock the latch, then crawled outside and onto the roof. The hardest part was not laughing while Becca chased after those papers.”

“You sneaky spy!” Becca accuses.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Leo bows.

“Great job, both of you,” I say. “You’ve proven your spy skills.”

“It was super fun,” Becca says. She picks up an empty kitten food packet and tosses it in the trash. “We have to leave soon. Let’s tuck the kittens inside for the night.”

Leo grins as he scoops up his calico. “Lucky is coming home with me.”

“Lucky you,” I say enviously.

As Becca reaches the door, her cell phone rings. She glances down at the screen and rolls her eyes. “It’s my mother.”

“Again?” I raise my brows.

“Mom probably found more chores for me. She could ask one of the volunteers, but no, she’d rather work me to death—sweep out the monkey cage, refill the rabbit feeders, pick up bird feathers. Wish I could ignore this…” Becca shrugs and answers.

She holds the phone to her ear, listening. Her lips pinch like she’s biting back her temper. Suddenly she tenses. Her eyes go wide, and she clutches the phone with both hands. “No! You can’t let him do that!”

Can’t let who do what? I wonder, coming over to stand beside Becca. I want to give her a hug or say something soothing, but I have no idea what’s wrong.

A touch on my hand makes me look up to find Leo standing beside me. His hand brushes mine as we wait.

“Mom, tell him no…Please don’t let this happen,” Becca pleads, close to tears. “Don’t you even care that he could die?” Shaking her head, she shoves the phone into her pocket.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

 “I am—but Zed won’t be.”

Leo lifts his brows. “The zorse is in trouble?”

“The worst.” Becca scowls. “The man who claims to own him, the same man who probably beat him, wants him back.”

“Oh no!” I gasp.

“If he hurt Zed once, he’ll do it again,” Becca says furiously. “He’s coming to take Zed away in two days. And there’s nothing we can do to stop him.”
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Secret Twenty-Nine
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While the kittens chase each other around the dismantled grandfather clock, we pull our chairs close to the table.

“Tell us what your mom told you,” I say to Becca.

“Don’t leave any details out,” Leo adds.

“Mom said his name is Caleb Hunter and he lives over a hundred miles away on a ranch in Nevada. His grandma owns Zed, but she’s really sick and in a nursing home.” Becca grabs a berry juice packet from our snack box and takes a sip. “On the night Zed disappeared, his grandma had a stroke and was rushed to the hospital in an ambulance. Caleb thinks the siren spooked Zed and that’s why he broke out of his corral.”

 “How did Zed end up in California?” Leo asks, wrinkling his brow.

“No one knows. Everyone assumed he was dead until Caleb recognized Zed in an online news photo.” Becca rubs her finger on a stain on the table, her dark eyes narrowing. “At least that’s what he told Mom.”

“You don’t believe him?” I ask, surprised.

“Zed has been with us for over six months. His photo was posted all over the Internet and even on TV news. If Caleb Hunter cared so much for Zed, why didn’t he find him sooner? I won’t let that man have Zed,” she says with the fierceness of a mother zorse protecting her foal.

“He has a legal right to take the zorse,” Leo points out in his usual, practical tone.

“Doesn’t Zed have any rights?” Becca argues. “You didn’t see Zed when he came to stay at our sanctuary, but I did and my heart broke. One eye was swollen shut, his coat was matted with dried blood, and he had stripes of scars from being whipped. He looked like a wild beast, but we knew he was someone’s pet because he was wearing a fancy fly mask. He let Mom and me touch him but trembled if a man came near, so I know it was a man who beat him.”

 “That doesn’t mean it was Caleb,” I put in, trying to be fair.

Becca purses her lips stubbornly. “He probably knows who did it.”

“Not if Zed was hurt after he ran away,” Leo points out.

“How do we know Caleb’s grandma even owns Zed? He says Zed’s real name is Domino Effect, which doesn’t fit Zed at all. He could have made up the whole story about a sick grandma to get our sympathy, so we’ll hand over Zed. What if he’s scamming us so he can sell Zed for lots of money?”

“Easily verified. I’m on it,” says Leo, our club Covert Technology Strategist. He taps quickly on his cell phone, then reports, “Caleb Hunter, age thirty-six, resides in Nevada, divorced, no kids, and works as a horse trainer for D. S. Ranch. His parents moved to Arizona, but his younger sister, Carol Hunter-Bowling, and grandmother are in Nevada. His grandmother, Eloise Hunter, resides at Golden Meadows Senior Care Home.”

“Okay, so he’s not lying.” Becca crumples her juice packet, red juice squirting on her fingers. “But he still could be the brute who abused Zed. And since Mom won’t protect Zed, it’s up to me.” Becca wipes her hands with a napkin, then holds them out imploringly to us. “Will you help me? Caleb’s coming on Saturday and I could use your support.”

“Nothing could keep me away,” I say, placing my hand over hers.

“Me either,” Leo adds his hand on ours.

We make sure the kittens have plenty of food and water, then leave the Skunk Shack. Becca only has a short hike down the hill to her wild-animal-sanctuary home, but Leo and I live a few miles away. Leo’s kitten is snug in a pet carrier as Leo rolls off on his techno gyro-board (a speedy robotized skateboard that bends in the middle), and I walk the wooded trail back to my bike.

As I pedal home, I wonder how Zed got all the way from Nevada to California. It’s amazing he survived. But his injuries are suspicious. He wasn’t clawed by a bear or cougar; he was beaten by a human. Becca suspects Caleb, but I’m not so sure. If he hated the zorse enough to beat him, why drive over a hundred miles to get him? Sure, Zed is valuable, but he’s a lot of work. He’s stubborn and doesn’t like to ride in the trailer, so traveling with him won’t be easy.

Is Caleb Hunter a nice guy trying to reunite his sick grandma with her favorite pet? Or is he a liar and a fraud?

I’ll find out on Saturday.

My spokes whirl as I coast into small-town Sun Flower, spinning my thoughts in a new direction. Soon I’ll know if Dad got the job at the bakery where he interviewed last week. Working at a bakery is the most perfect job in the world for him. And he’s so talented, how could anyone not want to hire him? When Dad bakes, he’s like a sculptor creating a masterpiece. Mom teases that he should change his name to “More” because that’s what people say after they taste his cookies, cakes, and homemade bread.

I roll up to my apartment complex, lock my bike in the rack, and sniff the air for a whiff of celebratory dessert. When Dad bakes, he opens all the windows so yummy smells sweeten the air. In our old neighborhood, people found excuses to stop by.

As I walk up the stairs, I don’t smell anything baking. I unlock the front door and cautiously peek inside the living room. The TV is off and no one sits at the computer. I check the kitchen, and it’s empty too.

Voices murmur from down the hall, so I slip into spy mode and investigate. My twin older sisters, Kiana and Kenya, share the first room. I don’t hear them, so I check inside and see the usual mess—beds unmade and clothes scattered on the carpet. My sisters are probably hanging with their friends. I peek into my brother’s room too. Kyle is a neat freak, so everything is where it belongs, from the pillows on his bed to the pens on his computer desk. All that’s missing is Kyle.

Voices rise then fall in my parents’ room.

I creep over to their door to listen.

“—was so sure,” Dad says with a groan.

“The next one will be even better,” Mom encourages, but her voice is heavy with disappointment.

“If there’s a next one,” he adds grimly.

Oh no! I realize Dad didn’t get the job. Last time this happened, he paced the apartment like a caged animal for days and growled if anyone mentioned the word job. No surprise my siblings found somewhere else to be.

“You’ll find another job,” Mom says confidently.

“Not in the food industry and”—he lowers his voice, so I miss a few words—“have to move to a big city.”

“I hope not.” Mom sighs. “Sun Flower is our home. I don’t want to leave.”

 “I like it here too, but I can’t get a job, and your job at the florist is only part-time. Moving may be our only option.”

“I know…” She sighs again. “But moving away will be hard on the kids. Let’s keep this a secret until we know for sure. No reason to worry them.”

“I’ll do the worrying—it’s the one job I can’t be fired from,” Dad adds bitterly. Then I hear the sound of footsteps.

“Drats,” I mutter. He’s coming my way.

I rush down the hall and duck into my room. Breathing hard, I sprawl out on my bed and stare up at the ceiling. The apartment walls are thin, so I can hear Dad stomp down the hall into the kitchen and slam the cupboards. He must be “vent-cooking,” a word my sisters came up with to describe the pots and pans banging when he’s in a bad mood while making dinner. My sisters say it’s therapeutic. I say it’s noisy, so I put in earbuds and listen to my iPod while I catch up on my homework.

It’s hard not to think about the secret I just overheard. But factoring equations distracts me from worrying. By the time I join my family for dinner, Dad has calmed down enough to smile. He even makes a pun about what a ghost calls spaghetti—spookghetti—and it feels good to laugh.

Before I go to bed that night, I take out my notebook from the hidden drawer in my wooden chest and flip open to a new page.

Secret twenty-nine—If Dad doesn’t find a job, we’ll have to move. Losing our house was bad enough, but leaving Sun Flower would be worse. No more biking over to Gran’s house to visit her and our dog, Handsome. I’ll be the new girl at a new school where I don’t know anyone. No CCSC, Skunk Shack, secret kittens, or Leo or Becca.

As I bike to school the next morning, I brainstorm ways to stay in Sun Flower. It would be cool if I could win a lottery and hand over a huge check to my parents. While I earn some money for the CCSC Kitten Care Fund by returning lost pets, I’m too young to get a job or even enter a lottery. How can I help my family?

I don’t have any ideas, but Leo and Becca may.

We can make it a CCSC project.

Smiling, I coast through the gates into Helen Corning Middle School and lock up my bike.

Becca is in my science class. I slip into the seat behind her, but she doesn’t turn around to talk to me because we’re keeping our club a secret to protect the kittens. One of her three Sparkler group friends, Chloe, sits across from her, and they’re always whispering or covert texting. Becca is close enough to touch, but it’s like she’s far away on a distant planet, speaking a language only Sparklers understand.

I’ll have to wait till later to talk to her. But I might be able to talk to Leo at lunch. He always sits alone, designing robots on his tablet. I eat with friends from my old neighborhood, Ann Marie and Tori. They’re talkative and obsessed with sports, which is cool because I hear all the gossip about the jocks.

But I hesitate as I enter the noisy cafeteria, clutching my sack lunch and water bottle to my chest. I stare at the back of the room, where hoop players crowd one end of a long table. At the other end, Leo Polanski sits alone.

His blond hair falls across his face as he eats a pita sandwich while writing on his tablet. He’s an island of Leo-ness, isolated and unaware that a sea of life swims around him. He doesn’t even realize how alone he is, which makes it worse, and I feel sorry for him.

So I make a decision.

Today I’ll sit with Leo.

He’s my friend, and I don’t care if anyone knows. He shouldn’t be so alone.

First I stop by the table where I usually sit with Ann Marie and Tori. They’re best friends but sound like worst enemies as they argue over a referee’s call at a soccer game. I tell them I’m going to sit with another friend and they’re cool with it.

Sucking in a deep breath, I start for Leo’s table.

I’m halfway there when someone calls my name.

Turning, I scan the crowd until I spot Becca waving from the Sparkler table. I swivel around to see who she’s waving to—then I realize it’s me. Seriously, what’s she doing? I mean, she’s the one who suggested we pretend not to know each other at school. So why is she calling my name?

“Kelsey,” she says again, weaving through tables to stand beside me.

I cover my mouth and whisper, “You’re totally blowing our secret.”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with CCSC. Come on. You’ll find out.”

“But keeping our friendship a secret was your idea.”

 “You sit behind me in science. It’s not weird for me to talk to you.”

“Well…yeah,” I say, pleased but puzzled.

“Come with me.” Becca hooks her arm through mine. “Over to my table.”

I look at her suspiciously. Is this some kind of joke?

“No joke,” she says as if reading my mind. “I’ve talked with the girls and they want you to join us.”

“You mean, I can sit with the Sparklers?”

“Not just sit.” Becca’s grin widens. “The Sparklers need your help.”
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Sparkling!
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It’s like one of my dreams turned into real life—the dream where I’m a famous celebrity and the whole world loves me. Fans beg me to take a selfie with them, and every word I say is clever and hilarious. Best of all, in this dream, Becca and I are best friends.

I pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.

Ouch. Wide-awake.

I glance regretfully at lonely Leo. I’ll sit with him tomorrow.

The short walk to the Sparkler table is the longest walk I’ve ever taken. I can’t help but worry that this is a trick and I’ll end up humiliated. It happens in teen movies all the time. But Becca would never be a mean girl.

Why would the Sparklers want me to hang out with them? I’m so quiet that most kids—sometimes even teachers—don’t remember my name. I’m a T-shirt and jeans girl, not a glittery diva. Sparkly isn’t my style.

“Here’s Kelsey,” Becca says with a sweeping gesture toward me.

She introduces the three other girls to me, although I know who they are. They wear identical silver crescent-moon necklaces but are very different. Sophia has short, spiky brown hair, dimples, and three diamond studs in each ear. Model tall and graceful, Tyla wears black braids that are woven with strands of silver that make her silver-gray eyes shine like stars. And Chloe is adorably loud and curvy, with blue hair and big, jeweled glasses that would be dorky on anyone else.

“You look familiar,” Chloe booms in a voice that cuts through cafeteria noises. She’s the leader of the Sparklers.

“I sit near you in science.”

“Oh yeah.” She shrugs, her blue-glitter lashes fluttering. “Don’t you love Ms. Grande? She’s the coolest teacher and so pretty—like a princess from a Disney cartoon with her red, wavy hair down to her waist.”

“Yeah, she’s cool,” I agree, trying not to laugh because I discovered Ms. Grande’s secret on a blustery day when the wind whipped her hair off her head. Her princess hair is actually a wig.

Becca squeezes in between Chloe and Sophia, then scoots over to make room for me. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she says, hugging me.

But why did you invite me? I wonder as I stare uneasily at the dazzling girls around me. “It’s cool to be with you…but I’m not really the Sparkler type.”

“Why not?” Becca blinks as if surprised.

I can think of like a zillion reasons, but Becca is so sincere, I don’t want to disappoint her. So I think of this as a spy lesson, like when Leo escaped handcuffs and Becca pieced together the paper secret. My covert mission is to blend in like a chameleon, to think, talk, and act sparkly.

Not an easy challenge. To start off with, the other girls have hot food trays. I’m the only brown bagger at the table.

“Becca didn’t tell us much about you,” Chloe says as she spreads butter thick on her biscuit.

 “Not much to tell.” I open my water bottle and take a sip.

“She just doesn’t want to brag,” Becca says with a pat on my shoulder. “Kelsey is really smart, loves reading and games, and is great with animals.”

I shine under Becca’s praise and feel less awkward. “I’m not that smart, but my grades are okay.”

“Better than okay—like straight As,” Becca says proudly. “It’s because she works really hard at everything.”

“Except her appearance.” Tyla sweeps a critical look over me and plucks at my green shirt. “Where did you buy this?”

“I don’t remember. I’ve had it forever,” I say, not wanting to admit it’s a hand-me-down from my sisters.

“Ignore the fashion snob.” Becca smooths her fingers across her white tiger-striped jacket. “You should hear what Tyla says about my style. You’re amazing the way you are, and you’ll love helping us with our project. Some kids think we’re all about sparkly clothes, but that’s just for fun. We work on fund-raisers for our community and school. Last month, we had a car wash to earn money for the drama club.”

 “Theater rocks,” Sophia pipes up in her cute, little-girl voice.

“Sophia is an actress,” Chloe adds proudly.

“I’m in the drama club, and our next play is The Lion King. I’m going to be Nala.”

“Congratulations!” I say, giving her a high five. “Great role.”

“But it won’t leave her much time for Sparkler projects.” Chloe leans forward, taking back her role of leader. “In a few weeks, we’re running a booth at the Humane Society Fund-Raiser.”

“Yeah, Becca says it’ll help lots of homeless animals get adopted.” I think of the dogs, cats, rabbits, goats, and other animals at Wild Oaks Animal Sanctuary. “I want to help out too.”

“Becca told us you would,” Chloe says. “And we can really use your help. Start by helping us come up with an idea for our booth. Becca says you’re creative, so think of something amazing.”

Me? I know nothing about creating booths. Still, they’re all looking at me eagerly, so I smile.

Chloe stabs a chicken strip with her fork. “All the best ideas have been done to death, like a dunking booth, balloon popping, and face painting.”

“I still think we should do face painting again,” Tyla says with a pout. “It was super popular last year.”

“Except we lost money because the makeup cost more than what we made.” Chloe gives Tyla an accusing look.

“Did you want to use crap cosmetics?” Tyla argues.

I listen with interest, not so much to their words but to their narrowed eyes, pressed lips, and sharp tones. Clearly, all is not rainbows and glitter with the Sparklers.

While their talk shifts from booth plans to favorite TV shows, I set my brown bag on the table and take out my triple-layered turkey, veggie, and cranberry sauce sandwich on sourdough, and four cinnamon caramel chip cookies.

“Those cookies smell yummy,” Chloe says, sniffing.

“My dad’s a whiz in the kitchen,” I say. “He made the cookies.”

“Can I have one?” Chloe asks.

“Sure.” I hand her and her friends a cookie each. Dad’s cookies brought me and Becca together, and now they’re helping me win over her friends.

“Kelsey, you didn’t keep one for yourself,” Becca points out, then splits hers in half and we share.

Chloe downs her cookie in two bites. “Amazing!” she says, licking her lips. “I wasn’t sure about inviting you to help with the booth project, but you’re cool.”

“Told you so,” Becca says, slipping her arm around me.

“You sure did,” Chloe says then turns to me. “We can’t make you a Sparkler, but we can give you something to wear while you’re helping with our project. You’ll have to return it when the fund-raiser is over, but until then, everyone will treat you like you’re one of us.”

She digs into her backpack and pulls out a tiny silver charm on a necklace, identical to the necklaces each of them is wearing.

A sparkling star perched on a crescent moon.

I’m temporarily a Sparkler.


- Chapter 4 -

Good-Bye, Zed
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Saturday morning, I wake up with a bad feeling. Today Caleb Hunter comes to take Zed—unless we can stop him. If there’s anything shady about Caleb, we’ll find out. Then it’ll be war—the CCSC against CH.

When I get to Becca’s two-story white farmhouse trimmed in yellow, her mother tells me she’s gone to the pasture to catch Zed.

Mrs. Morales is an older version of Becca—same shiny, black curls, only shorter; long, black lashes; and full lips framed by an oval face. She’s smiling as she steps down from the porch, but I notice shadows under her eyes, like she didn’t sleep well.

“Kelsey, I’m so glad you’re here,” she says, giving me a warm hug. “Becca is going to need friends today.”

“Yeah,” I say. “She really loves Zed.”

“I do too, but she blames me.” Mrs. Morales shakes her head wearily. “I don’t want Zed to leave either, but legally I have to return him to his owner.”

“I guess,” I say uneasily.

“Becca thinks I’m being unfair, but I’m just doing my job. It’s not easy running Wild Oaks alone.” She clutches the stair rail like it’s all that’s holding her up. “I wish Becca could understand that giving up Zed is hard on me too.”

She looks at me like she’s hoping I’ll say I understand. I glance down at my sneakers. One of the laces is loose, so I bend down to tie it. When I stand up, the awkwardness is gone and Mrs. Morales is smiling again.

“Becca is in the back pasture.” She points beyond the barn. “You girls have fun.”

I hurry away, past the barn, to a fenced pasture. Unlatching the livestock gate, I make sure it’s shut firmly behind me. I spot Becca by a bathtub that’s been converted to a water trough. Dust swirls around my sneakers as I cross the pasture. Becca has her back to me as she holds out her hand to Zed, trying to bribe him with oats. But Zed isn’t having any of it.

“Come on, Zed,” Becca coos. Her other hand dangles a rope behind her back. “You know you want the yummy oats.”

Zed snorts and stomps a hoof.

“You’ll have to try harder,” I say.

“Maybe I’ll let Caleb Hunter catch him,” Becca grumbles. “Zed’s stubborn. He can’t be forced to do anything—you have to win his trust. It took a month before he’d let me ride him.”

“It would be cool to ride him,” I say.

“He likes you, so he might let you on his back. You can try when I catch him.” She flings the lassoed rope toward Zed’s neck, but he jerks away and she misses.

“If you catch him,” I tease as Zed prances just out of reach.

“Ornery zorse,” Becca mutters. “Did you know that a zorse is three times stronger than a horse? Last week while I was in school, he broke into the vegetable garden and refused to leave. One of our volunteers, Hank, couldn’t catch Zed. By the time Mom got there to coax Zed out, he’d eaten a bunch of tomatoes and was chomping carrots. It’s impossible for a man to get near him.”

“Unless it’s the man who used to own him,” I say, then wish I hadn’t when I see the pained look on Becca’s face. “I’m sorry, Becca.”

“It’s not your fault. I was stupid to get attached.” She tosses her dark ponytail over her shoulder. “I knew his owner might come for him. But as the weeks…months…went by, I started thinking he could stay.”

“Maybe if Caleb sees how much you love Zed, he’ll let you keep him.”

Becca grabs more oats and holds out her hand toward the zorse. “Even if he did, Mom wouldn’t agree. She can’t wait to get rid of Zed.”

“I don’t think that’s how she feels. But at least Zed is going to a loving home. Caleb’s grandma will be so happy to have him back.”

Becca frowns. “But she may be dying. What happens to Zed when she’s gone?”

“Caleb will probably take care of him,” I guess.

“If he really is who he says,” Becca says, trying to bribe Zed with oats. “Come on, boy. Come and get it.”

“He’s sniffing like he’s interested. You almost have him.” I speak quietly, so I won’t startle Zed. “Another step and you can—”

Zed rears back with a toss of his black mane, flashing big teeth like he’s grinning.

“Get over here, you stubborn brat!” Becca snaps.

“It’s like he understands what’s going on,” I say.

“Oh, he does. Animals can read body language and sense moods. Zed usually comes right up to me.” Her voice cracks. “I don’t want him to leave.” Oats spill from her fingers as she drops the lead rope and sinks to the ground. She covers her face with her hands.

I squat down and slip my arm around her shoulder. Hooves thump as Zed clomps over to us. He nuzzles Becca’s neck. She reaches up and folds her arms around his dark mane.

Hugging Zed, she whispers to me, “Kelsey, get the rope.”

Slowly, I rise to my feet. When Zed isn’t looking, I grab the rope.

“Sneak up behind him, then loop it around his neck,” Becca says. “That’s my boy. Good Zed,” she coos into his ear.

Here goes nothing, I think.

I swing out with the rope, toss it around Zed’s neck—and miss!

Becca is quick though and grabs the rope. She holds Zed’s black mane firmly with one hand as she lassos him with the other.

“Got you!” Becca exclaims. Her eyes shine with triumph…and tears.

Becca leads Zed toward the house, then pauses. “I can’t do this…I need some time alone with Zed first…to say good-bye. Tell Mom I’m putting Zed in a barn stall. Leo will probably be here soon. Wait with him on the porch…until that man comes.”

I nod, feeling so bad for her.

As I near the house, I’m startled to see a guy in a western hat sitting on the porch swing beside Becca’s mom. Oh no! Caleb Hunter is already here, I think—until I get close enough to see his face.

“Leo?” I ask in surprise. “Since when did you go cowboy?”

“You must be referring to my hat.” He tips the tawny-brown hat that’s twice the size of his head. “Do you like it?”

“Sure.” I cover my mouth so I won’t giggle. Who wears a western hat with a button-down shirt and a pocket protector? Only Leo.

“Kelsey, why is Becca taking Zed into the barn?” Mrs. Morales frowns as she steps off the bench swing and points across the driveway. “I told her to bring him here.”

“She’s putting him in a stall so he’s easy to catch and—” I hesitate. “To say good-bye.”

“Oh.” Mrs. Morales turns away but not before I see tears in her eyes.

A rumble vibrates the ground. I look up toward the front gate as a white truck pulling a large metallic-blue horse trailer drives through the gate. Gravel spits from the tires as the truck pulls up in front of the house. The driver is shadowed behind a tinted window, so I can’t see his face until he comes to a stop and steps out onto the driveway.

Leo may think he looks like a cowboy in the wide-brimmed hat, but this muscular guy in polished leather boots, jeans, and a studded western shirt is the for-real thing. Caleb Hunter has a rugged face, smiling brown eyes, and a swath of sun-streaked brown hair across his tanned forehead.

Becca’s mom hurries off the porch to meet him, her hand outstretched.

“Mr. Hunter?” They shake hands. “I’m Renee Morales.”

“Pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

“No need to be formal,” she says. “Call me Renee.”

 “Lovely name for a lovely lady,” he says with a smile so warm that I wonder if he’s flirting with Becca’s mom.

Leo and I wait on the porch. He nudges me. “Can you hear what they’re saying?”

“Mrs. Morales just said she hopes he had a good trip,” I answer.

“I thought she said not to trip,” Leo admits. “Your hearing is better than mine.”

“Not really.” I grin. “I’m lip-reading.”

“What are they saying now?”

“Caleb isn’t facing toward me, but Becca’s mom is, and she said she’s happy to reunite Zed with his family.” I concentrate with both my eyes and ears. “She explained that we call the zorse Zed since we didn’t know his name was Domino Effect.”

“Zed is a more logical name for a zorse,” says the very logical Leo. “Zed is the word most English-speaking countries—except the U.S.—use for the letter Z.”

“W, X, Y, zed sounds weird,” I say, focusing back on the driveway conversation. “Caleb gestured toward the trailer, but I can’t see what he said. Becca’s mom told him he’ll need to sign papers before he takes Zed. She invited him into the house and offered him iced tea.”

Leo licks his lips. “I like my iced tea with extra sugar.”

“Lemon wedges are yummier…Oh!” I jump up, pointing across the driveway. “Here they come.”

“The paperwork won’t take long to fill out,” Mrs. Morales says. She steps onto the wood-slat porch. “Also, I’ll need to see proof of ownership.”

Caleb Hunter holds out a folder and electronic tablet. “I got Grandma’s certificate of registration—and something better right here on my tablet.”

“I can’t wait to see,” Mrs. Morales says so warmly I wonder if she has a thing for cowboys. “I’ll bet you’re eager to see the zorse too.”

“Sure am.” He drawls out “sure” into two syllables. “Although it pains me knowing someone hurt him.”

“He was near death when we took him in, but now he’s healthy as a horse…I mean, a zorse.” She glances over at the bench swing where Leo and I sit, all casual like we aren’t eavesdropping.

“How could anyone beat such a gentle creature?” Caleb shakes his head, his voice thick with emotion. “I don’t know what happened out in the wild. I’m just glad he’s coming home, where he’ll be treated like he deserves.”

“My daughter has grown very fond of him too. She’s with him in the barn.” Mrs. Morales gestures toward Leo and me. “These are her friends, Kelsey and Leo.”

With a tip of his hat, Caleb Hunter runs his reply together like one word. “Gladtomeetyou.”

Out of loyalty to Becca, I am not glad to meet him, but I’m curious. And the calculating look Leo gives him is sharp with curiosity too.

“My grandma raised Domino Effect—or you can call him Zed if you like,” Caleb Hunter says. “She fussed over him something fierce, pampering and dressing him up in fancy doodads. She even allowed him in the house.” Caleb gazes into Mrs. Morales’s eyes. “Seeing him may give her the strength to hold on longer, which means a lot to me. I can’t thank you enough for your kindness.”

“Just doing my job,” Mrs. Morales says, but she’s blushing. “Let’s go inside for the paperwork and iced tea.”

“My pleasure,” he says, then steps forward to open the door for Becca’s mother before following her into the house.

“I want to see his proof too,” Leo whispers to me.

“Exactly,” I say. We hurry after the adults.

Minutes later, Leo and I sit at a wooden table in the dining room, sipping lemony-perfect iced tea with Becca’s mom and Caleb Hunter.

“These here are the legal documents for Domino,” Caleb says as he hands over a slim blue folder. “He was a birthday gift to Grandma Ellie from Grandpa. When Grandpa died, Zed helped Grandma through her grieving. She loves that zorse like he’s her child.”

“He’s easy to love.” Mrs. Morales sighs as she glances through the folder.

“When Grandma was in the hospital, I made her a photo video of Zed from when he was just a foal,” Caleb adds as he clicks on his electronic tablet. The background wallpaper shows a cowboy riding an appaloosa.

“That’s you,” I say to Caleb, pointing to the screen.

“I was riding before I could walk,” he says proudly. “People come hundreds of miles so I can train their horses. Not to say I haven’t had my share of tumbles. A mustang threw me so hard, I landed in barbed wire and got an infection that almost took my arm.” He rolls up his left sleeve, and I wince at the jagged scars pale against his tanned skin.

“It looks painful.” Mrs. Morales frowns with the same softhearted expression I’ve seen on Becca. “Does it still hurt?”

“No,” he says with a tough-guy shrug. And I swear, he flexes his muscles like he’s a body builder.

He starts up the video of Zed’s life, propping his tablet in the center of the table, so we all can see.

Zed was such a cute foal, with spindly legs and a gleam of mischief in his big, black eyes. His legs are ringed in black and white stripes, and his flank is darker than the splash of white he has now. In later photos, when Zed is fully grown, he wears a gaudy fly mask trimmed in jewels and his black tail is woven with pink ribbons.

“This here is Grandma, riding him in a parade,” Caleb says.

A sun-wrinkled woman in black jeans and a leather vest sits confidently on a bejeweled pink saddle shiny enough to impress a Sparkler. Her western hat is pink too, and her long braid hangs like a silver mane over her shoulder. She looks a little like Caleb, with a similar straight nose and high cheekbones.

When the slide show ends, Caleb shuts the tablet and stands up from the table. “Thanks for your hospitality, but I need to pack up my zorse and be on my way.”

Mrs. Morales hands him back the folder. “Everything looks in order. It’s clear Zed belongs to your grandmother.”

We file out of the house toward the barn.

“You probably already know this,” Mrs. Morales says as the barn door slides open with a creak and ripe smell of hay, “but Zed shies away from men.”

“Can’t blame him for preferring women,” Caleb adds with an appreciative look at Mrs. Morales. “But he’ll remember me.”

“He doesn’t trailer well either,” she adds.

“Don’t I know that.” Caleb chuckles. “Danged zorse has to be medicated before he’ll get in a trailer. I brought a tranquilizer for the long ride home.”

“Oh, I doubt you’ll need that.” Mrs. Morales shakes her black curls. “Becca can calm him down so he’ll get into the trailer.”

As we enter the barn, Zed peeks out over the door of the stall as Becca rests her arm around his neck.

“Becca, it’s time,” her mother says.

Becca presses her lips tight but doesn’t argue. She won’t look at her mother, only at Zed. I feel so bad because I wasn’t able to help her keep Zed. But Caleb proved he has a right to take Zed. I’m sure Zed will be happy with Caleb’s grandmother.

“Come on, Zed.” Becca wipes her eyes, then unlatches the stall. She leads Zed out by a rope.

But the zorse abruptly stops. His nostrils flare, and he lets out a harsh whinny. Caleb lunges forward to help Becca with Zed, but the zorse rears up.

“What’s wrong, boy?” Becca tugs the lead rope.

Zed whinnies louder. He swishes his tail and refuses to budge.

“I was afraid of this,” Caleb says. “Last time he saw me, I was getting into the ambulance that took Grandma Ellie away, which spooked him so much he took off and some scumbag beat him.”

“Poor guy has been through a trauma,” Mrs. Morales says.

“I should have taken better care of him,” Caleb says regretfully.

“You’ll have to be patient.” Mrs. Morales approaches the zorse with her arm outstretched. “Calm down, Zed. Everything’s okay. Caleb will take you back home.”

Beside me, Leo mutters, “He’d rather stay with Becca.”

“I know.”

Zed’s whinnies echo through the barn.

 “I’m mighty sorry he’s so much trouble,” Caleb tells Mrs. Morales. “He never used to be so skittish. He’s changed since running away and—” His eyes widen as he points to Zed. “Why isn’t he wearing his mask?”

“What mask?” Becca’s mother asks as she tries to shove Zed forward.

“His fly mask.” Caleb frowns. “It’s custom-made with bejeweled trim.”

“He doesn’t need one here.” Mrs. Morales shakes her head. “We don’t have a problem with flies.”

“Grandpa gave Grandma the fly mask right before he died.” Caleb frowns. “I know he was wearing it when you found him because I saw it in an online photo. So where is it now?”


- Chapter 5 -

Missing Mask
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“I don’t know anything about a fly mask,” Mrs. Morales says while struggling to pull Zed out of the stall.

“Sure you do, Mom. Remember it was stuck to—stop it, Zed!” Becca cries out as Zed jerks sideways and the rope slips from her fingers. “Come back here, you ornery zorse!”

I start to chase after Zed, but Leo tugs me back. “You’ll only be in the way.”

He’s right, which is so annoying. I move aside.

Caleb rushes forward to help, reaching to grab Zed, which freaks out the zorse again. Zed’s hooves clatter as he shies away from his owner.

“Becca and I can get him into the trailer,” Mrs. Morales offers.

 “Mighty kind of you, ma’am.” Caleb turns to Becca. “Now what were you saying about the fly mask?”

“Kind of busy here.” Becca grits her teeth as she gives the zorse a powerful shove forward. “Zed, don’t you dare kick! Watch out, Mom!”

Mrs. Morales jumps sideways to avoid Zed’s hooves.

“Zed, stop freaking out and come with me now!” Becca pulls hard on the lead rope. But Zed is stronger and drags Becca back toward the stall.

Mrs. Morales looks over at Caleb. “I hate to ask, but could you go outside so we can calm Zed down?”

“Sure thing,” Caleb says with a polite tip of his hat. “I’ll open the trailer so you can walk him right in.”

“That would be great. And take Leo and Kelsey with—hey, stop that!” she cries as Zed swishes her face with his black and white tail.

Being kicked out of the barn is better than being kicked by a zorse, so I follow Caleb through the door Leo holds open for us. As we leave the smell of hay and I breathe in crisp spring air, I can still hear stomping hooves.

Zed isn’t leaving without a fight.

 “He acts like he doesn’t even know me.” Caleb’s voice is full of hurt. “He’s afraid of me because some dirtbag abused him. If I knew who did it, I’d make sure he never touched another animal again.”

“I want to find out too.” I share a meaningful glance at Leo.

Could this be another mystery for the CCSC to solve?

“Unfortunately there’s no way of knowing what happened.” Caleb scuffs his pointy boot toe in the dirt. “But I blame myself for not being there to protect him. He’ll calm down once he’s with Grandma. But that’s hours away.”

Leo whispers in my ear, “He means miles. Distance is in miles, not hours.”

I elbow Leo. “Shhh.”

“It’s going to be a long drive.” Broad shoulders sagging, Caleb strides over to the horse trailer and unlatches the back door. Swinging it open, he goes inside.

“I feel sorry for him.” I turn to Leo who is tilting his head with a “thinking” look.

“I wonder if there’s any way to find out who abused Zed,” Leo says.

“We could look for clues in the news articles,” I say. “Some of the people who saw him in the wild might have more information.”

“Excellent suggestion.” Leo taps his chin with his finger. “But first we need to determine the reliability of our key witness.”

“Who?”

“Caleb Hunter.” Leo gestures toward the trailer. “Is he being honest with us?”

“His photos prove his family owns Zed.”

“Photos can be faked. Unlike you, I can separate my emotions from logic and consider all facts equally.”

Sometimes I just want to smack Leo’s brain right out of his head.

“I have looked at the facts,” I retort. “Fact one: the photos, of course, which show him with Zed. Fact two: Caleb drove all the way here to return the zorse to his grandmother. Fact three: Caleb has legal ownership papers.”

“You forgot fact four,” Leo says. “Zed won’t let Caleb near him.”

“He probably won’t let you touch him either,” I point out. “He’s afraid of all men because of the monster who hurt him.”

Leo frowns. “If someone hurt him once, it could happen again.”

I hear Caleb’s footsteps thudding on the trailer floor. He must be getting the trailer ready for Zed. He’s been friendly, helpful, and kind. But it would have been easier if he’d been a fraud so Becca could keep Zed.

There’s a creak of the barn door opening. Becca and her mother come out with Zed. I don’t know what magic they used on him, but he obediently trails after Becca, his head hanging down like he understands this is good-bye.

Becca says nothing as she walks Zed into the trailer. Her face is as easy to read as a book though, with lines of sorrow for this unhappy ending.

Caleb waits by the truck while Becca and her mother leave the trailer, and the metal door clangs shut.

Mrs. Morales turns to her daughter. “Honey, I’m so sorry,” she says as she opens her arms to hug Becca. But Becca turns away. Without a word to her mother, she strides over to Leo and me.

“Want to go hang in your bedroom, Becca?” I ask gently, afraid she’ll break down if she stays to watch the trailer drive away.

She looks at the horse trailer, then back to me. A tear drips down her cheek, to her Sparkler necklace.

“Come on.” I take Becca’s hand.

Leo moves to the other side of her. “We’ll all go,” he says.

We start for the house but only get a few steps before there’s a shout behind us.

“Wait a minute, kids,” Caleb hurries after us, holding his hat down with both hands when a gust of wind tries to snatch it away. He turns to Becca. “Would you mind getting the fly mask for me?”

“I’m not sure where it is.” Becca wrinkles her brow. “But I’ll go look.”

“Mighty obliged,” he says with a courteous tip of his hat. “It’ll mean so much to Grandma to have both Zed and the fly mask back.”

“It’s been so long, I’m not sure I can find it.” Becca frowns. “But I’ll check the examination room.”

“I’ll help you look,” I offer.

“We both will,” says Leo.

Caleb waits by his truck while Becca leads us past the barn to a square, brown building. Inside it’s bright from a skylight, with a large sink, a rectangular metal table, animal crates, a refrigerator, stacked boxes, and tall metal cabinets.

“Now where did I put it?” Becca says, rubbing her head. “I remember that day Zed came here so well…Mom calling out for me to help…Zed all filthy and scared. But when he looked into my eyes, there was this connection and…” Her voice catches.

“The fly mask,” I remind her gently.

She bites her lip hard. “It should be here…but where?”

Leo closes the door behind us. “Becca, what do you remember about the last time you saw the fly mask?”

“It was stuck to Zed’s face with blood and dirt, so I had to cut it off. Zed trusted me right away. He nuzzled my hand.” She stops. “Anyway, when I washed the fly mask, I was surprised that it was trimmed in jewels. Not real, of course. Fake stones like dollar-store jewelry.” Becca chuckles but it comes out more like a sob.

I squeeze her hand. “Then what happened to the mask?” I ask.

“Even filthy and torn, it looked expensive, so I asked Mom what to do with it.”

“And she told you to…” Leo prompts.

“Put it in a box—over there.” She points to a corner stacked with boxes.

“Let’s start looking,” Leo says cheerfully.

There are three shoe boxes, a midsize box, and two large ones. Becca can’t remember the size of the box, so we each search a different box. I grab the smaller boxes, but one is full of napkins and the other is empty except for a bent horseshoe.

Leo groans when he opens the midsize box.

“What’d you find, Leo?” I ask, peering up from where I’m kneeling on the floor.

“Toilet paper. Rolls and rolls of it.”

“Animal leashes and collars in this one,” Becca says as she peers into the largest box. “Nothing for horses except this blue halter. No fly masks.”

We search the rest of the room, from beneath the sink to cabinets and shelves.

“Eureka!” Leo shouts.

Becca and I spin around.

“Look what I found on the floor!” Leo holds out a tear-shaped blue stone the size of a quarter.

“I remember that jewel!” Becca jumps up excitedly. “It was the center stone in the fly mask. The other gems were smaller, purple and black.”

“Even dirty it still shines,” I marvel.

“Like a sapphire.” Becca takes the jewel from Leo, cupping it in her palm. “What if it’s a real sapphire?”

“No,” Leo replies. “According to my calculations of its size, density, and coloring, this jewel is 100 percent fake. If you look closely, you can see where the blue color has flaked off. It isn’t worth much.”

“Except to Caleb’s grandmother,” I say.

Becca snaps her fingers. “I just remembered the box I put the fly mask in! It was large, cardboard, with red writing on the side.”

“What did the writing say?” Leo asks.

“Something starting with a D. Or was it B?” Becca shakes her head. “None of these boxes look right. I’ll have to ask Mom.”

We find Becca’s mom leaning against the horse trailer, talking to Caleb. She tosses back her dark curls and is laughing at something he said.

Caleb turns to Becca hopefully. “Did you find it?”

“No, but we found this.” Becca holds up the blue stone.

Caleb’s eyes light up as he reaches for the jewel. “It’s from the mask!”

“Looks like a real sapphire,” Becca says.

“Sure does.” He holds up the stone so it catches the sunlight. “Nice shine for a fake.”

Leo turns to Becca. “I told you it wasn’t real.”

“It’s a real good imitation.” Caleb pockets the stone, then looks questioningly at Becca. “So where’s the fly mask?”

“I wish I knew.” Becca holds out her arms in defeat.

 “We searched the building,” Leo adds. “But it wasn’t there.”

Becca’s mother steps forward. “Did you search the cabinets?”

“Everywhere,” Becca insists. “But I know I put it in a box. It was large, white, and in the corner by the sink. It had red writing, beginning with D.”

“Oh no! Not that box!” Mrs. Morales gasps. “D is for donation.”

“What do you mean?” Caleb asks, frowning.

“That box held items to donate to the Wear-Ever Thrift Store. But I dropped it off last month.” Mrs. Morales wrings her hands. “The fly mask is gone.”


- Chapter 6 -

A Plan

[image: Image]

“I’m so sorry,” Mrs. Morales says sadly. “I hope your grandmother isn’t too disappointed.”

“She won’t be because I’m not leaving town without the mask,” Caleb says with a determined press of his lips. “If it’s still at that store, I’ll find it. What’s the address?”

“Corner of Main and Pleasant in downtown Sun Flower,” she says.

I can’t help but smile because locals call the three streets of businesses “downtown.” Sun Flower is more a sprawling suburb with miles of houses than a “town.” But people like to make the few businesses we have sound important.

Caleb clicks on his phone, and I read over his shoulder. The tiny screen flashes Wear-Ever Thrift with a map, business hours, and a phone number.

When Caleb groans, I know he’s noticed the business hours.

Weekdays: 8–4. Saturday: 9–4. Closed Sunday.

It’s 5:14 p.m. on Saturday.

Caleb shoves the phone into his back pocket and mutters a word I’d get grounded for saying. “I reckon it’ll have to wait,” he says.

“The fly mask has probably been sold by now, but I’ll check the store Monday morning,” Mrs. Morales offers. “If I find it, I’ll mail it to you.”

“Mighty kind of you, but I’d best find it myself.” Caleb pauses a moment, rubbing the stubble on his chin. “The mask means a lot to Grandma Ellie because it was the last gift Grandpa ever gave to her. I have a buddy who lives close by. I can bunk with him for a few nights.” He looks into Mrs. Morales’s face. “Would it be all right if the zorse stays until Monday?”

When Mrs. Morales says, “Of course, Zed can stay,” Becca’s face lights up in a smile bright enough to light every city in the world.

And I smile too.

A lot can happen in two days.
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While the adults go into the house to talk, Becca turns to Leo and me with excited, dark eyes. “Meet me at the Skunk Shack,” she whispers. “I’ll join you there after I take Zed to the pasture.”

“Aren’t you staying with Zed?” I’m surprised because I thought Becca would spend every minute of her last days with Zed (probably even sneaking him into her room at night).

“I want to but we need to have an urgent CCSC meeting,” she says. “Meet you at the shack soon.”

I hop onto my bike and Leo clicks his remote to power up his gyro-board. The path up the hill is steep and I’m puffing hard by the time I reach the top. Leo, zooming on robotic wheels, isn’t even sweating.

When we walk into the Skunk Shack, two kittens scamper toward us.

“Did you miss me, Honey?” I pick up my sweet, orange fur baby.

Leo’s kitten now lives at his house, so he scoops up Becca’s black-and-white kitty, Chris (named after her fashion idol Christian Dior). The kittens meow like they’re hungry, although Becca fed them before Caleb Hunter arrived.

 “What do you think Becca wants to talk about?” I ask Leo as I dangle a string. Honey swats it with her paw.

“I don’t know,” Leo says as he tickles Chris under the chin.

“She said it was urgent.” A scary thought hits me. “Do you think she’s planning to run away with Zed?”

“She’s too smart for that,” Leo says.

“But she’s desperate to keep him. What if she asks us to help her hide Zed like we’re doing with the kittens?”

“We can’t hide a zorse in here,” Leo says with a gesture around the small shack. “Zed is large, energetic, and noisy.”

“That’s for sure,” I agree. “He’d end up kicking out walls and smashing the window. And if Becca’s mom organized a search party, they’d look here and find not just Zed but our kittens too.”

“That would be very bad.” Leo glances down at the kitten in his arms.

“Our secret clubhouse wouldn’t be secret anymore,” I add, thinking how much I love being part of the CCSC and meeting in our clubhouse. I don’t want it to ever end.

But it may end for me—if my family has to move away.

I still need to get ideas from my friends about finding a job for Dad. But that will have to wait till later.

Kneeling down on the wood floor, I wiggle the string for Honey to chase. Chris jumps out of Leo’s arm to paw the string too. Leo goes over to the grandfather clock, metal pinging as he sorts through a pile of parts. I keep on playing with the kittens. They get distracted by a bug creeping up the wall. Honey pounces on the bug but misses. Chris jumps higher, but the bug crawls out of reach, and Chris somersaults to the floor, landing gracefully on his paws.

“They’re so cute,” I say, laughing as I gesture for Leo to watch the kittens.

“They’ll never catch that bug. It’s much too high and—” He stops, staring at me. “Why are you wearing Becca’s necklace?”

I reach up to touch my Sparkler necklace. I had hoped Leo wouldn’t notice. I’ve been hiding it underneath my shirt, so he doesn’t feel left out. Drats.

“Um…it’s mine,” I say.

He leans closer to study the necklace. “Did Becca give it to you?”

 “No. It’s from the Sparklers. They all wear these necklaces.” He looks even more confused so I blurt out, “Didn’t you see me sitting with them at lunch?”

“No.”

“I thought someone observant like you would have noticed.”

“I’m observant when it matters. I shut out distractions during lunch to concentrate on calculations on my tablet. I’m working on a microsized drone that will be an efficient surveillance tool.”

I might as well be talking to a drone. “The Sparklers invited me into their group temporarily, so I can help them plan a fund-raiser,” I tell him. “And they gave me this sparkly necklace.”

“The stones are artificial gems made of paste, glass, or gem quarts that are cut into facets to make them sparkle,” he says while studying me like I’m a test subject for an experiment he can’t figure out. I can almost see gears churning in his head. Are they processing anger, envy, or hurt?

Me, I’m processing guilt. If I found out Becca and Leo were in a group without me, I’d feel left out. I should have sat with Leo at lunch. I wanted to…but I wanted to sit with the Sparklers more. Now I have new friends, and Leo’s more alone than ever.

 “I’ll only hang with the Sparklers for a few weeks, and Becca and I won’t tell them anything about the CCSC,” I assure him. “Becca and I will still meet here after school, take care of the kittens, and go biking to look for lost animals. So don’t feel bad.”

“Why would I?” He shrugs. “You’re stuck with those glitter-brains. I feel sorry for you.”

“You’re sorry for me?” I glare at him.

“Yes.” He turns his attention back to the broken clock.

Unbelievable! Leo so doesn’t get it. I rub my fingers over the crescent-moon necklace. It’s an honor to be an honorary Sparkler. The best part was when Becca told the other girls that I was interesting and smart. It’ll be fun to be almost popular for a few weeks. And the best part will be sharing the Sparklers with Becca.

The crunch of footsteps outside jerks me to alertness. The door bursts open and frightened kittens scatter. Becca rushes into the room, out of breath like she ran all the way up the hill.

“Wait till you hear my plan!” she exclaims, flipping her ponytail over her shoulder.

Leo stands stiffly. “Is this an official CCSC meeting?”

 “It can be if you want it to.” Becca picks up her kitten and pulls out her chair at the table.

“Then we need to sit at the table and call the meeting to order,” Leo says.

It’s easier to go along with Leo than argue, so Becca and I sit with him at the table. We grab drinks from the cooler and some chips, then wait for Leo to talk.

“The CCSC meeting is called to order,” he says with his chin held high and papers in his hand. “Is there any old business to discuss?”

“No,” Becca says impatiently. “Skip ahead to the new business.”

“Clubs run on rules,” he goes on. “Following Robert’s Rules of Order maintains fairness and democracy.”

“Says the dictator,” I whisper to Becca.

“I heard that but I choose to ignore it.” Leo picks up his papers. “I’ll begin with the treasurer’s report.”

Becca groans. “Can we skip that so I can tell you my plan?”

“With cat food, litter, and other expenses, our treasury has twenty-four dollars and twenty-seven cents,” Leo goes on. “I can show you the exact figures and expenditures.”

 “Not now,” I say. “I want to hear Becca.”

Leo gives me a stern look. “Impatience is a waste of time.”

“You’re the one wasting time,” I argue. “We can do boring club business later.”

“Finances are not boring,” he says. “They are fun.”

“Only to you,” I say, then turn to Becca. “So what’s going on? Is this about Zed?”

“No, his fly mask.” Becca pauses to eat a chip. “I’ve been on the phone with Sophia’s cousin Devin.”

“Who?” Leo asks.

“Sophia is from the Sparklers and her cousin Devin is the assistant manager for the Wear-Ever Thrift Store,” Becca explains. “I’ve only met Devin a few times, but I’d heard he likes my friend Christin’s older sister, Amanda. I promised to hook him up with Amanda, which is easy because she already likes him but is too shy to tell him.”

“Huh?” Leo looks confused, but I totally get it. Becca is so genuine and friendly that people open up to her.

“I have a plan to help Zed.” Becca pauses then adds sadly, “I know Zed has to leave and I’m glad the grandmother will be with him again. But she’s old. What will happen when she’s gone? I heard Caleb tell Mom he’s joining the rodeo circuit, which means lots of traveling, and he’ll ride a horse, not a zorse. How can Caleb take care of Zed when he’s traveling?”

“Caleb mentioned a sister,” Leo says. “She’ll probably keep Zed.”

“But what if she doesn’t?” Becca waves her hands dramatically. “Zed deserves to be with the person who loves him best. And that would be me.”

I hate to burst her happy bubble. Still…

“Becca, be realistic.” I gently put my hand on hers. “Once Zed is gone, your mother won’t let him come back. She won’t even let you keep a small kitten.”

“Only because I haven’t told her about Chris,” Becca argues, petting the ball of black-and-white fur curled on her lap. “If I ask her now, she’ll say we have too many animals. So I’ll ask after the humane society fund-raiser when most of our foster animals will be adopted. Mom won’t have an excuse to say no to a cat or a zorse.”

Leo shakes his head. “Caleb won’t give you a valuable zorse for free.”

“He might if he’s grateful because I did something huge for him,” Becca says with a confident smile. “Then when his grandma can’t take care of Zed anymore, Caleb will bring him back to me.”

“And why would he do that?” Leo asks skeptically.

“Because I’m going to find the jeweled fly mask for him tonight.” She grins at us. “And you’re going to help me.”


- Chapter 7 -

Sunflower Mary
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I left the Skunk Shack hours ago, but I haven’t been able to think of anything except Becca’s fly mask plan.

I’m not sure whether to be excited or scared. I’ve longed to go on thrilling missions since I read my first James Bond novel. But I thought I’d have to wait until I was a grown-up or at least a teenager. Instead, tonight I’m searching a closed store.

I pull my spy pack down from its hiding spot in the back of the high closet shelf. It looks like an ordinary green backpack but is filled with cool stuff. It’s heavy, so I’ll carry only what I need. Last week was my first chance to use it on a for-real stakeout. It was exciting but not scary. But this time we’re not just watching from the outside—we’re going inside.

In spy novels, detectives break into buildings all the time like it’s no big deal. If they get arrested, they’re quickly released or escape. But I’d freak out if I got arrested. And my parents would ground me forever.

I’m glad we have permission to go into the building. Unfortunately, the assistant manager, Devin, can’t meet us there since he has tickets to an opera in San Francisco. But he’s leaving us a key.

“He was rushing out the door when I called,” Becca explained. “He only had time to tell me the alarm code and where to find the key. Oh, and he couldn’t get in touch with his boss, so he said to stay out of sight and don’t turn on the lights.”

I’ll need a flashlight, I think as I dig into my spy pack for my flash cap. I made it myself by attaching a light on a sports cap. The light may be tiny, but the beam is powerful.

Should I bring my black knit cap? I ponder. It covers my face and has eyeholes like a mask. But it’s itchy and cuts off my peripheral vision. Since we have permission to go into the store, why hide my identity? So that would be a no.

What about my lock picks? I jingle the ring of different shaped picks in my hand. They don’t weigh much, but why take them when we’ll have a key? The assistant store manager told Becca he hid the key beneath a decorative stone turtle by the back door. Once we have the key, we will disable the alarm, unlock the door, find the fly mask, reset the alarm, and return the key.

Our mission is more like shopping than spying.

So why do I have a bad feeling?

“Don’t be silly,” I tell myself, then get back to work.

I sort through my spy pack, taking out things I won’t need, like the small mirror, laser pointer, bottle of graphite powder, plastic rain jacket, and energy bars.

What I leave in the spy pack:

Magnifying glass

Plastic gloves (never a good idea to leave fingerprints)

Roll of wire

Plastic baggies

Mini tool kit

Duct tape (I read a book called 101 Uses for Duct Tape)

Flash cap

I’ll use the baggies to wrap up two BLT sandwiches, so when I tell Mom I’m eating dinner with Becca, it won’t be a lie. I just won’t tell her where we’re eating dinner.

My spy pack feels light on my back as I hop on my bike and pedal for Pleasant Street. It’s only a few miles to Wear-Ever Thrift. The store is at the east end of downtown and backs up into a park with shady trees that will give us cover until we’re covertly inside the store.

As a precaution, I stay off busy streets and wind through random side streets.

I’m not sure how it happens, but suddenly I’m at the edge of downtown, where the houses are older than the paved streets. Driveways are so narrow, cars spill over to the sidewalk or are parked on front yards like lawn ornaments.

From what I can see over fence tops, most yards are too small for a large dog to play fetch in. Thinking of dogs makes me miss Handsome. He loves to chase his Frisbee. I call him a “golden whip” because he’s part golden retriever and part whippet—two very energetic breeds blended into the best dog ever. Even though he’s huge, he used to curl up every night on my bed. When we lost our house, he moved in with Gran Nola. Now I only see him when I visit my grandmother.

I’m a block away from Pleasant Street when I slow down for yellow—not a traffic yield sign, but a fairy-tale cottage with a front yard glorious with sunflowers. There must be hundreds of stalks of golden flowers taller than me.

It’s the most gorgeous garden ever! I stop my bike, balancing on my tiptoes, and admire the flowers. They’re like a crowd of smiling faces, as if each sunflower represents a resident of Sun Flower and they’re gathered together to party.

“Well, don’t just gawk, missy. Come on over,” a crackly voice calls.

I look around but can’t see through the blooming yard. I roll my bike a few feet until I see the tiny, wrinkled woman stepping off the porch. Her face is crinkled with age, but her black eyes shine bright. And she’s hobbling surprisingly fast on her cane. She wears a flowing, mustard-yellow skirt with a white blouse trimmed in tiny brown beads.

“Don’t be shy,” she says sweetly, her amber, tear-shaped earrings dangling as she leans against her cane. The cane’s wooden handle is a carved sunflower. “Come visit with me. It isn’t often young folks stop by, and I get lonely.”

“Um…I can’t stay. I’m meeting friends.”

“There’s always time to find for a chat with Sunflower Mary. Everyone around here knows me and I know more about them than some would like,” she adds with a chuckle. “You’re the baker’s daughter, aren’t you?”

“You know Dad?” I ask, surprised.

“Never forgot the taste of his hot cinnamon croissants. Shame the café closed down. But a skilled baker will quickly find a new job.”

Not so quickly, I think.

“Come closer, dear.” She holds out a gnarled hand, her misshapen fingers glittering with rings.

“I really should go,” I say, my foot poised for a quick pedal kick off.

“Weave the stars with the sun, and this is what you get.” She holds out her clasped hand. “I made it myself.”

Now I’m too curious to leave. She seems harmless and even knows my dad.

I prop up my bike on the kickstand and take a cautious step toward her. She unfolds her fingers and in the palm of her hand is a yarn flower, golden bright enough to make the sun jealous. At the center of the flower, tiny beads shimmer.

No—not beads.

Sunflower seeds.

“Beautiful,” I say with awe, caressing the soft yarn.

“A gift for you,” she says in a raspy voice. “Turn it over, dear. See the clasp? Pin it on your shirt. It’ll never wither like a real sunflower.”

It’s pretty, like an accessory the Sparklers would wear. But I shake my head. “I can’t take it.”

“My yarn flowers are made to be shared. Some people say they don’t know what came first—Sun Flower the town or Sunflower Mary. At one time or another, almost everyone in Sun Flower wore one of my yarn flowers. We’re all one big family here, you know. Some of us just haven’t met yet. Pin your flower right over your heart.”

She’s staring up at me with such eagerness that I can’t refuse. I fiddle with the clasp until I fasten it to my shirt.

“Beautiful!” She claps her wrinkled hands. “Wear it proudly.”

“I will,” I promise, touched that someone I just met would give me a gift. “I wish I had something for you.”

She points to my neck. “Sure would love a shiny necklace like that,” she says with a sly smile.

I touch my crescent necklace. “Oh…I can’t give this away.”

“I would never ask you to do that. I’m sure it means a lot to you. Such a pretty necklace must have a special meaning.”

“It does,” I say. “A friend gave it to me.”

Her silvery brows rise to points. “A handsome young man?”

“No!” I blush. “It’s a club thing. A bunch of us girls wear them.”

“Oh, a club insignia. I do so enjoy clubs…especially secret ones,” she says. “Is your club secret?”

Not this one, I think with a shake my head. “Everyone at school knows about the Sparklers.”

“I love things that sparkle,” she adds like she’s confiding in me, but her gaze is on my necklace. “You take good care of that necklace and your yarn flower too. If anyone asks, tell them Sunflower Mary gave it to you.”

“I will. Thank you,” I say, then push off on my bike.

As I wheel away, I’m not sure what to think of the old woman. Her garden is beautiful, and it was kind of her to give me a gift. But the way she stared at my necklace was creepy—like she wanted to rip it off my neck.

And I get a strange feeling of being watched.

I glance back over my shoulder.

But all I see is Sunflower Mary’s back as she disappears into her house.


- Chapter 8 -

Shadows
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Seconds later, I roll my bike up to the back of the Wear-Ever Thrift Store.

The sun is setting, but it won’t be dark for another hour. Still the store looks like it’s already gone to sleep: lights shut off, blinds closed, and an empty parking lot.

I park my bike so it’s hidden beneath a shady tree, then walk around to the back door where I find my friends. Leo’s shoulders are hunched as he fiddles with an alarm panel next to the door. I walk over to Becca. She’s kneeling on the ground, dressed all in black from her laced leather boots to her stretchy, long-sleeved shirt; her long ponytail is the exception, as it’s tied in leopard-print bows.

 “What are you doing?” I ask, peering over her shoulder at a stone turtle as big as my backpack.

“Getting the key.” She grabs the brownish green turtle shell with both hands. “It should be under here.”

“Do you need help lifting it?”

“No, it’s hollow so it’s not very heavy.” She reaches beneath the stone turtle, then holds out a small brassy key. “Found it!”

“Yay you,” I say, clapping.

Standing, Becca wipes her hands off on her black jeans; then, she points to my shirt. “You got sunflowered.”

“Sunflowered?” I run my fingers over the soft yarn. “Is that a real word?”

“Around here it is,” Becca says with a chuckle.

“You know Sunflower Mary?”

“Sure. Who doesn’t?”

“Me, I guess,” I admit. “My old neighborhood was too far from downtown, so I wasn’t allowed to bike there.”

“Even I know who Sunflower Mary is,” Leo adds as he turns toward us. “The alarm is disabled. All I need is the key to the door, and we’re in.”

“Here.” Becca tosses the key, and Leo catches it with one hand. “Anyway, Sunflower Mary is like our town mascot. Before she hurt her hip, almost every day, she’d sit outside the post office and pass out yarn sunflowers.”

“Like this one,” I say with a nod toward my shirt. “Now that you mention it, I do remember hearing about a crazy flower lady.”

“She’s not crazy. She’s nice,” Becca says, sitting down on the stone turtle. “She gave me my first yarn flower when I was six. I wore it for weeks until I forgot to take it off and tossed my shirt in the laundry basket. All that was left was tangled yellow yarn. But the next day, I found a new yarn flower in a box on my porch.”

“How did she know your flower was ruined?” I ask.

“Mom probably told her.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” I say, but I get a prickly feeling and remember the strange way Sunflower Mary stared at me—like she could read minds.

“Becca,” Leo calls out in a sharp tone. “You gave me the wrong key.”

“Did not,” Becca says.

“The key doesn’t fit,” he insists.

“Of course it does.” Becca goes over to Leo.

“Notice the grooves and size.” Leo holds up the key to show her. “It doesn’t match the door lock.”

“But it has to be the right key,” Becca argues. “Devin told me it would be under the turtle.”

“Yeah,” I agree. “I saw Becca take it from the turtle.”

Leo purses his lips. “Then why doesn’t it fit the lock?”

“Maybe you’re doing it wrong,” I say. “Did you turn it upside down?”

“The direction does not change the fact that it’s the incorrect size,” he says with an insulted sniff.

“Let me try.” I take the key from his hand, poke, jiggle, and shove, but it still doesn’t fit.

Leo folds his arms over his chest and gives me an “I told you so” look.

Becca shakes her head. “I found it exactly where Devin said to look, and there’s only one turtle statue.”

“He must have left the wrong key,” I say.

“Obviously, but that won’t be a problem.” She gives me an eager look. “You can open the door, Kelsey, with your lock picks.”

“Uh…about my picks…” I hang my head. “I don’t have them.”

“Aren’t they in there?” Becca says, pointing.

 “They were.” I groan. “But my spy pack gets so heavy, I only brought what I thought I’d need. And you told me we had a key.”

“The wrong key.” Becca twists her ponytail around her fingers. “Now what are we going to do?”

“I might be able to open the lock with a twisted wire,” I say.

Leo steps forward. “Or we can use my key spider.”

“A spider can’t open a lock,” I argue.

“Yeah,” Becca says. “Although spiders are cool. We had a Chilean rose tarantula at the sanctuary for a while. He was soft and gentle.”

“Not a fan of spiders.” I watch Leo as he reaches into his pocket.

When he holds out his hand, I jump back until I realize he’s not holding a creepy spider. His “key spider” looks like a clump of keys melted together with metal twisted out like spider legs.

“I got the idea from your lock picks, Kelsey. Rotating gears spin into different key shapes.” Leo spins a dial on the metal sphere. “Multiple keys in a compact device flat enough to fit inside a pocket. See? I just spin the dial until I get the right key shape. Like this,” he says as he aims for the lock.

Click. The door swings open.

“You did it, Leo!” Becca pats him on the shoulder.

“Great tool,” I say a bit enviously because it works better than my lock picks.

Leo holds it out to me. “Would you like my key spider?”

“But it’s yours. I can’t take it.”

“It’s only the first model. The next one will be improved, and I’ll keep that one so I’m ready the next time I get handcuffed.”

“Thanks.” I bounce the key spider in my hand, pleased that Leo would give me one of his inventions. “A spy can never have too many lock picks.”

Becca opens the door. “I’ve shopped here a lot, so I’ll lead.” She aims her flashlight to shine a path across crowded aisles. It’s still light outside but dark as a tomb in the store.

“Anyone need a flashlight?” Becca asks. “I brought an extra.”

“I’ve got a flash cap.” I point to my sports cap, switching on the light above the brim. “I taped on a light, and it works almost as good as the ones in my spy catalogs.”

“I like it.” Leo approves, then pulls out a pair of goggles from his shirt pocket. “I brought these to see better in the dark. They’re infrared with night vision.”

We all aim our lights forward and enter the store.

“Let’s split up to search for the box,” I suggest.

“Yeah,” Becca agrees. “But the fly mask won’t be in a box anymore. It will be on display. I’ll look in clothing racks.”

“The jewelry table is the logical place to search,” Leo says.

I choose the pet aisle.

My cap’s beam is narrow, so I swivel my head back and forth as I go through aisles, to the left side of the store, where I find a table full of pet accessories—leashes, chew toys, cat climbers, pet carriers, and everything you can imagine for animals. Lots of cute stuff I’d love to buy for Honey. But this isn’t about shopping—it’s a search-and-recover mission.

I dig through shelves of horse accessories: blankets, halters, ropes, curry combs, and even a box of old horseshoes. I find a fly mask, only it’s plain black netting with fringe trim instead of jewels.

“Drats,” I mutter.

I peer around dim shapes of shelves and displays and wonder where to search next. What if the mask was mistaken for a different kind of mask?

Excited by this idea, I head over to the costume corner. I came here last Halloween for a costume and found a wicked monster mask. It was shockingly gross, with scarred skin, a ripped ear, and a bloody hole for a nose. I find a zombie mask that’s even more disgusting on a table heaped with creepy, cute, and every kind of mask imaginable—except a fly mask.

Discouraged, I slump over to Becca in the clothes area. A fly mask doesn’t belong with clothes, but it could be mistaken for a scarf or hair net. We check boxes, shelves, and hanging racks.

But no mask.

When we join Leo, it’s the same thing. So we regroup by the cash register, keeping our lights low, so they can’t be seen through windows.

“According to my calculations,” Leo says wearily, “it will take an hour and thirty-six minutes to search the entire store.”

“I can’t stay that long,” I say. “I have to be home by six.”

“My curfew is before dark.” Becca glances through the storefront window. “Mom doesn’t want me riding my bike at night.”

 “I need to go home too, to feed my kitten,” Leo adds.

I frown. “I hate giving up, but I think someone bought the fly mask.”

“Which means I have no way of impressing Caleb Hunter,” Becca says. “Zed will leave and I’ll never see him again.”

“Ask Caleb if you can visit,” I say, trying to cheer her up. “Nevada isn’t that far away.”

“As if my mother will drive me.” Becca scowls. “Thanks for trying to help, but coming here was a waste of time. We might as well leave.”

Keeping my flash cap low, I follow Becca through aisles, toward the back of the store. We’re almost to the back door when there’s a thud from outside.

“Did you hear that?” I whisper.

“What?” Becca asks.

“A thud like…like that!” I know by Becca’s jump and Leo’s gasp that they’ve heard it too.

“Footsteps!” Leo exclaims, pointing to the storefront window.

We swivel toward the large storefront window. Our lights join together to illuminate the darkened glass, reflecting back to us—but not before a shadowy figure shifts across the window.

Someone is out there.


- Chapter 9 -

Monster Mash
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“If we can see him, he can see us!” I warn. “Duck down!”

“Turn off your lights!” Becca adds as we all drop to the floor.

It’s so dark I can barely see my friends crouched beside me. And when I blink in blackness, ordinary shapes seem sinister: a clothes rack towers like a ferocious dragon and a store mannequin grabs for me with skeletal claws.

“Is he still out there?” Becca whispers beside me.

I lift my head toward the front window but can’t see anything except the glow from a streetlight. Leo’s goggles have night vision, so I ask, “Can you see anyone out the window?”

 “No one is there,” he answers.

“But that doesn’t mean he’s gone,” I say uneasily.

“He?” Becca questions. “So you think it’s a man?”

“Not sure. I could only make out a shadowy figure distorted against the window—no face, only darkness.”

“It might have been a security guard,” Leo suggests.

“Devin would have told me if there were a guard,” Becca says.

“I’ll go out the back and look around.” Leo starts to rise, but I pull him down.

“Don’t!” I say. “The shadow dude could be armed and dangerous.”

“I’m not afraid,” Leo assures, straining his neck to see over the table we’re hiding behind. “I think he’s gone anyway.”

“Unless he went around the back,” Becca says ominously. “Leo, you were the last inside. Did you lock the door?”

“I was more interested in unlocking it. I’ll check to make sure it’s locked,” Leo says, rising.

“Be careful,” Becca warns.

“I’m always careful.” He hurries down the aisle.

“I don’t think it’s a security guard out there,” I whisper to Becca. “A guard would have a flashlight and keys. It might be a thief.”

Light illuminates Becca’s face when she clicks on her phone. “I’m calling 911.”

“And tell them someone is trying to break into a store we already broke into? They’ll call the manager, who doesn’t know that his assistant manager left us a key.”

“A key that didn’t fit,” Becca adds.

“Which makes us look like thieves,” I say.

Becca groans. “What’s taking Leo so long anyway?”

I’m wondering the same thing. I hope he hasn’t done anything dumb, like confront the shadow dude. Leo’s so logical that he forgets to be afraid. I kind of admire that.

Beside me, I feel Becca trembling. It’s weird how stress has reversed our personalities. Usually Becca is the confident, nurturing one, but now I’m comforting her. And Leo has gone all superhero instead of nerdy sidekick.

“I really hate the dark,” Becca says as she moves closer to me. “Let’s talk, so I forget to be afraid. Want to hear a secret? Something not even the Sparklers know?”

Secret—my favorite word. “Tell me.”

“Okay. But if the other Sparklers knew, they’d tease me. You can’t tell anyone.”

“I would never do that,” I promise.

Becca sucks in a deep breath. “I can’t go to sleep at night without a light.”

“That’s not embarrassing. Lots of people use a night-light.”

“Do you?” she asks in an eager voice, like she hopes I’ll say yes.

I love being in the dark (except when a scary shadow dude is outside). Darkness is like an invisible cloak that makes me feel brave and bold. When the lights go out, my other senses heighten; voices come in clearer, smells sharpen, and touch can lead to interesting discoveries.

Becca is waiting for my answer. I know she’s nervous, so I say, “I have a night-light,” which is true. My night-light is in the bottom of my dresser, still in the box my Aunt Louise gave me for my birthday. I never used it.

“What does it look like?”

“Um…just a light bulb.”

“Mine is supercute. It’s shaped like a dog with a wagging tail that changes colors. The light shines across my walls like a rainbow and…What’s that noise?” Becca suddenly grips my arm. “Did you hear it?”

“What?” I touch my ear, listening.

“A scratchy sound,” Becca says.

I lift my head toward the front of the store. Reflections and shadows waver, and I imagine someone bursting into the store so fast Becca doesn’t have time to call 911.

My heart pounds, my courage stampeding away. I can’t stop staring at the window, although there’s no one there now. But he may still be out there—and we’re trapped in here.

We huddle in an aisle between clothing racks. When I shift to get more comfortable, my elbow bumps into something soft. I look up at a distorted face with bloodshot eyes and fangs. I’m ready to scream until I realize it’s just a Halloween mask on a mannequin. The mask is spongy latex, so it really looks eerily real—like a twisted human face. The hanging eye even blinks.

Who knew a thrift store could be so creepy?

“I’m freaking out,” Becca confides. “Talk about something not scary.”

“Like what?”

 “School, kittens, or the Sparklers—we still need a fund-raiser idea.”

“You said something not scary,” I tease, and when she laughs, her ponytail tickles across my arm. The yellow part of her leopard-print ponytail tie shimmers in the dark—which gives me an idea.

“We could sell animal-print hair ties,” I suggest.

“Except the other girls can’t sew.” She looks at me hopefully. “Can you?”

“No. But you could teach me.”

“It’ll be quicker to sew them myself.” She sighs. “Chloe has all these big ideas—volunteering to collect canned goods, candy sale fund-raisers, and now we’re manning a booth—but guess who ends up doing the work?”

I point to her.

“Tragically true,” she says wearily. “I had already volunteered to help out with the Humane Society Fund-Raiser but now I have double the responsibilities. Chloe is too busy bossing everyone around to do actual work. Sophia has drama club practice. And Tyla puts things off until it’s too late. I love the girls, but they make me crazy. That’s why I almost—” Becca breaks off, then leans close to whisper in my ear. “I was going to quit the Sparklers.”

 “Wow,” I say, shocked.

“I was tired of being bossed around. I get that enough at home. But when I told Chloe, she begged me to stay. I said I would on one condition.”

“What?”

I can barely make out her hand pointing toward me. “That you join the Sparklers. All but one person wanted you to join, so we compromised on your becoming a temporary member and helping with the fund-raiser.”

“Let me guess,” I say. “Tyla voted against me.”

“Don’t take it personally. She is just naturally disagreeable. But I got my way. And I made sure you had a silver necklace too.”

Even though I’m trapped inside a store with a scary dude outside, I smile.

Since Becca confided in me, I want to share with her. So I tell her about losing our home, moving to the apartment, and Dad’s disappointing job search.

“You must miss your house so much,” she says sympathetically.

“I miss Handsome more,” I tell her. “But the worse part is that if Dad can’t find a job soon, we’ll have to leave Sun Flower.”

“No!” She clutches my hand. “I can’t lose both Zed and you.”

 “It may not happen—it all depends on Dad finding a job.” I hesitate. “But he needs help, so I thought we could make finding him a job a CCSC project.”

“I’d love to help. I’ll ask around about jobs,” she offers. “My friends have friends, who have friends, who have friends—someone is sure to know of a job.”

“Thanks!” I hug her. “And I’ll tell Leo—”

“Tell Leo what?” Leo asks as he crouches beside us.

“You’re safe!” I exclaim, relieved. “What took you so long?”

“After I locked the back door, I looked out the window but didn’t see anyone. I also made sure the front door was locked.” He tilts his head. “What did you want to tell me?”

Keeping my voice low, I say, “Well, my dad has been out of work, and I thought maybe the CCSC could help him find a job.”

“I can look online,” Leo offers. “I’ll limit the search to local—”

“What was that?” I interrupt and jump at a metallic sound.

“It came from the back of the store!” Becca cries softly.

Leo pushes up his night vision goggles and looks around. “Someone’s jiggling the doorknob. It’s locked, but that won’t keep him out long.”

“That’s it! I’m calling 911.” Light flashes from Becca’s hand as she clicks on her phone. “I don’t care if we get in trouble—we’ll be safer in jail.”

“They put kids in juvenile hall, not jail,” Leo says.

“Safer there than in here with a monster outside,” Becca says.

Her words trigger an idea.

“Don’t call yet, Becca.” I put my hand over her phone. “I’ll be right back.”

Before she can argue, I hurry away.

It’s tempting to turn on my light, but I resist and feel my way down the aisle and over to a familiar table. I sort through a pile until I find what I’m looking for, then feel my way back.

The back door rattles again, with more force.

I scoot down between Becca and Leo. “Take these,” I say, then I explain my idea.

Once we’re ready, we stay close to each other as we feel our way down aisles, until we near the back door.

The rattling has stopped, replaced with a pinging metallic sound.

 “He’s picking the lock!” Leo whispers.

“Hurry,” I say, slipping the latex mask over my face. “Let’s do this.”

“Mine’s on,” Becca answers in a muffled voice.

Leo drops his goggles, and they clunk on the ground. Then he slips on the mask I choose for him. “I’m ready,” he tells me.

“Count of three, we go together,” I say in a hushed voice, hoping this works. Because if it doesn’t, the intruder will know we’re here.

“One…two…” I fit the mask over my face. “Three!”

We jump to our feet then rush to the back door’s window.

I’m wearing a zombie mask, Becca is a werewolf, and Leo is a vampire.

We squash our monster faces against the glass.

Outside, someone shrieks.


- Chapter 10 -

Clue in Blue
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The shriek echoes like an unearthly creature and is completely unidentifiable as man, woman, or kid. I rush to the window and peer through my mask at a shadowy figure hurrying away. The figure falls, staggers up from the ground, then limps off.

I want to rush after him like the investigators in my spy books. They’d pursue the villain until they took him down, snapped on handcuffs, and hauled him off to jail. But the intruder is probably an adult (maybe carrying a gun or knife), and we’re just kids.

We stay safely inside the store.

“He’s gone.” I rip off my itchy mask and turn my flash cap back on, so I can see my friends. “We scared him good.”

 “We sure did.” Becca looks terrifying and hairy in her werewolf mask. “He was so scared, I bet he wet his pants.”

“The masks were a great idea, Kelsey.” Leo holds his vampire mask out by two fingers. “I’m coming back when the store is open to buy this one for Halloween. I’ll have to practice saying, ‘I vant to suck your blood.’”

“Zombies prefer brains for lunch.” I jiggle my mask, so the hanging eyeball bobs like a yo-yo.

Becca takes off her mask. “It’s soft like puppy fur,” she says, running her fingers over the werewolf face like he’s a cute pet she wants to take home.

Leo presses his hands against the window to peer out. “I wanted to follow him, but according to my calculations, the risks outweighed the results. Did you notice he was limping?”

“He tripped and fell,” I say, giving the rubbery eyeball a flick with my finger to keep it wobbling. “Either of you get a good look at him?”

“When I looked for a face—” Becca sucks in a sharp breath. “There was nothing.”

“He wore a hooded cape or jacket,” Leo guesses. “He probably planned to rob the store.”

“Why steal secondhand clothes and junk?” Becca asks skeptically.

 “There might be money in the cash register,” Leo replies.

“I’m glad he couldn’t get in.” I gather the monster masks. “He’s gone now and should we go too.”

After I return the masks to the costume table, we leave through the back door. The sun has slipped behind the trees, and the chilly air makes me shiver. I don’t need to check my watch to know I’m late. I’ll have to pedal fast to avoid the wrath of Dad.

But a thought occurs to me, and I point to the doorknob. “The intruder rattled the knob hard. I could dust for fingerprints.”

“Only if you want to get mine,” Leo says.

“Mine too,” Becca says, holding up her hands and wiggling her fingers. “There must be hundreds of prints on the door.”

“And the intruder may have been wearing gloves,” Leo adds.

“Drats,” I say with a sigh.

I’m disappointed about my lack of clues—until I spot something blue on the stone turtle’s shell.

“Look!” I point excitedly. “The intruder dropped a pen.”

“It could belong to anyone and have been there for weeks,” Leo says.

Becca shakes her head. “It wasn’t there when I lifted the turtle to get the key.”

“He must have dropped the pen when he tripped over the turtle,” I say, excitedly digging into my spy pack for my plastic gloves and a baggie. I slip on the gloves, then carefully pick up the pen and shine my cap light onto it. “See! This is a good clue. There’s writing on the side.”

“What?” Becca asks, peering over my shoulder.

“I think it’s a business logo.” I squint at the tiny writing. “Desert Sun Train…and another word that’s faded.”

“Desert Sun Train what?” Leo puzzles, rubbing his chin.

“I can’t tell,” I say, turning to Becca. “A train store?”

“We don’t even have a toy store in Sun Flower.”

“I think it came from far away, somewhere where there’s a desert.” I study the pen in the bright shine of my cap light. The faded word is short, only two or three letters.

“It could be from anywhere.” Becca slumps her shoulders. “But it doesn’t matter. The intruder has nothing to do with the fly mask. He probably didn’t even know we were inside the store. I wish we could have found the fly mask.”

 “It might still be in the store,” I say. “We could come back tomorrow.”

Becca shakes her head. “That’s my last full day with Zed. I’m staying with him.”

“Leo,” I turn to him. “Want to search again in the morning?”

“Negatory. My parents worked out a schedule so I spend Sundays with Dad. I don’t know where we’re going, but it’ll be good to see Dad again,” he says wistfully.

“There’s nothing we can do here anyway. The mask is gone,” Becca says. “Someone probably bought it weeks ago.”

She’s right, but I hate giving up—especially when I have a cool clue.

I carefully seal the blue pen in a protective baggie and label it “Evidence A.” Not that it matters. Finding the intruder’s identity won’t help us find the fly mask.

Coming here was a complete waste of time.

Fly mask mission: fail.
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Sunday morning, I check my email and there’s an attachment from Leo with a list of local jobs for my father: a hotel concierge, postal clerk, pest exterminator, animal control officer, and mortician’s assistant.

I can’t wait to tell Dad about these cool jobs, so I run downstairs and find him mixing batter for berry-spice crepes. But when I show him the list, he isn’t impressed. “Pest control? A mortician’s assistant?” He shakes his head. “I work with food. Not bugs or animals or dead people.”

“But you need a job,” I point out.

“Thanks but no thanks, Kels.” He kisses my forehead, his eyes sad.

“At least keep the list and think about it.”

“All right.” The paper waves in his hand as he sets it aside on the counter. “But I’ll find a job on my own.”

Will it be in Sun Flower? I want to ask, but if I do, then he’ll know I overheard his conversation with Mom.

Dad goes back to cooking our traditional Sunday brunch, ignoring the paper. He’ll probably toss it in the trash once I leave.

This did not go well, I think as I slump to my room. But I’m not giving up until I find the right job for Dad.

In the meantime, I have a clue to figure out.

I shut my bedroom door and lock it because my sisters have a habit of bursting in without knocking. I set my spy pack on my bed, then unzip a narrow side pocket and take out the baggie with my blue clue.

It’s important to always bag evidence. I slip on plastic gloves, then carefully take out the blue pen and place it on my desk. My fingerprinting kit and magnifying glass are ready.

The pen looks ordinary and inexpensive. It could be just a random pen, no importance at all. Or it could be the clue that leads to the intruder’s identity.

I shine my desk lamp on the pen to study it. It’s six inches long, with a dark-blue cap that’s been chewed on. I deduce the ink is black by scribbling the word “clue” on a piece of paper. The printed logo runs from the bottom to the cap: Desert Sun Train…and a faded third word.

Lifting my magnifying glass, I try to make out the tiny writing. The first letter looks like it might be an l, b, or d. The second letter looks round and is most likely a vowel. I have no idea whether there’s another letter or it’s just a smudge.

For more info, I’ll need the computer. But when I go into the living room, my sisters are already there, their dark-brown heads bent close as they giggle over photos—all photos of shirtless guys with six-pack abs.

When my sisters finally get off the computer, Dad announces breakfast is ready. The crepes are delicious.

When I finally sit at the computer, I run a local search for “Desert Sun Train.”

No train businesses, not even a train station. And nothing called “Desert Sun.” And why would there be? Sun Flower isn’t near the desert. So I spread out my search to southern California, and the results include a newspaper and nudist colony in Palm Springs (hundreds of miles south). The closest hit I find for Desert Sun is a tanning salon thirty miles away. The faded word in the pen could be “tan” but that has nothing to do with a train. Still, it can’t hurt to check it out. I try the phone number but get a recording saying they’re closed on Sundays. (Why can’t the rest of the world realize that detectives work seven days a week?)

Frustrated enough to throw the computer out the window, I power it down and grab a Frisbee.

A short bike ride later, I roll up to my grandmother’s door.

“I was hoping you’d visit,” Gran Nola says as she invites me in. She’s wearing purple tights and a black exercise suit, and her hair is pulled back in a knot. She teaches yoga but not usually on the weekends.

“Did I interrupt anything?” I ask, glancing around but not seeing anyone else.

“No, just working on my Shooting Bow and Dolphin Plank pose. But I’m ready for a break. I’ve missed you this week—and so has Handsome.”

“Sorry, I meant to come, but I’ve been busy.”

“With your new friends?” she asks, opening the fridge and offering me a chilled berry drink.

“Yeah,” I answer.

“Tell me about them,” she says, leading me into the living room, where we take our usual seats (recliner for her and couch for me).

Gran Nola is so cool. I can tell her anything—except secrets. So I tell her about Becca being sad because Zed is leaving and how Leo is so smart, he designs robots, but I don’t mention the kittens, clubhouse, or CCSC.

“Poor Becca,” Gran Nola says. “It’s always hard to let go of a pet.”

I nod. “At least when I had to give up Handsome, he didn’t move far away.”

“And you can visit him whenever you want,” Gran Nola says warmly. “Keeping Handsome is a win-win for me because he’s great company and I get to see you more often.”

“I don’t come just to see Handsome,” I assure her.

“I know.” She hugs me, then hands me the Frisbee I set on the coffee table. “But I know you’re eager to see him, and he could use some exercise.”

Playing with Handsome is always fun. I love the echoing sound of his bark and how his big tongue tickles when he licks me. After we play with the Frisbee, I take him for a walk. He tugs and pulls, so it’s exhausting keeping up with him.

As we go up and down sidewalks, I keep my eyes open for lost pets.

You’d be surprised how many animals run off or get lost. Some are stolen too, which is the worst. Becca, Leo, and I recently solved a pet-napping mystery, which reunited lots of animals with their owners. Although we did it to help people, some owners insisted on giving us rewards. Most of the money went to buy food and supplies for our kittens, some was donated to the Humane Society, and the rest went into the CCSC treasury.

I always carry a list of lost animals. There are currently only three missing pets listed: Milo, a Manx cat; an African parrot; and an elderly dachshund named Ditzy.

When I near Sunny Slope Park, I see a cocker spaniel without a collar chasing after a squirrel. The squirrel scampers up an oak, and the dog barks at the tree. The dog’s apricot coat shines like he’s been brushed recently. I’m just about to go over to him when a woman runs up to the dog, holding a leash with a dangling collar.

“False alarm,” I murmur as the woman hugs the runaway dog, then fastens the collar around his neck.

Handsome jerks on my leash, so I jog to keep up with him.

When I get back to my grandmother’s house, she holds out her phone to me. “For you, Kelsey,” she says.

“Mom or Dad?” I guess since they like to check up on me.

“Neither.” Gram takes the dog leash from me. “I’ll put Handsome in the backyard while you talk to your friend.”

Curious, I hold the phone to my ear.

“Kelsey!” Becca exclaims. “Wait till you hear!”

“Hear what?” I learn forward on the edge of the couch. “And how did you know to call me here?”

“Your mom gave me the number. I couldn’t wait to tell you—Devin called me.”

“Devin?” My memory clicks. “The assistant store manager.”

“Exactly. He apologized for mixing up the keys and offered to let us into the store today, except I said we couldn’t.”

I grip the phone. “I hope you didn’t tell him we picked the lock.”

“No way. He thinks we couldn’t get inside. But I felt I should warn him about the intruder, so I told him we scared off someone trying to break into the store.”

“What did he say?”

“That it was probably a homeless person looking for a place to sleep. He felt so bad for leaving the wrong key that he said he’d bend store rules and check the computer for the fly mask. And guess what he found?”

“What?” I ask eagerly.

“The mask was sold to someone at our school.” Becca’s voice rises with excitement. “The drama club has the fly mask.”


- Chapter 11 -

Staged

[image: Image]

Monday morning, my alarm shocks me out of a great dream in which I’m moving into a country home with acres of fields for Handsome to run, a climbing tree for Honey, and a rope swing for me.

I slam off the alarm buzzer, then yawn and stumble out of bed. Way too early for school but Becca, Leo, and I are meeting with a seventh grader named Frankie. Becca found out from Sophia that Frankie is in charge of the drama club costumes, and he’s usually backstage in the auditorium before school.

As I reach for a plain blue T-shirt from my closet, I think enviously of Becca’s chic outfits. I don’t have animal-print clothes, but my twin sisters received matching leopard-print shirts for their birthday. These cute shirts hang abandoned in their closet because my sisters won’t wear lookalike clothes. I could ask for one of the shirts, but they only pass down old clothes to me.

They won’t mind my borrowing a shirt—especially if I don’t tell them.

I creep out of my room and to their door. I hear steady breathing, so I know they’re still sleeping. Quietly, I open the door and peek inside. Kiana is hidden in her tangled blankets while Kenya has kicked off her blankets and has one foot poking over the edge of her bed.

Holding my breath, I walk on tiptoes, a trick I learned from How to Be a Spy 101. I step over discarded clothes and shoes. Their closet is on Kenya’s side of the room. I’m halfway there when Kenya makes a wheezing noise like a sneeze. Startled, I trip over a discarded shoe but catch myself by grabbing onto Kenya’s desk. Quick as a breath, I duck into the closet, shut the door behind me, and click a mini flashlight.

So many clothes! Most are on hangers but some are tossed on the floor. My sisters are such slobs. Still it doesn’t take long to find the leopard-print shirts. They’re identical except one looks smaller, so I grab it.

Snapping off the light, I slip out of the closet and tiptoe out of their room and back to mine. Success! Not only is the shirt cute, but it has pockets. And guess what I find in one of the pockets? A parking receipt for an over-eighteen club where my under-eighteen sisters aren’t allowed. My sisters would be in big trouble if my parents saw this receipt.

Luckily for them, I can keep a secret.

The leopard shirt is too big, but a black belt solves that problem, and it looks great over my best pair of black jeans. For the final sparkly touch, I fasten on my crescent-moon necklace.

After a speedy bike ride to school, I find Becca waiting at my locker. She’s wearing a zebra-print skirt with a clingy black top and black teardrop earrings.

“Where’s Leo?” I ask, as I unlock my lock and put in my sack lunch, which smells sugary-sweet from Dad’s cookies.

“He texted to say he would be seven minutes late.”

“That’s so Leo,” I say with a laugh. “Even when he’s late, he’s precise.”

I glance up, expecting Becca to laugh too. But she’s pale, and her eyes are red, like she’s been crying. “What’s wrong, Becca?” I ask. “Has Zed left already?”

“Not yet.” She sniffs. “But he’ll be gone by tonight.”

“I’m so sorry.” I wrap her in a hug. “He’s going to be okay—and so are you. You should be used to animals leaving. You live on a sanctuary where animals find new homes all the time.”

“I know…” Her voice catches and she wipes her eyes. “It’s just that Zed is special. We got really close, and he even lets me ride him. I’m going to miss him so much.”

“I wish I could help.”

“Talking about it helps a little. I know you love animals too and understand how it feels when one leaves.”

I nod, thinking of Handsome.

“My only hope is the fly mask. If I can get it from the drama club, Caleb will be so grateful, he’ll let me visit Zed or even return Zed to me someday,” Becca says. “I mean, the grandma will be happy to see Zed, but she’s sick and won’t be able to care for him. And Caleb will be busy training horses. So why not give Zed back to me?”

 “I can think of thousands of reasons—as in dollars. Do you really think Caleb will give you a valuable zorse?” I ask, afraid her hopes are going to be crushed.

“It could happen…I hope. Returning the fly mask is my only chance to impress him. We’ll get the mask from the drama club; then after school, I’ll surprise Caleb with it.” Becca pauses to catch her breath, then narrows her gaze at me. “You’re wearing a leopard-print top.”

I nod. “Do you like it?”

“Love it! But you’re missing something.” Becca pulls out a leopard hair tie from her backpack. “You can have this.”

“I love it. Thanks,” I say as I tie the strip of leopard fabric around my ponytail. With my crescent-moon necklace and leopard-print shirt and hair tie, I’m styling like Becca.

Hearing footsteps, I turn around and see Leo striding toward us. He looks more relaxed, less formal in jeans instead of black slacks.

“Seven minutes late, as promised,” he declares.

“Exactly,” Becca says with a grin. “Let’s go to the auditorium. Sophia told me the drama club meets before and after school, so we’ll find Frankie there.”

 “Is he the one who bought the mask from the thrift store?” I ask.

“Yeah. It was in a box of costumes,” Becca answers.

As we enter the auditorium, I realize this is the first time the three of us have been together at school. I’m glad we’re not hiding our friendship anymore. I don’t care if anyone knows—as long as no one suspects that secret kittens brought us together.

Our footsteps echo on the polished wood floor as we walk toward the raised stage. Except for a faint murmur of voices, it’s quiet. When we have school events here, it’s crowded and so noisy you can’t hear the person standing next to you.

I scan the tiered seats until I locate the source of the voices. Three kids sit on the raised stage in folding chairs, papers in their hands—probably scripts. Rehearsing, I guess, for the Lion King play. One of them is Sophia, who stands from her chair and jumps off the stage to meet us in the aisle.

“Hey, Becca and Kelsey.” She runs her hand through her spiky black hair as she looks curiously at Leo. “I’ve seen you around but don’t know your name.”

 “Leopold Polanski,” Leo says, holding out his hand.

Sophia raises her brows at Leo’s outstretched hand; then she shakes it. I can read questions in her gaze and know she’s wondering why we brought him with us.

“Can you take us to Frankie?” Becca asks.

“Um…sure,” Sophia says. “You said he has something that belongs to you?”

“Long story. Tell you about it later.” Becca shakes her head, her ponytail swishing over her shoulders.

“Okay, but I have to warn you: Frankie can be moody and he doesn’t talk much. But he’s a brilliant set designer, so he’s useful to have around.” Sophia tucks her arm into Becca’s. “Come around to the prop room.”

We walk past the boy and girl rehearsing, but they’re so focused on the pages they’re reading aloud, they don’t look up.

“You probably heard I’m going to be in our next play, The Lion King,” Sophia tells Leo, her glitter eye shadow sparkling under the bright overhead lights. She leads us around a velvety blue stage curtain.

 “I didn’t,” Leo says.

Sounds from the stage fade as we step through a side stage door.

“I have a leading role.” Sophia waits, clearly expecting Leo to compliment her.

But Leo has slipped into the Leo Zone. He’s staring up with fascination at the overhead cables and pulley system, probably calculating a more efficient system.

“It’s a great role.” Becca slips her arm around Sophia. “You’ll make a fabulous Nala.”

“Thanks.” Sophia beams. “There are so many lines to learn, but I already have them memorized.”

“I can’t wait to see you perform.” I turn to tap Leo’s shoulder, so he’ll stop staring at the ceiling and join the real world. “You’ll go to the play with us, won’t you, Leo?”

He blinks. “Why would I do that?”

“Because it’s going to be amazing,” Becca says enthusiastically.

Leo shrugs. “I don’t go to plays.”

“But I’ll be in this one, so you can’t miss it,” Sophia says, checking him out like she’s interested, which surprises me. I never think of Leo that way—although he does look really good in jeans. “The Lion King is our most ambitious production ever. Frankie is super busy creating costumes and jungle sets. I told him to make my lion head like the one Nala wears in the Broadway version. Would you like to see a photo of it, Leo?”

But Leo points to a circuitry box connected to the wall. “There’s a loose wire,” he says. “It poses a fire risk if not repaired.”

“Whatever.” Sophia rolls her eyes at Leo, then points to a door marked Storage. “Frankie handles all the tech stuff.”

And he’ll know where the fly mask is, I think hopefully.

We enter a brightly lit room crammed with shelves, tables, costumes, and unusual props, like a life-size wooden bear, a tin man (probably from last year’s production of Oz), animal-shaped chairs, a pink couch, and a guillotine that looks real enough to chop off a head.

The room is so crowded with props and boxes stacked to the ceiling that I can’t see the walls. I don’t see any sign of a kid named Frankie either and wonder if the room swallowed him.

I jump when a tall kid pops out from behind a shelf. He walks toward us in a floppy way, like his arms are made of strings. A green cap covers what looks like short black hair with a pink curl sweeping over soft puppy-dog brown eyes.

“Frankie?” I guess.

He lowers his gaze shyly and slouches like he’s uncomfortable with his height. “Yup,” he mumbles.

Sophia gestures to us. “Frankie, meet Kelsey, Becca, and Leo.”

He nods, tipping his green cap further down his face.

“They want to talk to you, so try to act human.” Sophia rolls her eyes at him. “Answer their questions, okay?”

He nods again, his cap so low now I can only see the tip of his nose. He’s either very shy or antisocial.

“I hope you’re not too busy to answer a few questions.” Becca offers him her sweetest smile.

“I was working on a hyena head,” he says. “But it can wait…I guess.”

“Why aren’t you working on my lion head?” Sophia complains. “It has to be finished by dress rehearsal.”

“So do all the other costumes,” he mutters so low I almost don’t hear him. “I’m working as fast as I can.”

 “Alone?” Leo glances around the room with a thoughtful expression. “Don’t you have anyone to help you?”

“Frankie can handle it,” Sophia says with a dismissive wave. “And he has help from the stage crew on weekends. But Frankie creates all the costumes and most of the sets. I really need to get back to rehearsal. I’ll leave you with Frankie. Good luck.” She hurries out of the room.

I catch Frankie glaring at Sophia before his expression goes blank again. “What do you need?” he asks us.

“A mask,” I answer.

“Hundreds of them around here.” He shrugs. “Monsters, animals, famous faces. What kind of mask are you looking for?”

“A fly mask,” Becca says.

“No insects except a spider mask with attached legs.”

My skin crawls at the word spider. “Not a costume mask,” I explain. “A fly mask is for horses to keep flies away.”

“Here’s a photo.” Becca whips out her phone, tapping a few keys, then showing him the screen. “See, it’s made of a netting and leather. Horses see great through the netting and flies can’t bother their eyes.”

Frankie only glances at the photo, tapping his foot impatiently like he can’t wait for us to leave.

“Have you seen it?” I ask hopefully. “The mask trim is bejeweled and was part of the box of costumes you picked up from Wear-Ever Thrift.”

“If you just point us in the right direction, we can look ourselves.” Leo steps forward. “We’ll search so you can get back to your work. I can see you’re very busy.”

“I am busy, but usually no one notices,” he says with a genuine smile that shows a gap in his top front teeth. For the first time, Frankie looks at us with interest, not like we’re pesky insects he’d like to swat away. “Okay. I’ll show you the box. I haven’t had a chance to sort through it yet, so it’s still in my office.”

“Office?” I look around at the mass of costumes and props.

“This way,” Frankie says.

We follow him as he takes us on a narrow path through boxes, to the back of the room, where a few boards stacked on boxes is a table, with a laptop and piles of papers, pens, and tools on top. The wall behind the table is papered with old play flyers: Wizard of Oz, Our Town, Frankenstein, Charlotte’s Web, and many more, most yellowed and dusty.

Becca points to a newer flyer on the wall. “There’s one for The Lion King.”

I follow her gaze, smiling at Sophia’s name. The cover art shows elaborate jungle animal costumes, some like puppets or on stilts or mechanical.

“Frankie, what are those?” Leo points at a jumble of metal poles.

“Parts for a mechanical giraffe. The poles connect to make legs with motorized wheels that will roll across the stage. But I haven’t figured out how everything fits together.” He points to a large white box. “Ah! There is the thrift store box.”

“Can we open it?” I ask as Becca and I eagerly bend over the box.

“Sure.” Frankie raises a brow. “What’s the big deal about a fly mask?”

“My mother gave it away by mistake,” Becca explains.

“Are the jewels worth big bucks?” Frankie wipes his dusty hands on his jeans.

“No. All fake,” I say. “But it means a lot to an elderly woman because it was a gift from her husband before he died.”

 “She wants to wear a horse mask?” Frankie asks, puzzled.

“No.” Becca giggles. “Not her—it’s for her pet zorse.”

“Zorse?” Frankie laughs—a deep booming sound that seems too big for his scarecrow-skinny body. “Is that even a real animal?”

“Very real and real special,” Becca says. “I’ve had him for over six months, but now his real owner wants him—and the fly mask—back.” Sighing, Becca starts digging through the donation box.

I glance over to see if Leo is going to help, but he’s wandered off somewhere. Scooting beside Becca, I reach into the box. I toss aside wigs and masks and weird clothes, like a hairy vest and tie-dyed underwear. But when we reach the bottom, there’s no mask.

“Drats,” I mutter as we put everything back in the box.

“Maybe it’s the wrong box,” Becca says. “Let’s ask Frankie.”

We walk over to his desk (the long board propped on boxes), where he’s staring at a photo of an elephant costume on the computer screen. When I tap him on his green cap, he jumps with a start. “What now?” he snaps.

 “We couldn’t find the mask,” I say. “Is there another box?”

He shrugs. “Only one I picked up.”

“But the mask wasn’t there,” Becca says with a flip of her ponytail. “The thrift store records listed the fly mask in the box they gave to you.”

“Then you didn’t look good enough.” Frankie goes over to the box and tosses each costume, mask, and prop out until there’s a pile on the floor beside him. When he reaches the bottom of the box, he looks up at us. “Definitely not here.”

“Has anyone else opened this box?” I ask.

“Nope.” The pink curl across his forehead sways with the shake of his head. “It’s been sitting here since Saturday when I picked it up.”

“Did anyone else touch the box?” Becca persists. “Another volunteer maybe?”

“The others left before I got the box. There wasn’t anyone here…well, except—” He breaks off, an odd look crossing his face.

“Except who?” I prompt.

“When I picked up the box, I wasn’t alone. But that’s crazy. She wouldn’t…or would she?” He looks down at the box, then back at us. “Izzy took your mask.”


- Chapter 12 -

Dizzy Izzy
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“Is Izzy your girlfriend?” Becca asks Frankie.

He bursts out laughing. “No way. She’s too young for me.”

Since Frankie is a seventh grader like us, Izzy must be in sixth grade.

“Is she in the drama club?” I ask.

“Not officially, although she’s been in a few plays. She’s quite a little actress.” Frankie smiles as he sits down in a night-black chair painted with silver stars. “Yup, I’m sure Izzy took it.”

“But why?” Becca taps her pink-tipped nails on the thrift store box.

“She likes to hang out in here. But after I caught her playing catch with a glass Cyclops eye, I forbade her to touch the props. She never listens though and must have opened the thrift store box while I was sewing feathers on a headdress.”

“We need to talk to her,” I say. “Where’s her homeroom?”

“She doesn’t go to school here.”

“Is she homeschooled?” Becca guesses.

“Not exactly.” Frankie smirks like he’s enjoying a joke.

“So how do we find her?” I ask impatiently.

“You’ll have to talk to her mother.” Leo grins. “Izzy is only three.”

My mental image of Izzy shifts from a girl my age to a kid barely out of diapers. Did she take the mask home or hide it in this crowded room? My gaze sweeps over shelves, boxes, and piles of props. It’ll take hours—or years!—to find a small mask hidden in this big mess.

“Sometimes I babysit Izzy. She’s cute but spoiled,” Frankie explains. “She loves twinkly things—twinkly is her latest favorite word. And when she likes something, she won’t let it go.”

“The fly mask has twinkly jewels,” Becca says. “If I were three, I’d want to play with it too.”

“Do you have her mother’s number?” I ask.

 “It’d be quicker to go to her classroom. Mrs. Ross isn’t just my drama teacher—she teaches eighth grade English too.”

“Oh, I know her. She’s coolness,” Becca says with shining, dark eyes. “I heard she performs scenes from each book she assigns. I hope I’m in her class next year.”

“I talked to her once in the library,” I add, then stop before I reveal a secret.

“She has the cutest purple unicorn tattoo on her ankle,” Becca adds.

That’s not her only tattoo, I think, smiling to myself.

It was only by chance I found out about the other tattoo. I was searching the school library for a modern retelling of Romeo and Juliet for a book report. A pretty teacher with black dreads dangling like snakes down her back offered to help me. When I told her what I needed, she recommended a book titled Scribbler of Dreams. As she reached to a high shelf for this book, her blouse rose up her lower back, revealing a tattoo of a red heart with a name inked inside: Diarmad Bearnard.

I couldn’t stop thinking about the tattoo. So I did what I always do when I have a curiosity attack—I searched online. Mrs. Ross was born Sarah Ann Reid, married Bowen Ross four years ago and they have a daughter, Izzabella. Nothing out of the ordinary—until I looked up Diarmad Bearnard.

Wow! Thousands of fan-site hits for a handsome Scottish actor. One photo of his shirtless back showed a red heart tattoo with a name etched inside: Sarah Ann.

I printed the photo and filed it away: secret twenty-six.

“I’ll talk to Mrs. Ross,” Becca is saying when I look up from my thoughts. She’s smiling gratefully at Frankie. “Thanks, you’ve been a great help.”

“About time someone appreciated my work instead of treating me like a stage prop.” He grimaces as he stands up from the painted-star chair. “I get bossed around a lot.”

Becca nods sympathetically. “My mom treats me like that sometimes.”

“A simple thank-you means a lot,” he adds.

“Exactly,” Becca says, then glances around. “Hey, where did Leo go?”

“Over here,” comes a muffled reply from behind a towering shelf.

We find Leo kneeling on the floor, assembling mechanical giraffe legs.

“How did you put the leg together so quickly?” Frankie’s jaw sags open. “Those pieces are like a crazy puzzle and I can’t figure it out.”

“It’s easy,” Leo says, then proceeds to explain in technical terms that sound like a foreign language. Frankie seems to understand and asks so many questions that Leo tells us to go on without him.

As Becca and I leave the auditorium, the first bell rings.

Becca scowls. “‘No time to stop by Mrs. Ross’s room now. I’ll have to wait till break or lunch—I just hope it’s soon enough. I need the fly mask before Zed is gone.”

“How long do you have?” I ask uneasily.

“Caleb said he wouldn’t leave before I got home from school. He was going to check the thrift store for the mask until I told him our drama club has it. I didn’t tell him we already searched the thrift store,” she adds with a wry twist of her lips. “But I promised to bring it to him today.”

“And you will,” I assure her. “We know who has it.”

“Yeah,” Becca says, brightening. “Mrs. Ross is super nice, so she’ll want to help. I’ll talk to her during break.”

Homeroom is fun now that Becca, Chloe, and Sophia include me in their whispers. As we bend our heads together before class starts, our crescent-moon necklaces shine silvery, and I feel a glow of belonging.

During my next classes, I can’t focus on anything except the clock. I stare up at the wall and wish the clock hands would speed up to lunchtime.

Finally, fourth period ends. I race to my locker, spin open the lock, and grab my lunch bag. A whiff of sugary cookies trails along with me as I race through the halls.

Just as I reach the cafeteria door, a hand grabs my shoulder.

“Gotcha!”

I whirl around to find Becca giggling. “You startled me!” I accuse.

“Did you think I was the shadow dude coming to get you?” she teases.

I swat her shoulder. But she’s right—that was exactly what popped into my mind.

“Come on, brave spy girl.” Becca tugs me away from the crowd of kids swarming into the cafeteria. “Wait till you hear what I found out from Mrs. Ross. Let’s go somewhere private to talk,” she adds, leading me around the side of the building.

“Is Leo joining us?” I ask, glancing around.

“No. He texted me that he’s helping Frankie, but he’ll meet us after school at the bicycle rack.”

“So what did Mrs. Ross say?”

Becca’s face lights up. “When I told her the fly mask belongs to an elderly woman who is sick, she was really sympathetic and said we could talk to Izzy.”

“Great!” I say and we high-five.

“The only problem is that Mrs. Ross doesn’t think her daughter took the mask.” Becca rolls her eyes. “According to her, Izzy is a perfect child who never does anything wrong.”

“That’s not what Frankie told us.”

“Exactly.” Becca nods. “Little kids love to play with things that don’t belong to them. I’m sure Izzy has the mask. The hard part will be getting it from her.”

“Maybe we can trade her one twinkly thing for another.” I point to the yarn flower I’m wearing on my shirt. “I’m sure Sunflower Mary wouldn’t mind if I offered to trade my flower for the mask.”

“Or Izzy might like one of my hair ties.” Becca touches her ponytail, then grits her teeth with determination. “Whatever it takes, I’m not leaving Izzy without the fly mask.”

I’m determined too, but when the last bell rings, my stomach twists in knots. I’ve had too much time to think of everything that could go wrong. Izzy might refuse to talk to us. She may have lost the mask. She may have thrown it away.

Becca is waiting at the bicycle rack. While we wait for Leo, she shows me a map on her phone with directions to the Ross house.

“They live near downtown,” I say, trailing my finger on the map. “We’ll pass Sunflower Mary’s house on the way.”

“I wish we had time to see her sunflower garden,” Becca says. “Mrs. Ross has drama club after school, but her husband knows we’re coming. So all we have to do is get the mask from Izzy and give it to Caleb.”

Sounds easy, right?

A few seconds later, Leo rolls up on his gyro-board. Balancing with one foot, he glances nervously over his shoulder. “Is Frankie still following me?”

“Why would he do that?” Becca asks, with a sharp glance around the school buildings and parking lot. School just let out, so kids are swarming like a human hive.

“I don’t see him,” I say, peering beyond Leo. “And a tall, skinny kid in a green hat would be hard to miss.”

“He may not be there now, but I spotted him following me,” Leo says.

“Why would he do that?” I ask.

“It’s my fault.” Leo hangs his head sheepishly. “I told him I was meeting you after school. I should have realized he’d be curious. He asked how we became friends, and I couldn’t think of a lie.”

Becca gasps. “Did you tell him about the kittens?”

“Or our club?” I ask.

“No. I didn’t reveal CCSC information—which made him suspicious. When I left, I saw his reflection in a window and realized he was following me.”

“We can’t let him find out our secrets,” I warn. “Stay away from Frankie.”

“But I like helping him,” Leo argues. “I promised to come back tomorrow to assemble an elephant.”

“Frankie can make his own elephant,” Becca says firmly as she lifts her bike off the rack. “Protecting our club is more important.”

“Affirmative,” Leo says with a sad sigh.

Becca and I take off on our bikes, and Leo zooms ahead on his gyro-board. Galena Park is across the street from the Ross house. Becca and I roll into the park and prop our bikes by a bench where Leo is already waiting for us.

“Target house sighted.” Leo points to a boxy, two-story brick home with a huge oak tree in the front yard reaching higher than the roof.

Becca peers across the street. “Kelsey and Leo, you should be my lookouts. Izzy might be scared if we all questioned her, so it’s better if I talk to her alone.”

“You’re our social operative,” Leo agrees.

“Okay with me,” I say, but I’m a little disappointed to be left outside.

“If I need anything, I’ll text Leo,” Becca says as she takes out her phone.

“Texting isn’t covert enough,” Leo tells her. “Give your phone to me.”

She hesitates, then hands over her glittery, pink phone. Leo pulls out his phone from his pocket. Placing the phones side by side, he taps keys on each phone. His fingers move so quickly, I can only glimpse flashing images. Finally, he seems satisfied and returns Becca’s phone.

“Our phones are synced—like a Skype—so we’ll be able to hear and see what’s happening in the house,” Leo explains. “Your phone is muted, so no one can hear us. Hold your phone so the camera faces Izzy and the speaker isn’t covered. Like this.”

Becca nods and copies his hand position; then she heads for the Ross house.

Sitting close on the bench, Leo and I stare down at his phone, which shows pavement as Becca crosses the street. She lifts the phone to a view of the front door and we hear a chime. A thirtyish bearded man with dark-rimmed glasses opens the door. He wears a navy-blue jacket over a long-sleeved shirt and jeans. Behind him, a little girl clutches a redhaired doll to her chest as she spins like a ballerina, her white-blond hair flying.

“Izzy,” I guess.

Leo nods. “Subject sighted.”

Izzy stops spinning to stare up at Becca with curious blue eyes; then the screen dips lower for a close-up of the red-haired doll. I recognize the cloth doll with loopy yarn curls because I have a set of Raggedy Ann books on my shelves. The stories are magical, and I love how Raggedy Ann has a candy heart with the words I love you tucked inside her stuffed body. Once I put a candy heart in my Raggedy Ann doll, but ants swarmed all over her.

“Becca has infiltrated the house,” Leo reports.

I glance down at Leo’s phone. The screen jiggles, sweeping across a tile floor, then rising to the ceiling, then stopping on Izzy sitting on a couch.

“My wife told me you wanted to ask Izzy about a mask?” Mr. Ross says.

“It’s a netted mask that keeps flies off horses,” Becca explains. “It’s trimmed in leather and sparkly stones. It means a lot to a sick old lady and was mistakenly donated to the drama club. We think Izzy may have borrowed it from the drama club.”

“I can’t imagine why she’d want a horse mask when she has a room full of toys. But go ahead and ask her while I grade papers.” He gestures to papers stacked on the coffee table. “My wife isn’t the only teacher in the family.”

Footsteps fade off screen to be replaced with angelic blue eyes. I hear Becca saying, “Izzy, that’s a very pretty doll.”

“She’s mine. Her name is Rayann,” says a high-pitched voice.

“I liked to play with dolls when I was your age,” Becca says sweetly. “Sometimes I’d dress them up. Do you ever dress up your dolls in sparkly clothes?”

The blue eyes narrow shrewdly. “Maybe.”

Becca keeps talking to Izzy about dolls and clothes, leading up to the topic of the fly mask. But this little girl is too smart. She knows exactly what Becca wants—and she’s not going to cooperate.

I gesture to the angel-faced girl on the screen. “She has the fly mask but she won’t give it up,” I tell Leo.

Leo looks at me, surprised. “How do you know?”

“From the stubborn way she said the doll was ‘mine.’ I recognize that attitude because I was stubborn like her when I was little. She will never give us the mask.”

“So how do we get it?” Leo asks.

“We have to find it first, then figure that out.”

“Oh.” Leo frowns. “Where do you think she keeps it?”

“In her bedroom. I think it’s that room.” I point to the second story, where pink curtains flutter in a screened window. “Only how can we get up there?”

“We won’t have to.” Leo’s eyes gleam. “My dragon drone will do it for us.”


- Chapter 13 -

Dragon Flying
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Leo sets down the phone, so I can’t hear what’s happening inside the house. We’re both focused on the second-story pink-curtained room.

“I’ve been waiting for a chance to try out my new surveillance tool,” Leo explains as he reaches for the leather pouch he carries instead of a backpack.

“A new drone?” I ask.

“Affirmative. It’s so small, it makes my bird-drone look like a pterodactyl.” He reaches into his backpack and pulls out a silver-winged insect.

“Cool!” The robot is tinier than a thumb. It looks so real, like it could flutter into flight if startled. But up close, I can see it’s a robot—metallic with large, translucent, brown wings and glassy eyes that I guess are some sort of video camera.

“Want to see my dragon drone in action?” Leo asks as he holds a remote control in one hand and the drone in the other. He clicks the remote. Glassy eyes flash like headlights, and there’s a high squeal of energy. The finger-sized wings whirl until they’re spinning so fast I can’t see them anymore—and then it takes off!

The dragon drone zooms over our heads and past the huge oak tree, up to the second-floor room with the open pink curtains. The glass window is open, but the screen keeps insects—even metal ones!—from getting into the room.

Leo operates the remote so the dragon drone flies back and forth in front of the window. It nearly crashes into the window screen, but Leo jerks back on the remote in time. The drone soars through leaves and has a close call with a tree branch. Watch out! I think but don’t say, since we don’t want to attract attention and a family with toddlers just entered the nearby playground.

When the tiny spy swoops back to the window, I let out the deep breath I’ve been holding. He made it!

“The camera is recording everything in the room,” Leo explains. “When it comes back, I’ll connect it to my phone, and we’ll see photos of the room.”

“Cool.” I glance back at the phone as I hear Becca’s frustrated voice cry, “Izzy, you must have seen the fly mask.”

“No, no, no,” Izzy says.

Stubborn little girl, I think. Then I switch my gaze back to the remote-controlled robot. The dragon drone spirals away from the window, winging its way back to us. Once it reaches the park, it hovers over our heads, then plummets like it’s going to smash on the sidewalk—but Leo reaches out to catch it in one hand.

“Safe!” He hits a button on the drone, and the dragon mouth pops open. Leo takes out a dimesized disk from the jagged-toothed mouth, then fits it inside something that looks like an electric plug attached to his phone. Izzy’s whining voice coming from the phone ends abruptly as the dragon-drone data is downloaded into the phone.

When the download ends, the phone shows a view of trees and pink curtains. The drone view draws closer, up to the window screen. Izzy’s room is right out of a decorating magazine. Everything is perfectly matched, from the cotton candy–pink carpet to the antique-white furniture. A princess bed with a lacy canopy, castle-shaped toy box, glass cabinet of dolls, and stuffed animals on a shelf are perfectly arranged for display, rather than toys to be played with. The only thing out of place is a Raggedy Andy doll on her purple comforter. He’s propped up against pillows—but instead of wearing the usual red-checkered clothes, his cloth arms stick out through a netted vest trimmed in purple and black jewels.

We’ve found the fly mask.

But how do we get it?

An idea pops into my head, and there’s no time to waste.

“Leo, I can get the mask, but I need you inside the house with Becca,” I say urgently. “Make up some excuse to get inside.”

He shakes his head. “I’m not good at lying.”

“Go to the door and say you can’t wait any longer for Becca because you need to go to the bathroom.”

“I don’t need to use the bathroom.”

I reach down to the ground, rub my hand in the dirt, then smear the dirt all over Leo’s hand.

“Kelsey!” He jumps away from me with shock. “Why’d you do that?”

“Now you need to use the bathroom to wash your hands. No lying required,” I say smugly. “After you wash your hands, tell Becca to keep Izzy distracted. Do not let Izzy go upstairs.”

“What are you going to do?” he asks uneasily.

“Climb that oak.” I point up. “When I reach that big branch, I’ll cross it to Izzy’s window. I’ll pry open the screen, sneak inside, and take back the fly mask.”

“That’s a really high tree.”

“I’ve been climbing trees since I was little.”

“Take this.” With his clean hand, he offers me his phone. The screen is back on Izzy, and I hear Becca pleading with her to show her the fly mask. “Kelsey, keep this with you, so you can hear what’s going on. Good luck,” Leo says, then hurries across the street.

Making sure our bikes are locked, I leave them by the bench, then cross the street to the Ross house. I take off my spy pack and hide it behind a camellia bush and look up, up, up at the tree. The tree is really, really tall. And I’m kind of short.

Still, I’m a good climber. I can do this…I hope.

The huge oak shades the yard, creating shadows to hide in as I reach for the lowest branch. It’s high over my head, so I jump. I miss on the first and second tries but grab it on the third. I swing my legs up, then push myself around, so I’m straddling the branch. Standing like I’m walking a balance beam, I tiptoe along the branch until I’m close enough to reach for a higher branch. I grab and swing my feet—too far. I sail over the branch, but grab hold and land hard on my stomach. When I pull myself upright, I hear a rip. I groan at my “borrowed” leopard shirt. There’s a tear down the side.

If I survive climbing this tree, my sisters are going to kill me.

But I’m not a quitter, so I keep going. I reach high for the next branch, grab, swing up, then repeat until I’m straddling the branch across from Izzy’s window.

Unfortunately, this branch isn’t as sturdy as the others. It wiggles as I inch out on it. I clasp my hands in front of me and move slowly.

From the phone in my pocket, I hear voices.

“Thanks for letting me use your restroom,” Leo is saying.

Izzy’s shrill voice pipes up. “No, I don’t like dolls or playing dress up.”

“What do you like?” Becca persists sweetly.

“Candy and fire engines and glitter wands.”

 “I make glitter hair ties like this,” Becca says. “Would you like one?”

“No,” Izzy snaps. And in the background, I hear Leo asking for a glass of water.

I’m about a foot from the window. A leaf flutters down and snags in my hair. When I pull the leaf out, the limb wobbles. I hold tight as the limb bends like it’s going to snap—which would send me tumbling down to the ground.

Please, don’t break! I think desperately.

The branch stops wobbling. I sigh with relief.

I’m just a hand reach from the window. So close! My fingertips brush the ledge. The window is open, so just a screen separates me from the room. In my old house, I sneaked into my sisters’ room often, so had lots of practice prying open screens. But the branch is creaking…

I grasp the window ledge just as the branch snaps off. I hold tight by my fingertips. My feet dangle in the air.

Don’t look below, I warn myself. I’m not afraid of heights—in fact, I was really good at gymnastics, until my family couldn’t pay for my classes anymore. But gymnastic equipment was never this high.

Focus on the window.

The ledge is wider than it looked from below. Gripping tight, I swing one leg up, then the other.

Safe!

Slowly, I straighten till I’m standing on the ledge against the window.

From up here, I can see the street with an occasional car driving past and the park where more kids have come to the playground, their parents watching from benches. The bench we sat on is closer to the street, our bikes safely locked to a rack. Everything is in miniature from this viewpoint.

I make the mistake of looking straight down to the ground.

It’s a long way to fall—but falling is not an option. I can do this. I focus on the window. I shut out everything else. Queasiness fades and I’m back in control.

I don’t need Leo’s key spider to break into this window. Screens make it so easy, and there are no locks to slow me down (probably because they don’t expect anyone to climb up to a second-story window).

I pry open one corner of the screen, then the other, until the whole screen pops out, and I push it inside the room—then follow.

The cotton-candy carpet is so soft, my feet make no sound as I walk over to the bed.

Raggedy Andy gives me a blank, button-eyed stare as I lift him and take the mask (which he wears like an apron) off his arms.

Yay! I’ve found the fly mask. It’s made of sturdy black netting, tawny leather, and trimmed at the bottom in black and purple jewels. The purple stones sparkle like real jewels, but the smaller black stones don’t even shine. There’s an empty spot for the largest stone—the blue one Leo found that we gave to Caleb.

From the phone, I hear a cry from Becca, “No! Not upstairs!”

I snap to alertness. Time to leave!

I run to the window, climb out on the ledge, then snap the window screen back into place.

Getting down the tree is much quicker than going up, though it’s scary reaching for the nearest sturdy branch. I climb from branch to branch until I let go with a jump.

Picking up my spy pack, I slip it over my shoulders.

I hurry across the street, holding tight to the fly mask.


- Chapter 14 -

Ditzy Dog
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Becca and Leo join me minutes later in the park, by our bikes.

“Look!” I announce, waving the jeweled mask toward them.

“I can’t believe you found it!” Becca’s ponytail whips back and forth as she shakes her head. “Izzy said she didn’t have it.”

“Adorable little liar.” I smile. “But now it’s the truth, since she doesn’t have it.”

Leo leans close to the mask. “The jewels appear surprisingly real.”

“But we know they’re fake,” I remind him.

“Do we?” Leo runs a finger over a shining purple stone. “I’d like to test them for authenticity.”

Becca snatches it protectively from my hands. “I’m taking this directly to Caleb. He’ll be so impressed,” she adds with a hopeful smile. Her smile changes to a frown though when she looks closely at me. “Kelsey, your leopard shirt is torn.”

“And dirty,” I say with a rueful glance down.

“I’ll fix it for you when we get to my house,” she offers. “I still can’t believe you climbed all the way up that tree. You’re amazing, Kelsey!”

“We worked as a team,” I say modestly, but inside I’m puffing up with pride.

“Mission accomplished.” Leo jumps onto his gyro-board. “Let’s go.”

“I see you washed your muddy hand.” I can’t resist teasing him.

He grins. “Turns out I did have to go to the bathroom. Meet you at Becca’s house.” With a click of his remote control, he zooms off.

Becca and I unlock our bikes. By the time we hop on them, Leo is already out of sight. As we near the downtown area, I get an idea.

“Let’s turn at the next street,” I tell Becca.

“Why?”

“Just come with me,” I say mysteriously.

She follows me on a side road I rode down a few days ago. Yellow blooms burst into view, and I glance over to Becca, who is slowing her bike to stare with delight.

“Sunflower Mary’s garden,” Becca exclaims.

I nod at the same time Mary herself hobbles out from the porch and waves us over.

“So good to see you again, sweetie,” she tells me. “And you brought a friend. She’s wearing a sparkly necklace like yours.”

“She’s a Sparkler,” I say.

“Hello, Mary.” Becca waves. “Remember me?”

The wrinkles around Sunflower Mary’s eyes deepen as she studies Becca. “Oh my, yes. But you’ve grown taller than me and so pretty with your father’s dark hair and mother’s sunny smile. Shame they split up. Do you still live with wild animals?”

Becca nods. “Not all of them are wild. I share my bedroom with a miniature goat and two sweet dogs.”

“A goat in your room? Now that’s strange,” says the strangest woman I’ve ever met. “Do you still have your flower?”

“I wish. But that was years ago.” Becca props up her bike on the sidewalk and walks over to the garden. “Your flowers are so gorgeous. How do you grow them so big?”

“I never reveal my secrets. I’m sure your friend understands about secrets,” she says, glancing over at me with a knowing look. But she can’t know about my notebook of secrets.

Or does she? I wonder. When I met Mary yesterday, she admitted knowing more than people realized. Living near busy downtown streets, she can observe people going to jobs, appointments, or socializing with friends. She knows my father and Becca’s parents. She probably knows more about Sun Flower than anyone else—which means she might be able to solve one of our mysteries.

“Mary, can I ask you something?” I say carefully.

“Sure thing, sweetie. What?”

“I found a pen—I don’t have it with me—but it’s blue with a logo from a business I’d never heard of: Desert Sun Train. Does that sound familiar?”

“We’re near hills not the desert, and there aren’t any trains here—except the model trains in Cody Lancaster’s basement. But that’s just a hobby, not a business.”

“Model trains?” I consider this, then shake my head. “The word train on the pen isn’t clear and there’s a faded spot for another word after it.”

“So it could be a word similar to train,” Becca adds. “Like grain or brain.”

“Which doesn’t help us at all,” I add with a groan.

“Why the fuss over a pen?” Mary’s shrewd eyes sharpen. “Where’d you find it?”

“On the ground,” I say cautiously because she’s too curious (like a grown-up version of me). Before she can ask more questions, I glance at my watch. “Wow, look at the time; we have to go.”

Becca nods. “Mom must be wondering where I am.”

“Your mother was a sweet child—you look a lot like Renee. Shame about your father…but not all romances are meant to last. Tell your mother she needs to get out more and listen with her heart. And take these with you.” Mary pulls out two yarn flowers from her skirt pocket and hands them to Becca. “For you and your mother.”

“Thank you,” Becca says as she clips the sunflower to her shirt. “I won’t wash this one in the machine.”

“Wear it proudly,” Mary says in a crackly voice.

Becca doesn’t have her backpack, so I offer to let her put the second yarn flower in my spy pack. “It’ll be safe there until you get home,” I offer.

 “Good idea,” Becca says as she hands her mother’s flower to me.

I sling my spy pack off, onto the sidewalk, then zip it open. A bejeweled strap from the fly mask sparkles on top.

Quick as a blink, Sunflower Mary swoops down to grab the mask. “And what is this pretty trinket?” she says, holding it up so it shines in the sunlight.

“Not a trinket—a fly mask for horses,” Becca says with an uneasy glance at me.

“I’ve ridden lots of horses but never saw such a sparkly fly mask.” Mary shakes her head. “These purple and black jewels must be worth a fortune.”

“They’re fakes,” I explain.

Mary squints at the mask, then rubs her finger over the shimmering stones. “The black stones look like pebbles, but these purple ones gleam like sapphires. Much too fancy for a horse.”

“He’s a zorse, not a horse,” Becca corrects. “And he is very special.”

I pluck the mask from Mary’s hand. “We have to go,” I say as I zip the mask and yarn flower inside my spy pack.

We thank her for the yarn flowers and hop back on our bikes and pedal away.

I feel Sunflower Mary’s gaze on me, but I don’t turn around.

I pedal faster, not even slowing as I turn the corner.

“Watch out!” Becca cries.

A small brown dog darts across the road in my front of my front tire. I slam my brakes and jerk the wheel away from the dog. Skidding, I grip tightly, so I don’t fly off my bike. Tires squeal as my bike stops.

The brown dog pads calmly down the road as if nothing happened.

“Are you okay?” Becca cries, rolling up beside me.

“Shaky but relieved. Thanks for the warning. I didn’t even see him until he was right in front of me!” I wipe sweat from my forehead.

“He was running fast, but now he’s stopped on that lawn.” Becca points a few houses down across the street.

I follow her gaze to where the dog is lifting his leg on a bush.

“I’ve seen that dog before,” I say, surprised. “His name is Ditzy!”

“How do you know him?” Becca asks.

“His picture was on a missing pet flyer.”

“Poor lost dog,” Becca says. “If he keeps running in the streets, he could be hit by a car. We have to catch him.”

“But if we go after him, it could take so long, Caleb might leave.”

“The dog is more important than a fly mask.”

“But Caleb is probably already at your house.”

“He can wait.” Becca looks worried. “I’ll text Leo, so he can tell Mom and Caleb I’ll be late. Speedy Leo is probably already at my house. He’ll tell Mom and Caleb to wait for us and that we found the fly mask. Come on. We have a dog to catch!”

Ditzy isn’t a big dog—a dachshund. But he’s fast and catching him isn’t easy. We chase him on our bikes, then jump off when he darts into an empty lot. I can run faster than Becca, so she stays with the bikes while I take off after the dog.

When he stops to sniff a bush, I lunge forward with my arms outstretched.

“Gotcha!” I cry as I pounce on him.

He squirms but wags his tail, so I know he doesn’t mind being held. He’s heavy though, and I’m panting by the time I return to Becca. She has her phone out and the screen shows the Humane Society’s page for missing pets.

“Ditzy has been missing for two days. I’m calling his owner now,” Becca tells me as I grip the dog’s collar tightly. He’s still squirming but not as much. He sniffs Becca’s leg, wagging his tail excitedly. He probably smells the menagerie of animals from Wild Oaks Sanctuary.

I keep hold of Ditzy while Becca talks on her phone. The owner lives on the other side of town. We wait in the empty lot until she arrives in an SUV with a little boy about Izzy’s age strapped in a car seat in back. As soon as the woman steps out of the car, Ditzy jumps inside and licks the little boy. Laughing, the kid hugs his dog and thanks us. Izzy could learn some manners from him.

The mother insists we take a twenty as a reward. I tuck the bill into my pocket. As the CCSC decided, half of any reward money will go to our kitten fund, and the other half will be donated to the Humane Society.

Finally we hop back on our bikes. We don’t talk as we roll past downtown, then up the steep hill to Becca’s home. But I know Becca is worried that Caleb didn’t wait and has already left with Zed. I don’t think he’d go without the mask, but you can never predict what grown-ups will do.

When we ride into Becca’s driveway, Caleb Hunter’s horse trailer is right where he left it. There’s no sign of his truck, which he’s been using to drive back and forth. I breathe out a sigh of relief.

Leo rises up from a porch chair and rushes over, frowning. “You’re too late.”

“No, we aren’t.” Becca points to the trailer. “Caleb hasn’t left yet.”

“Actually, they have.” Leo tucks his hands into his pants pockets.

“They?” Becca asks curiously, swiveling her gaze from the horse trailer to the pasture. “But Zed is grazing in the field and the trailer is still here.”

“Caleb left with your mom in her car,” Leo says.

“Why would they leave together?” Becca twirls the end of her ponytail around her fingers. “Where did they go?”

“Out to dinner,” Leo answers. “On a date.”


- Chapter 15 -

Real or Fake?

[image: Image]

“My mom and Caleb!” Becca hands fly to cover her open mouth.

I’m shocked too, although now that I think about it, Caleb and Becca’s mother have been getting along really well. But I never expected them to like each other.

“Weird, huh?” Leo chuckles. “According to my calculations, 29 percent of perfect first dates lead to marriage. Not great odds, but if it happens, then Caleb Hunter will be your stepfather.”

“Shut up!” Becca snaps. “My mother is not ready to date. She’s only been divorced for three years.”

“My dad just moved out and he already has a girlfriend,” Leo says calmly. He’s okay with his parents splitting up because his house is peaceful now, not a war zone.

But Becca is the opposite of calm, as if her emotions are at war. With reddening cheeks, she slams her hands on her hips to glare at Leo. “I repeat—my mother is not ready to date. Not Caleb or anyone.”

I put my arm around Becca. “It’s just a date. They’re not getting married.”

“But if they did, you wouldn’t lose Zed,” Leo says cheerfully. “He’d be part of your family.”

“No, no, and no.” Becca stomps her foot on the gravel driveway. “I don’t want that cowboy for a stepdad. He is definitely not Mom’s type.”

“They’re just sharing a meal,” I remind her.

“A dinner date!”

Leo squints at her. “I don’t understand why you’re so mad.”

“I am not mad…I’m just not happy.” Becca takes a deep breath, then blows it out. “But eating together doesn’t mean anything romantic.”

“They’re also going to a movie,” Leo says.

“A movie!” Becca’s dark eyes widen in horror. “But Mom never goes to movies. The last time I asked her to take me, she said she was busy. Too busy for me but not for him? And they’ll be gone for hours, so I can’t even give Caleb the fly mask.”

“He said not to wait up for him,” Leo adds. “He’ll be back in the morning.”

“Seriously?” Becca throws up her hands. “After we worked so hard to get the mask, Caleb doesn’t even care.”

“He said he was grateful,” Leo says. “He wants to thank you before he leaves.”

Leaves with Zed, I think sadly.

“Also Caleb said to take extra care of the mask.” Leo turns to Becca. “He suggested you keep it in a safe place, away from animals, until the morning.”

“Your mother must have told him you sleep with a goat,” I can’t resist teasing.

“And that ferrets run loose in our house. But I live on an animal sanctuary, so where is it safe to keep the mask?” Becca complains with a rueful gesture from the house to the pasture. “There are animals everywhere.”

“But only two small kittens in our clubhouse,” I say, thinking quickly. “We can keep it inside our snack container. The plastic lid is kitten proof.”

“Good idea.” Leo grabs his gyro-board from where it’s propped against the porch. “We should check on the kittens anyway.”

“Yeah, but first I have to fix Kelsey’s shirt.” Becca points to me, then turns back to Leo. “You go on ahead and take care of the kittens. Kelsey and I will meet you there in about twenty minutes.”

“Agreed.” Leo hops on his gyro-board and zooms down the road, toward the wooded hill above Wild Oaks Sanctuary.

Becca leads me into a back room crowded with all kinds of stuff—animal beds, boxes, an ironing board, a treadmill, and a sewing machine. She loans me one of her shirts to wear while she cleans my shirt with a rub-on stain remover and sews up the rip. When she hands the leopard shirt back to me, it looks brand-new.

“You’re the best friend ever,” I say, then my cheeks burn with shame. Did I just call Becca my best friend? I didn’t mean it that way, but she might think I did. I wish I could stuff the words back in my mouth.

But Becca doesn’t notice. She’s staring at a framed photograph of her mother next to the sewing machine. Her mother is laughing while riding a camel. She’s in her twenties, like how Becca will look in ten years.

A short while later, Becca is quiet as we bike up the hill. But I can tell by her dark expression that she’s thinking troubled thoughts. Is she worrying about her mother dating Caleb or Zed leaving in the morning? Probably both.

Leo’s already inside the clubhouse, putting away the cat food cans into the cupboard, when Becca and I walk through the door. It’s a cloudy day, and with the shutters closed, the shack seems darker, less inviting than usual. But the kittens happily munch their food like they haven’t eaten in days, although it’s only been since morning.

While Becca cleans the litter box, I check the water bowl. Yuck—there’s a dead fly floating in the water. I scoop out the dead fly, then pour in fresh water.

Usually after the kittens are fed, Leo works on the broken grandfather clock. But he’s tilting his head in his “thinking” way.

“Can I see the fly mask?” he asks me.

“Sure.” I unzip my spy pack and hold out the bejeweled mask.

Leo takes it over to the table and carefully spreads it flat. He pulls his phone from his pocket and snaps photos of the mask. Tucking his phone back into his pocket, he leans down to closely examine the mask, rubbing his finger over each stone. I read his lips as he counts the black stones and larger purple stones inset into the leather trim. He touches the empty setting where the blue stone we gave to Caleb fits.

“What are you muttering, Leo?” Becca asks, her hands on her hips.

“He was counting the stones,” I answer since Leo is too focused to reply. “Now he’s counting backward.”

Leo ignores both of us, moving his lips silently. Twenty, nineteen…thirteen, twelve…When he reaches zero, he lowers the mask.

“What was all the counting about?” I ask him.

“I was executing the minute test to determine the authenticity of the stones.”

“Authenticity?” I laugh. “Caleb told us they’re fakes—although the purple ones look real.” I glance down at the yarn flower attached to my shirt and remember how dazzled Sunflower Mary was by the jewels. She really believed they were real.

Leo lowers the fly mask, then touches the stones. “They’re warm. Genuine amethysts stay cool but a fake will heat up to forehead temperature. Also, amethysts are deep purple with different hues, but these stones lack depth. They’re definitely fakes.”

“We already knew that,” Becca says with an eye roll.

“I’m being thorough,” Leo insists. “I want to give all the stones a glass test.”

“What’s that?” I ask.

“A simple procedure of rubbing a stone against glass to see if it scratches.”

“Not going to happen.” Becca plucks the mask from Leo’s hands. “You might break a jewel or rip the netting. Caleb wants me to keep this safe and that means no tests.”

Leo frowns as Becca puts the fly mask inside the plastic food container and seals the lid shut.

“Let’s discuss CCSC business,” I suggest, trying to lighten the tension between Becca and Leo. I sit at the table and wave for them to come sit beside me. “Becca, we still haven’t told Leo about the dog.”

“What dog?” Leo pulls his chair close to the table.

“The lost one we returned today,” I say proudly. “He ran out in front of my bike.”

“He was superfast,” Becca adds. “It was hard to catch him.”

“But we did it together,” I say with a grateful look for Becca. “And we didn’t expect a reward—the flyer didn’t offer one—but the owner insisted we accept this.” I reach into my pocket and give Leo the twenty since he’s our club treasurer.

“Good work.” Leo reaches for a metal lockbox he keeps on a high shelf and tucks the money inside. “What breed of dog was it?”

“Dachshund. I’ll find his photo,” I say, flipping through the stack of lost pet flyers I keep in my spy pack.

Becca and I talk fast, interrupting each other, as we describe how we caught Ditzy. I tease Becca about how she fell trying to climb a fence, and she points to the stains on my jeans from stepping in a hole. We start to laugh and even Leo joins in. Our conversation shifts to other club topics, like when to make a vet appointment for the kittens, treasury expenses, and studying more missing pet flyers so we’ll be ready next time we see a stray animal.

I glance at my watch. An hour has passed—I need to get home.

But my kitten scampers over and swats at my shoes—her way of asking me to pick her up. I cuddle Honey’s soft fur against my cheek. Her purring is like my favorite music, and I hate to put her down, but I do it anyway.

As I straighten up, I see a flash of green and pink out the window.

I gasp. “No way!”

“What’s wrong, Kelsey?” Becca exclaims, coming up beside me.

“Did you see something?” Leo asks.

“Not something—someone.” I point at the window and shake my head in disbelief. “That drama kid Frankie was spying on us!”


- Chapter 16 -

Spying on a Spy
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Quick as a lightning flash, Leo rushes outside. The door bangs behind him.

When I jump up to follow, Becca pulls me back. “Let him do this alone. If it was Frankie, this is between them.”

“It was Frankie,” I say with certainty.

“Did you see his face?”

“No, but I saw his green cap and pink curl. Leo told us he thought Frankie was following him.”

“But all the way out here?” Worry lines crease Becca’s forehead. “Why would Frankie do that?”

“He knows we’re hiding something.”

“And now he knows what we’re hiding—kittens in our clubhouse.” Becca groans.

 “Maybe we should have kept our friendship a secret,” I say. “We’re so different, it makes kids wonder why we’re together.”

Becca points to my Sparkler necklace. “Not so different anymore.”

I nod but feel like a fraud. Wearing sparkly accessories and animal-print clothes is Becca’s style, not mine. There’s a tug on my shoelaces, and I bend over to scoop up Honey. Kittens are something Becca, Leo, and I all have in common.

“How long do you think Frankie was following us? Do you think Frankie followed us to Izzy’s house?” Becca scoots her chair closer to mine.

“I hope not.” I gnaw on my lower lip. “If he did, he saw me climb into Izzy’s window and take the fly mask.”

“And he followed Leo here,” Becca says miserably. “Now our clubhouse isn’t a secret.”

“Frankie could ruin everything for us,” I complain with a fist-pound on the table. The noise startles my kitten, and she springs off my lap.

Becca scowls. “Frankie is a sneaky, creepy, spying snake.”

“And Leo’s friend,” I say with a sigh.

We play with the kittens while we wait for Leo. The kittens are so cute, tumbling over each other as they chase a string. But I’m sick with worry. What if Frankie tells other kids about our clubhouse? Leo has to convince him to keep our secrets.

Can a sneaky snake spy be trusted?

Minutes later, Leo returns with mud stains on his slacks—and he’s alone. He sinks into his chair, breathing hard like he’s been running for miles.

“I almost caught up with him, until I tripped and fell over a rock.” He winces and points to the rip on his black pants. “When I got up, he was gone.”

“You’re bleeding.” Becca tears off a paper towel strip and hands it to Leo.

“Thanks.” Leo wipes his knee, then tosses the soggy towel into the garbage. “I couldn’t see his face, but from the back, he sure looked like Frankie. But he didn’t stop when I called his name. Why would he run from me?”

“He’s a lying snake.” Becca twirls the end of her ponytail. “I liked him when I first met him, but now he’s enemy number one.”

I frown. “He had no right to spy on us.”

“But it’s okay for us to spy on other people?” Leo counters. “That’s hypocritical.”

“Hippo-what?” Becca squints at Leo.

 “Hypocritical is when you criticize someone for doing something you do,” Leo explains. “Why is it wrong for Frankie to spy but okay for us?”

“We’re solving mysteries,” I answer.

“Maybe Frankie is trying to solve the mystery of us,” Leo says defensively. “I trust him. He’ll keep our secrets if I explain how we found the kittens and that our goal is to help all animals. He’s probably headed back to the drama storage room. I’m going after him.”

“I’ll go with you,” Becca offers.

“We’ll all go,” I say, even though I should go home. But my curiosity is stronger than my fear of getting into trouble.

As I pedal quickly to keep up with Leo, I wonder about Frankie. Did he follow us because he was curious, or was it something more sinister? Is he a psycho stalker?

Helen Corning Middle School is a sprawling school with covered hallways connecting outdoor classrooms. Usually it’s noisy and bustling with activity, but two hours after the final bell, it’s like the school has gone to sleep for the night. Our footsteps echo as we near the auditorium. The door is propped open, and I hear raised voices—shouting, then a scream.

But it’s only a drama rehearsal, I realize when we see Mrs. Ross up on the stage, directing three students including Sophia. When Mrs. Ross gives us a friendly wave, I feel a little guilty because I sneaked into her daughter’s room. But I only took back the mask that “perfect” Izzy stole.

We go through the side door that leads to the storage room. Leo doesn’t bother to knock. He strides purposefully into the room and up to Frankie’s desk.

“Nice surprise.” Frankie looks up at us with a grin, dropping a pen and pushing aside the paper he’d been writing on. “I didn’t expect you back so soon.”

“I doubt it’s a surprise,” Leo says in an accusing tone. “We saw you.”

“Saw me where?” Frankie reaches up to pull his green hat down, so it covers up his pink curl and shades his eyes.

“You know,” Becca adds. “Kelsey caught you spying through the window.”

“And I chased you through the woods.” Leo narrows his blue eyes. “Why did you follow me?”

“Follow you?” Frankie’s eyes go wide. “You’re joking, right? I haven’t gone anywhere.”

 “I saw you.” I fold my arms folded over my chest.

“Tell us the truth,” Leo says almost like he’s pleading.

Frankie frowns. “You’re calling me a liar?”

“Kelsey and I both saw you,” Leo insists.

“Couldn’t have been me,” Frankie says firmly. “I always work here after school.”

Could I have been wrong? I wonder. I saw green and pink and assumed it was Frankie. Am I sure it was him?

“Ask the drama kids and Mrs. Ross,” Frankie says, standing from his desk. “They’ll tell you I haven’t left this room.”

“Okay, we’ll talk to them,” Leo says stiffly.

“I’ll go with you. Just a sec while I clear away this mess,” Frankie tucks away pens, paper clips, and Post-Its in a drawer.

“I don’t like a messy desk either,” Leo admits.

“We have a lot in common.” Frankie looks directly into Leo’s face as he rips up a paper and dumps the pieces into the trash. “I thought we were friends.”

“I did too,” Leo says, his sad eyes showing hurt.

We weave through crowded shelves to the door. As we step out into the hall, Becca turns to Frankie. “I need a restroom,” she says. “Is there one close by?”

“Over there.” Frankie points across the hall.

“I’ll wait for you,” I tell Becca, but she shakes her head.

“Go ahead. I’ll catch up.”

Frankie’s arms are tight at his sides, not relaxed. He marches ahead of us like a soldier going off to battle—grim and determined. Leo follows with hunched shoulders.

Is Frankie innocent or a sneaky snake? I wonder. The face at the window looked like him, but what if I’m wrong? Whoever it was knows CCSC secrets. He spied on our clubhouse, saw the kittens, and even watched Leo hide the treasury money.

“Frankie never left the building,” Mrs. Ross tells us a few minutes later. And the drama kids vouch for Frankie too, even Sophia.

We leave the stage and head for the storage room.

“Told you,” Frankie says. “I’m not your spy.”

“Then who is?” Leo rubs his head. “The guy I chased was tall, thin, and wore a green cap like you.”

“Did you see his face?” Frankie asks.

“No,” Leo admits.

 “It could have been any tall guy wearing a hat like mine.”

“I’m sorry.” Leo hangs his blond head. “I should have trusted you.”

“Yes, you should have. But you can make it up to me by helping out with the costumes,” Frankie says with a grin. “You were genius assembling the giraffe. Want to get started on the mechanical elephant?”

Leo agrees quickly, smiling like a huge weight has rolled off his shoulders. Poor guy doesn’t have many friends—maybe just us. He and Frankie seem a little alike—smart but socially awkward. It’s cool if they become friends.

Yet I’m uneasy. If Frankie isn’t the spy, then who is?

Leo goes into the storage room with Frankie, and I start to follow until Becca pops up beside me and whispers, “Let’s get out of here. I have something to tell you.”

“We already know Frankie’s innocent,” I say with a heavy sigh. “The drama club—even Mrs. Ross—said he never left the building. I was wrong about him.”

“Maybe,” she says with a mysterious smile.

We walk through the theater aisles toward the exit. As we push open the auditorium door, the wind tosses our ponytails. We head for the bike racks. When I glance over at Becca, her dark eyes sparkle brighter than her crescent-moon necklace.

“What’s up with you?” I ask as I unlock my bike.

“Nothing.”

I glance at her curiously. “You’re smiling too much.”

“Am I?” Her smile widens.

“I get the feeling you know something I don’t know,” I guess.

She lowers her voice. “I didn’t buy Frankie’s innocent act, so I did a little snooping.”

“In the bathroom?”

“I didn’t go there. That was a ruse, as we say in spy talk. I searched Frankie’s office and found important evidence.” She reaches into her pocket and shows me a handful of paper pieces.

“Looks like trash not evidence.”

“And you call yourself a spy,” Becca teases. “Didn’t you notice how weird Frankie acted about cleaning his desk and ripping a paper? Why rip it up—unless he’s hiding something.”

I rub my chin thoughtfully. “It did seem strange.”

“Highly suspicious,” Becca says. “So I collected all the paper pieces and hid them in my pocket. I’ll tape them together like I did with the letter in your spy game.”

“Excellent! Too bad I don’t have tape with me. I’ll have to add it to my spy pack. But I do have this.” I dig into my spy pack for a baggie and offer it to her. She stuffs the paper pieces inside, then we head for my house since it’s the closest.

When Mom sees me walk in with a friend, she gets all excited like I’ve never brought a friend to our apartment—which I haven’t. Mom also notices my shirt.

“Doesn’t that belong to one of your sisters?”

“Um…maybe,” I say, smoothing over the leopard fabric.

“It looks great on you,” Mom says. “I’m glad someone is finally wearing it. Did your sisters give it to you?”

“Uh…not exactly.”

“Well, they should,” Mom says with a chuckle. Instead of criticizing me, she offers to return it to my sisters’ closet.

“Go change before your sisters get home,” Mom says with a conspiratorial wink. “Becca can wait here with me.”

When I come back, I’m wearing a sky-blue sweatshirt over comfy jeans. Mom and Becca sit close together on the couch, chatting like they’ve known each other for years instead of a few minutes.

I give Mom the leopard shirt, then turn to Becca. “Come on. Let’s hang in my room. We have that project to work on,” I add with a meaningful look.

“Oh, yeah. The project.” Becca pats her pocket where she has the letter pieces. She turns back to my mother. “Anytime you want a tour, I’ll set it up.”

“Thanks,” Mom says. “I’ve really missed being around animals.”

I grab Becca’s hand and escape to my bedroom.

“What tour?” I shut my door and lock it.

“Wild Oaks Sanctuary. Your mother might become a volunteer. She said she has lots of free time since her florist job is only part-time and she enjoys working outside. She talked to me like a friend, not bossy like my mother does. Your mom is coolness.”

I smile, pleased and little proud of Mom. “Dad’s the diva in the family, and Mom is the peacekeeper. They balance each other out.”

“You’re lucky,” Becca says with a wistful sigh. And I guess I am. My family has financial problems, but at least we’re together.

Becca opens the baggie I gave her and spills paper pieces onto my desk.

“You’ll need this,” I say, then hand her a roll of tape.

There are about thirty pieces of paper, and Becca swiftly arranges them into place like puzzle pieces. The uneven pieces don’t lie flat, but Becca manages to smooth them out with bits of tape and fit them together. She must have been practicing because she’s really good at this.

Finally all but one piece—a jagged corner—is in place, a colorful image of jungle animals emerging. I find the missing piece on the floor and carefully stick it in place. I hold the tape, ripping off strips until Becca has the paper pieces together.

“It’s only a flyer for The Lion King play,” Becca says, disappointed. “I thought it would be a letter or coded message.”

“You did a great job of piecing it back together.”

“But it tells us nothing about Frankie. I was just so sure…” Becca’s voice trails off as tosses the taped flyer toward my trash can. But she misses and it sails down to the floor. Neither of us bothers to pick it up.

 “I was sure I saw Frankie too,” I confess. “But it must have been someone else.”

“Someone who now knows all about the CCSC,” Becca adds grimly.

I groan, my gaze drifting down to the floor to my shoes, which are scuffed and mud stained. I’m thinking how I should wash my shoes when I notice something odd about the flyer.

“Look!” I grab the paper and point. “When it fell to the carpet, it flipped over and there’s writing on the back.”

Becca and I read it together.


- Chapter 17 -

A Puzzling Clue
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Frankie has terrible handwriting.

It’s hard to decipher the words scribbled on the bottom of the paper. At first glance I think they’re just doodles until a few words jump out at me:

Wild

Club

Cats

Another word looks like it begins with “san” and has a t in the middle…Could it be sanctuary? Wild could be for Wild Road or Wild Oaks. Either way this paper proves Frankie was at the Skunk Shack. He wrote down what he saw; then, when we almost caught him, he ripped up the evidence.

But Becca pieced it back together.

 “I bow to your puzzle mastery,” I say as I hand back the paper. “This proves Frankie did spy on us.”

“Why did the drama club—even Mrs. Ross—say he never left?” Becca wonders.

“Maybe they didn’t know,” I guess. “They saw him go into the storage room but not leave.”

“How did he sneak out?”

I rub my chin for a moment. “Could there be a back door?”

“There must be.” Becca nods. “Large buildings usually have lots of exits.”

“So Frankie left through the back door, then returned the same way, and no one knew he left,” I guess.

“What a sneaky snake.” Becca scowls.

“He was convincing,” I say. “He should be acting in the drama club.”

“As a villain,” Becca adds bitterly.

I stare down at the scribbled words, a trail of guilt adding up. “Frankie wrote down what he saw. He followed Leo to Wild Oaks Sanctuary, then climbed up the hill and through the trail to our clubhouse, where he spied in the window.”

“Exactly,” Becca says with a triumphant snap of her fingers. “Now all we have to do is confront him and make him explain.” She sits on the edge of the bed, a worried look creasing her face. “But how do we tell Leo?”

“Oh” is all I say because I don’t have a better answer.

I sit on the bed beside her, our legs dangling over my carpet. Leo seemed happy to work on the costumes for Frankie. I’ve never seen Leo so relaxed. He’s going to be so disappointed when he realizes Frankie lied.

“Do we have to tell Leo?” I ask Becca.

“Yeah.” Becca blows out a heavy sigh. “But it can wait.”

“We’ll tell him tomorrow,” I agree, and we shake on it.

Becca isn’t in a hurry to return to her empty house, so we study for a science quiz. We work until the aroma of homemade corn bread and spicy chili is too strong to ignore. My parents invite Becca to join us, and suddenly an ordinary night becomes a party.

My family—even my sisters who usually look down on middle schoolers—are fascinated by Becca’s stories of living on a wild animal sanctuary. She tells us about a dog with the hiccups, being sneezed on by the zorse, and a duck that fell in love with a cat.

It’s dark by the time dinner is over. My parents offer to drive Becca home, and I tag along with them. After putting her bike in the rear of our SUV, I sit in the backseat beside Becca. My parents have the radio blasting ’80s songs, so Becca and I have to lean close to hear each other.

“I really like your family,” Becca confides.

“And they like you too. Usually my brother can’t wait to leave the table, but he stayed for Dad’s blueberry cheesecake.”

“It was delish! Your dad’s an amazing cook. It’s cool your mom might volunteer to help at the sanctuary. She’s easy to talk to—the opposite of my mom,” Becca adds wistfully. “Mom used to be fun—before Dad left.”

I remember Mrs. Morales saying how hard it was to run a sanctuary alone. I’ve never asked Becca about her father and only know he’s living in Washington. “Maybe your mother is lonely,” I say.

“How could she be lonely when she has me? Yeah, we argue, but I help her out a lot. She doesn’t need anyone else.”

 “Are you sure?” I ask softly. “You’re not home that much with school, the CCSC, and the Sparklers.”

“Mom isn’t home tonight,” Becca complains. “She’s with that cowboy.”

We don’t say much after this. I hum along to the song coming from the front seat radio. I watch Becca twirling the end of her ponytail and realize I’m twirling mine too. Streets, houses, and cars blur by as I try to think of something to say that has nothing to do with her mother, Caleb, or Zed. So I talk about the Sparklers.

“Any new ideas for the fund-raiser booth?” I ask.

“Only old boring ideas. We’ll probably do face painting again.”

“But even Tyla admits that wasn’t profitable. Your hair ties are so pretty; they would sell like crazy,” I say, reaching up to touch my leopard hair tie. “I’m wearing mine the same way you wear yours.”

She gives me a startled look. “Why did you change your hairstyle?”

“Because yours looks so great on you. I admire your creative style.”

“But your style is you,” she says so loudly my mother glances at us from the front seat. “You’re already coolness. And you have a great family. I hardly ever see my dad, and when I try to talk to Mom, we end up shouting.”

“So don’t talk—listen. Give your mom a chance.”

“She won’t give me a chance.” Becca shakes her head.

“Sure she will, if you give her your big smile that wins everyone over. People naturally like you. I envy that. Before I started hanging out with the Sparklers, no one even knew my name.”

“I did,” Becca says. “You sat behind me in homeroom, and I admired how smart you were. Whenever the teacher asked you a question, you got it right without coming off like a smarty-pants. I wanted to get to know you, but whenever I turned around to talk, you looked away.”

“I did?” I ask, surprised.

“I thought you didn’t like me, so I gave up trying to talk to you.”

I can hardly believe this. I think back to the times I stared at the back of her head, wishing she’d talk to me. And to think she was wishing the same thing! If we hadn’t rescued kittens together, we wouldn’t be friends.

“Once I tried to dye a pink stripe in my hair like yours,” I confess.

 “Don’t try to be like me.” She takes my hand and looks directly into my eyes. “I like the way you are and others do too. Wear your hair loose, put on comfy jeans, and go back to sitting with your other friends at lunch if you want.”

“I don’t want to—I really like the Sparklers.”

“Even Tyla?” Becca asks doubtfully.

“Well…I’m working on it. But you’re right. I’d rather wear jeans and T-shirts minus all the sparkles—except my necklace.” I reach up to trace the smooth crescent shape.

“Just be Kelsey,” Becca says as the car slows to drive under the archway announcing Wild Oaks Sanctuary. She unfastens her seat belt, then leans over to whisper in my ear. “I think you’re the coolest girl ever.”
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As I’m getting ready for bed that night, I can’t stop smiling.

Becca thinks I’m cool.

This is better than every awesome holiday and birthday present combined. And I really do like who I am—not a sparkly girl, just plain Kelsey Case. If I’m in a ponytail mood, I’ll wear one of Becca’s hair ties. But otherwise, it’s back to comfy T-shirts and jeans and my hair loose around my shoulders. I’m not going to be like anyone but me starting tomorrow.

Tomorrow, I think with a jolt, Zed will be gone.

And we didn’t solve the mystery of who abused him.

As I slip into my pajamas, question marks whirl though my head. We found the fly mask but we don’t know who dropped the blue pen I labeled “Evidence A.” Did the shadow dude plan to rob the thrift store? Or was it a homeless person looking for a place to sleep?

That night, I toss and turn like the fairy-tale princess troubled by a tiny pea beneath her mattress. Only my troubles feel boulder sized. Who abused Zed? Why did Frankie spy on us? Will my father ever find a job? Who tried to break into the thrift store? What do the words on the blue pen mean?

Desert Sun Train…train, brain, rain, stain…

Questions whirl, spin and torment me until—

“That’s it!” I jerk up in my bed.

I glance at my illuminated clock flashing 3:14 a.m. It’s pitch-dark outside, but a light bursts bright inside my head. Clues add up and point to one person.

But I need proof.

Tossing a robe over my pajamas, I race from my room into the living room and power up the computer. I pull up a search engine and type a name.

A few links come up, but they don’t match my suspect. I try a search combined with the word horse.

Bingo!

There is it!

I think back to when Becca first told us Zed’s owner was coming to take him away. She suspected that Caleb Hunter was a fraud and didn’t really own Zed. But Leo’s web search confirmed Caleb Hunter did indeed live in Nevada, was the grandson of Zed’s owner, and trained horses at D. S. Ranch.

D. S. Ranch, I ponder. Why does that ranch sound so familiar?

The more I look at D. S. Ranch, the more my brain tingles. Could D. S. stand for Desert Sun? Desert Sun Train—the words on the blue pen! Only it’s “training,” as in someone who trains horses. Not a sand and dune desert, but a high desert of sage and chaparral.

Hello, Caleb Hunter: suspect number one.

But what’s Caleb’s motive? Is he more interested in Zed or the fly mask? He was eager to leave with Zed—until he found out the fly mask was missing. When Becca’s mom told him the mask had been donated to the thrift store, he said he’d wait till Monday to look for it. Yet he didn’t wait. He hid his identity like a thief and tried to break into the store. Only we scared him away, and he tripped over a turtle and dropped his blue pen. If I’d seen him the next day I bet he would have been limping.

Why go to so much trouble for a bejeweled fly mask? The answer is obvious—the jewels must be real and worth thousands. That would explain why Caleb is so eager to find the mask but not why he lied to us. Did he think we would keep the mask for ourselves if we thought it was valuable?

But Caleb wasn’t the only one who said the jewels were fakes. Leo’s authenticity test proved the jewels weren’t real. How can I find out the truth? I can’t believe anything Caleb says, and his grandmother is too ill to ask. Who else might know?

I go back to the computer and skim through the information on Caleb Hunter until my gaze stops on the name Carol Hunter-Bowling.

Caleb’s sister.

Hunter-Bowling isn’t a common name, so it’s easy to search for her. She’s a real estate agent and her website gives a business address, phone number, and email. I can’t call in the middle of the night, but I can send an email.

Do I address it to Miss, Mrs., or Ms. Hunter-Bowling? A husband isn’t mentioned, so I can’t tell if she’s single, married, or divorced. I settle on just her first name and hope that’s okay.

Now what do I write? I need to let her know right away I’m a friend and not a spammer. I should also say I’m sorry her grandma may be dying, but tactful like, not a blunt, “Is your grandma dead yet?” And I want to ask if the fly mask jewels are real.

I start off with “I like your zorse,” then hit delete and replace it with “My friend has your grandma’s zorse.” Hmmm, still doesn’t work. So I rewrite again, adding three words. Next I type, “I hope your grandma is feeling bitter.” Oops, typo. I change “bitter” to “better.” I add two more sentences and it seems perfect—until I realize I called the zorse “Zed” instead of “Domino.” Another rewrite and I’m done.

Dear Carol,

My friend has been caring for your grandma’s zorse. I hope your grandma is feeling better. She’ll be happy when your brother returns Domino. I have some questions about the fly mask. Can you call or email me?

Sincerely,
Kelsey Case

I add my phone number, then hit send.

When I crawl back under my covers, I fall into a sleep so deep that I don’t wake up until I hear Mom calling my name.

“Kelsey, Kelsey!” I open one sleepy eye and see my mother peeking into my room. “Why aren’t you up yet?”

Slowly, I sit up in bed and stretch out my arms.

“You have a phone call,” Mom says, holding out the phone to me. “It’s Becca, and she sounds upset. Let me know if there’s anything I can do for her.”

“I will.” I jump out of bed and take the phone.

“Becca, what’s up?” I say into the phone as the door thuds shut behind Mom.

“Something terrible has happened,” Becca says, her voice cracking. “I got up early and went to the Skunk Shack—”

“The kittens!” I interrupt. “Are they okay?”

“They’re fine. But when I went to get the fly mask, it was gone.” I hear tears in her voice. “The fly mask has been stolen.”


- Chapter 18 -

A Shocking Call
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“Mom!” I shout as I rush down the hall. Her bedroom door is open, and she’s standing in front of her free-standing mirror, holding up a blue pleated skirt and matching vest.

“Is Becca okay?” Mom drops the clothes on her bed and comes over to put her arm around me. “When I talked to her last night, she seemed stressed.”

“She’s not hurt or anything, but she’s having a crisis and wants me to come over.”

Mom frowns. “I can’t drive you because I have an important appointment.”

“I can get there quickly on my bike.” I look up at her hopefully. “Can I go?”

 “Of course. If Becca needs you, you have to go to her.”

Then you know what my mother does? She calls my school to say I’ll be late.

“You’re the best,” I say and give her the biggest hug ever.

I consider calling Leo, but I’m sure Becca already texted him about the theft. He’s probably on his way to her house.

Hurriedly, I slip into the first pair of jeans I find and put on a comfy green T-shirt. As I reach for my backpack, I notice the yarn sunflower on my dresser. I grab it for luck. I need all the luck I can get today.

Slinging my backpack over my shoulder, I race downstairs. Dad is flipping bacon chocolate chip pancakes (a combo that’s surprisingly yummy), and he insists I take one. I curl one in my hand like a pancake-burrito and start for the door.

It’s chilly and wind flings my hair around my face. As the door shuts behind me, I hear the phone ringing, but it’s hardly ever for me, so I hurry down the stairs for the apartment’s bike rack.

I’m unlocking my bike chain when I hear Mom shout my name. I look up to find her leaning against the second-floor rail and waving the phone.

It must be Becca! I think anxiously as I race back up the stairs. Has she found the fly mask?

When I put the phone to my ear, I hear a strange woman’s voice.

“Is this Kelsey Case?” She sounds about Mom’s age.

“Yes.” I bite my lip as I glance down at my watch. “I’m in a hurry…”

“So am I,” the woman says firmly. “I just read your email.”

“Email?”

“You sent it last night…well, this morning,” she adds. “I’m Carol Hunter-Bowling.”

“Oh!” I almost stumble down the stairs. “Caleb’s sister.”

“Unfortunately.” Her voice drips bitterness. “I was shocked by your email. I thought Domino was dead.”

“He’s very much alive. Didn’t your brother tell you?”

“We don’t talk,” she says bluntly. “You wrote that Cal was bringing Domino home to our grandmother?”

“Yes.” I smile, imagining the happy reunion. “My friend Becca—she lives at the Wild Oaks Sanctuary—has been caring for Ze…I mean…Domino for over six months, and he’s doing great. His scars are healed and Becca can even ride him. She really loves him.”

“I’m glad someone there does, because my brother doesn’t.”

I switch the phone to my other ear to make sure I heard right. “Caleb told us he was heartbroken when Domino ran away.”

“Of course he told you that,” Carol says sarcastically. “Cal is very good at saying what people want to hear.”

“What do you mean? Caleb cares a lot about the zorse. And he’s worried about his grandma. He almost cried when he spoke about her being so sick…maybe dying.”

“Grandma was in bad shape after the stroke, but now she’s getting around on a walker and the doctor says she can move back to the ranch soon. She’s reluctant to go home though, because Domino isn’t there.”

“Caleb is bringing him back today,” I point out.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Carol says doubtfully. “I don’t know what scheme my brother is up to, but I don’t trust him—especially with the zorse.”

“I don’t understand. He showed us photos of your family with the zorse, and everyone looked happy together. He trains horses, so he must love animals.”

“Cal is good with horses, and he’s a decent horse trainer. But a zorse is not a horse and can’t be forced to learn.” Her voice rises with anger. “Grandma warned Caleb over and over not to use harsh training techniques on Domino. But my brother couldn’t get that through his thick head.”

“He tried to train Zed…I mean, Domino?”

“Yes, even after Grandma ordered him to stay away from Domino. My brother is not a terrible person, but he has a terrible temper. And his pride couldn’t take being bested by an animal. He tried to force Domino into submission with brute force. I don’t blame Domino for fighting back.”

Even though I’m afraid to ask, I do anyway. “What happened?”

“My brother whipped Domino.”

I gasp, remembering Becca describing how Zed had been beaten. “No! Caleb was the one who did that? But I thought Zed ran away because he was spooked by an ambulance, then was hurt during the months he was missing.”

“The ambulance did spook him, but Cal did all the hurting. Since I was riding to the hospital with Grandma, Cal said he’d stay at the ranch and take care of the zorse.”

Caleb also told us he would “take care” of Zed. I shudder at the new terrible meaning of those words.

“I wouldn’t have known what really happened if Grandma didn’t have a security camera on the corral,” Carol continues. “Unfortunately, it was weeks before I checked the video. By then, I thought Domino was dead and didn’t want to add to Grandma’s grief by telling her what Caleb did. I confronted Caleb though, and threatened to turn the video over to the police if he ever hurt another animal.” Her voice cracks. “I still have nightmares about that video. It made me sick to watch that poor zorse whipped until he fought back and bit my brother.”

I think back to the ugly scars on Caleb’s arm. He told us a horse tossed him into barbed wire. But he was lying…about everything.

“Why did Caleb come to Wild Oaks?” I say, gripping the phone tightly. “If he hates the zorse, why drive hundreds of miles to return him to your grandmother?”

“He has no intention of returning the zorse,” Carol says furiously. “I’m sure of it.”

 “But he’s picking him up this morning.”

“That scares me because my brother never forgets a grudge. Domino bit him, which is a blow to his pride. Cal is out for revenge.”

I gasp. “Do you think he’s going to hurt Zed?”

“He already did once,” she says sadly. “I’ll do what I can to stop him. I’m getting in my car now, and I’ll be at Wild Oaks Sanctuary in a few hours. Tell your friend to stall my brother until I can get there.”

I hurry over to my bike. “I’m going to Becca’s house right now.”

“Good,” she says, sounding relieved. “No matter what happens, do not leave my brother alone with the zorse.”

“I won’t,” I promise.

As I click off the phone, my thoughts race faster than my pounding heart.

It’s hard to imagine Caleb, the sweet-talking cowboy, beating an animal. Becca was suspicious of him until he showed the video of Zed/Domino as a foal. But her first impression was right, and we never should have trusted him.

My hands shake as I dial Becca’s cell number. It rings over and over until her voice mail invites me to leave a message.

 “Becca, why aren’t you answering?” I rant at the phone, “Zed is in trouble! I have to warn you about Caleb! Don’t let him take Zed!”

I stare at the phone anxiously. If I can’t talk to Becca, I should try her mother—except I don’t have her mother’s number. I could look up Wild Oak Sanctuary’s number, but that would mean losing precious time by going back inside the house and searching for a phone book or waiting for our outdated computer to power up.

It’s quicker to bike to Becca’s.

Hopping on my bike seat, I pedal faster than I ever have in my life. It’s not until I’m blocks away that I realize I’m still holding the house phone. Oops. It’s just an extension anyway, not the main phone. When I stop at an intersection, I toss it into my backpack on top of my English literature book.

My legs pump up and down, wheels spinning so fast my spokes are a blur. I think back to when we met Caleb. Becca was suspicious of him. But he was just so nice…maybe too nice? When he showed us the video and told stories about his family, even Becca liked him.

He fooled all of us.

Was he the one who stole the fly mask? I wonder as I hit a bump in the road and bounce up and down on my seat. I was so shocked by Carol’s call, I forgot to ask her if the fly mask jewels are fake or real. Not that it matters now. The mask is gone. Caleb is the most likely thief. But why take the mask when we were going to give it to him? Unless he wanted to make sure no one knew he had it. But how could he know where Becca hid it?

Downtown rushes by in a blur of cars and businesses. I practically fly up Wild Road, my throat aching from breathing hard. Faster, I urge myself. I have to get there before Caleb comes for Zed. It won’t be easy stalling Caleb, but Becca, Leo (if he’s there), and I will figure something out. Mrs. Morales might help too—if she believes me. She did just go out on a date with Caleb, maybe even kissed him. Yuck.

Hurry, hurry! I tell myself. But Wild Road is steeper near the top of the hill and my legs ache. I grip the handlebars tightly as I push myself faster.

At the crest of the hill, I pass the dirt road we usually take when we go to the Skunk Shack and continue on to the long driveway into Wild Oaks Sanctuary. A wooden sign etched with animal drawings welcomes me to the sanctuary.

Gravel crunches beneath my tires as I near the last curve in the driveway and see the red, pointed top of the barn.

I cross my fingers that Caleb’s horse trailer is still parked by the barn. It’ll be even better if the truck, which Caleb has been using to drive around town, isn’t there.

Turning the corner, I see the trailer, but it’s not parked by the barn.

It’s not parked at all—it’s moving!

Pulled by Caleb’s white truck, the large horse trailer slowly backs up, turning around to pull out of the driveway. Through a trailer window, I glimpse a black-and-white tail.

Caleb is leaving with Zed!

I watch in horror as the truck moves in slow motion, wheels backing up, turning, straightening, then rolling forward.

Where are Becca, Leo, and Mrs. Morales?

I want to scream for help. But screaming would attract Caleb’s attention and let him know I’ve found out about his lies.

Exhaust puffs from the truck. I smell the acrid odor of diesel. In seconds, the truck will pass me on the road then drive away—with Zed.

I’m the only one who knows Zed is in danger.

But what can I do?

I hear Carol’s warning in my head: “No matter what happens, do not leave my brother alone with the zorse.”

“I won’t,” I vow with grim determination.

No time to find someone to help—it’s all up to me. Dropping my bike between bushes bordering the driveway, I duck down low and creep around the bushes. I wait until the horse trailer is parallel to me, hoping to jump into the back and let Zed out. But the back is shut tight with a heavy steel latch.

There’s no latch on the tack room door though.

Running to the side of the trailer, I yank it open.

And I jump inside.


- Chapter 19 -

Shake, Rattle, and Ride
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This is either the stupidest or the bravest thing I’ve ever done.

I’m being rattled in a giant tin can that smells strongly of leather and hay. The metal floor beneath my feet shakes. Around me, boxes, bottles, saddles, bridles, cinches, and hanging lead ropes sway and rattle. I grab on to a shelf so I don’t topple over, not that’s there room to fall. The small tack room is like a closet on wheels.

Now what do I do? I thought there would be an inside door leading from here to the horse stall, but nope. I can hear thumps from Zed moving around, but there isn’t even a window to see him through. The walls around me are solid metal.

Why didn’t I think before I jumped?

The smart move would have been to find Becca or her mom. But they could have been anywhere—the house, the pasture, or in an outbuilding. By the time I found them and explained everything, Caleb would be miles away with Zed.

Now he’s driving miles away with me too.

The horse trailer leaves the gravel driveway for a smoother paved road. Wild Road, I realize as we turn right, then coast downhill toward downtown Sun Flower. The rattling has lessened, but my fears are growing.

I need to get out of here now.

Grabbing the handle, I push at the door. It gasps open with such a fierce gust of air that I’m thrown backward. My shoulder bangs into a metal shelf. I’m surprised my shoulder doesn’t hurt until I realize I’m still wearing my backpack and it cushioned me like an reverse airbag. The tack room door creaks on its hinges, back and forth, until a swift gust of wind slams the door shut. Metal shakes so violently, I’m tossed off my feet.

I reach up to steady myself and grab a handful of hay from a large bale perched over my head. The truck lurches. The hay bale tips over, crashing down on me.

My world is eclipsed by a dark-yellow shade of panic.

Choking, hurting, buried in hay, I try to push upward and struggle to breathe. Hay is in my mouth and my hair, and itching my skin. Finally, I push aside the bale and stagger to my feet. I can breathe again, although I’m a little dizzy and feel like I might vomit.

Must. Get. Out.

But we’ve picked up speed, and I’m afraid to try opening the door again.

Don’t freak out, I tell myself. Calm down and think logically.

Caleb is probably headed for Nevada, which is over a hundred miles away. He has to stop somewhere along the way, right? Either for gas or food or to use the restroom. When he stops, I can escape. But that would mean leaving Zed.

I come up with a plan to rescue us both. When the truck stops, I’ll wait till Caleb is busy, then unlatch the back trailer and go after Zed. I’ll untie him, then lead him out of the trailer. We’ll find someplace to hide and wait for Caleb to drive away. I’ll find a security guard or store clerk, and beg to use the phone to call for help. By the time Caleb realizes he’s pulling an empty trailer, he’ll be miles away and Zed will be safe with me.

Okay, there are a few problems with this plan, but it’s the best I can do while stuck in a vibrating, hay-filled room. I’m jostled between saddles and ropes and shelves of horse equipment, making staying on my feet a challenge. Whenever Caleb changes lanes, I’m tossed to one side and have to grab on to a shelf for support. While my backpack is a great cushion, it makes keeping my balance hard.

I wiggle one arm out of the backpack at a time. The pack slips down with a thud to the hay-sprinkled floor. If only this were my spy pack. But it’s not, so it has no lock picks, flashlight, or other spy tools. All I have are textbooks, pens, pencils, notepaper, gum, a pair of striped socks, two quarters, a granola bar, and the totally useless house phone. If Becca or Leo were locked inside a tack room, they’d whip out their cell phones and call for help.

At least I won’t starve, I think as I rip open the granola bar.

As I chew, I mentally map out where we’re going. We turned right onto Wild Road, so we should be driving past downtown Sun Flower. I imagine the businesses we pass: O’Hara Realty, Blooming Florist, the bank, and a gas station—the only gas station for thirty miles until the freeway.

I bite my lip and hope, hope, hope he’ll turn into the gas station. I know the clerk, Mr. Chang, because he used to work with Dad until Café Belmond closed.

But instead of slowing, the truck picks up speed. Caleb must have a full tank. I’m stuck here until he gets hungry or needs a restroom. Drats.

As miles and minutes rattle by, my fear grows.

Instead of imagining my escape, I sink to the floor with a sense of doom. What will happen if I’m still trapped here when Caleb reaches his destination?

I huddle against the metal wall, not sure if I’m shaking because of the vibrations from the trailer or because of my fears. I huddle in a ball against the bale of hay, my arms wrapped around my bent knees.

If Caleb isn’t going to return Zed to his grandmother, where is he headed? If he’s after revenge, like his sister thinks, he won’t hurt Zed in a public place. He’ll drive somewhere remote, where no one can hear Zed’s cries.

What will Caleb do if he finds me?

Jumping to my feet, I look around desperately. If there were a window, I could wave to attract attention. But there’s only the solid steel door. I rub my elbow where it’s sore from my last fall. I’m afraid to try the door again, but it’s my only way out.

I reach a shaky hand for the handle.

Whoosh! Wind pushes against the door like an invisible wall. But I push hard as I turn the handle and blink into bright daylight. I’m careful not to open the door all the way, only a few inches. I look down and pavement rushes by. Hay swirls a cyclone from my feet to my face, like a swarm of itchy bees. Straw flies up my nose, and I sneeze so hard I almost fall backward.

The truck swerves right and picks up speed. My heart jumps into my throat as I realize we’re on the freeway.

Slumping down to the floor, I try not to cry.

Okay, I’ll admit I cry a little. But when I dry my eyes, I feel stronger. I may be alone in here, but I have friends and family who are probably already looking for me. Becca will know I’m in trouble if she checks her phone messages or finds my bike. She’ll tell her mother, who will tell her friend Sheriff Fischer. They might even think I’ve been kidnapped and put out an AMBER Alert.

All I have to do is to wait for rescue.

But what if Becca doesn’t check her phone? No one may notice my bike because it’s hidden in the bushes. And my school won’t check on me because Mom told them I was going to be late. My mother will think I’m at Becca’s. Becca will think I went to school. By the time anyone misses me, I’ll be across the state line.

Guess I’ll have to rescue myself.

If Becca were in my situation, her cell phone would connect her with instant support from a network of friends. Leo would figure out some techno-clever way of transmitting an SOS to authorities.

But me?

Listening and watching are what I do best. I think back to news reports of people trapped in car trunks who escaped by kicking out taillights. I’m trapped in a steel cage, speeding over fifty miles an hour. If I jump out the door, I’ll be a kid-sized splatter on the freeway.

Still, if I can get the door to stay open, I can attract attention by waving for help.

I turn the handle and push hard. Air rushes into the tack room. I lean my arm out as far as I can and wave frantically. Unfortunately, the tack room door is on the right side of the trailer, and since large vehicles keep to the right lane, the only living creatures to look my way are random cows.

I hear cars roaring passed in the left lane. I can’t see them, and they can’t see me. I’d have to lean out dangerously far to be seen by the vehicles behind us.

What if I poked something out the door that would attract attention?

I look around the tack room and only see scattered hay from the tossed bale, saddles, and other horse tack. My backpack! I have paper and pens inside. I could write an SOS message.

Ripping a piece of paper from my notebook, I write in large letters: HELP!

I find a piece of rope on the floor and poke a hole in the paper then wind the rope through the hole. I hold the rope in one hand and inch the door open with the other. I’m careful this time not to let the door open too far.

This is going to work! I think excitedly.

I lean further, dangling the paper from the rope…Whoosh!

The wind snatches the paper, slams the door, and I’m left holding an empty rope. Not only is my message gone, but I’m also guilty of littering.

Where’s the highway patrol when you need them?

Hooves clang on metal from the other side of my wall. Zed must be getting anxious and scared. Poor guy. I know how he feels.

“Zed, I’m here to help you!” I call out just as the trailer hits a bump and lurches.

I’m tossed backward, slamming into a saddle, the breath knocked out of me.

When I can breathe again, I inhale leather and swallow disappointment.

But I won’t give up.

Rubbing my shoulder, which will probably be a dark rainbow of black and blue tomorrow, I slowly get back to my feet.

I take inventory of the tack room: a bag of oats, a hay bale, bridles, wire, ropes, and a whip hanging from a wall. Hmmm…the whip would dangle out through the door further than a rope. But its dull brown color won’t attract attention. I need something colorful enough to alert the world that there’s a girl (and a zorse) trapped in here.

As I glance down, I spy something sparkly. Sunflower Mary’s yarn flower is pinned to my shirt. It’s small but glitters as bright as sunshine. I get a crazy idea.

I use the piece of rope to tie the sunflower to the end of the whip. I wind some wire around it too, so the wind won’t snatch it away like it did with the paper. The flower is so bright, it shines even inside the dim tack room. Outside, the yellow yarn will glow like a golden SOS.

Balancing carefully, so I don’t fall backward again, I open the door. I grip the handle firmly since I’m being rocked and knocked with each bounce of the trailer.

I reach my arm holding the leather whip out the door. It’s a tricky balancing act, especially when the wind whips through the crack of the door and hay swirls into my face. I don’t pull back, not even when hay flies by my eyes. Gritting my teeth, I focus on the flopping end of the whip, where a glittering yarn sunflower dangles.

It’s so pretty, shining golden like a jewel. I blink away straw and hold the whip up high. I hope someone in a car behind us will notice the waving sunflower.

When I hear the first honk, my hopes rise.

A second honk blares from a car passing on the left. Wind makes my eyes water, so I can hardly see the whip in my hand. I hold tight as hills rise into piney mountains.

The whip starts to slide through my fingers. My arm muscles burn. I can’t hold on much longer. The trailer rocks to the right, and I stumble. Steadying myself, I lift my arm as high as I can, so the small sunflower flies like a golden bird. It doesn’t glitter as much now though, and a strand of yarn dangles. Golden petals unravel until there’s no sparkle, only a tangled trail of yellow yarn.

The wind swirls the yarn away.

I pull in the whip and the door bangs shut. Sagging to the ground, I rub my aching arms and wipe my stinging eyes.

I hope for more honks, but there’s only the steady rush of traffic as we drive further away from rescue into the Sierra Nevada mountains.

The truck suddenly slows into a sharp right. I’m tossed sideways, but since I’m already on the ground, there’s nowhere to fall. The road is no longer smooth. Have we left the freeway? I peek out the door and don’t see any other cars, only dense woods.

Not good, I think with a pit in my gut. The road grows bumpier, and there’s no sound of traffic.

After what feels like forever, the trailer slows to a stop.

Must get out of here! I think, grabbing the door handle hard. I look down at my other hand and realize I’m still holding the whip. If I have it, Caleb can’t use it on Zed. So I keep hold of it.

Looking around, I see nothing except a wild forest of pines. No houses or buildings. We’re cut off from civilization on a dirt road in the woods. Remote areas like this are where bodies are buried and never found.

I hear the creak of the truck door opening.

Footsteps crunch on weeds.

Caleb is coming.


- Chapter 20 -

Whipped
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Hide! I look around desperately for a hiding spot, but the tack room is too small. I push open the door and jump to the red dirt. We’re on a rough road in a clearing between rising pines. If I can make it to the trees, I’ll be safe.

Footsteps crunch from the truck, heading to the trailer.

No time to run for the trees—only to hide.

I dive underneath the trailer. Sharp rocks and prickly weeds scratch my skin as I crawl on my hands and knees, slipping into the shadow of a large tire.

Boots stomp into view. I hold my breath, motionless, like I’m glued to the tire. Please don’t let him see me!

Peering out cautiously, I watch Caleb step up to the tack room door. He yanks open the door, then disappears inside the room. The trailer above me creaks and groans with footsteps. I remember what I left behind—my backpack with my name written all over my homework. He’ll know I was there, but he won’t know I’m hiding beneath his feet—unless he looks under the trailer.

I have to get out of here!

Before I can move though, a country song blasts. A phone ringtone, I realize. The music abruptly shuts off, and I hear Caleb speaking. His words are muffled, so I can’t understand what he’s saying until he leaves the tack room and jumps down to the ground a few feet from my hiding place.

“Better reception out here,” he says. “Now what were you saying?”

I can’t see his face, only his shiny, black cowboy boots, which move dangerously close to me.

“I’m on my way,” Caleb barks out as if in a hurry. This must be his real voice, not the fake drawl he used when he was sweet-talking Becca’s mother. “Some fools were honking at me, so I pulled off the road to check my tires. But everything looks all right.”

He bends over to poke a front tire. I huddle in a tight ball behind a back tire.

“Nothing wrong with the truck or trailer,” he says. “I’ll get back on the road and deliver the zorse soon.”

I watch Caleb’s boots take a few steps, then stop inches from my hiding place. I don’t dare breathe.

“What you do with the zorse after I deliver him is your business,” Caleb adds with a savage chuckle. “Strap him in a harness to a kiddie ride and make him walk in circles all day or put him on display at a freak show. He’s not good for much else. He may be part horse, but he’s stubborn like a mule and too dumb to train.”

He’s too smart for you, I think.

“Of course, my family is fond of him.” Caleb’s tone slows to a drawl. “But my grandma is too sick to care for him, and she needs medical care that costs more than she can afford. I’m selling him to help her out.”

Help yourself out! I think angrily. What a liar! Caleb doesn’t care about his grandmother or he would have told her Zed was alive. He only cares about the money. And I’m sure he won’t share it with his grandmother.

“The zorse is rare and worth twice my asking price. Pat yourself on the back because you’re getting a great deal.” I strain to hear as he walks around to the rear of the trailer. “Got it all in cash?…Sounds good…See you after I take care of the zorse.”

Take care of the zorse.

I gulp at the menace of those words.

Caleb’s boots turn the corner to the rear trailer door. A metal latch clangs open.

“Back out beast,” he orders.

Hooves clatter like Zed is kicking. Caleb jumps out of the way and swears.

“Try that again, and I’ll give you a whooping worse than last time,” Caleb threatens.

I’m holding the whip and Caleb isn’t. But that won’t stop him from hurting Zed. I hear a slap, then a shrill whinny. The trailer shakes as Caleb forces Zed out of the trailer. Black-and-white striped legs skid reluctantly down the ramp.

Leaning out from behind the tire, I watch Caleb tie Zed to a metal loop attached to the trailer. Zed tosses his mane, then head-butts Caleb so hard the cowboy stumbles backward.

“Want to play rough, do you?” Caleb’s laugh is a mean sound. “You’ll regret it when you feel the sting of my whip.” He turns on his boot heels toward the tack room.

A door creaks open, and I hear Caleb muttering to himself.

“Where is that…Hey, how did this get here?” Caleb says loud enough to make me squirm because I know he’s found my backpack.

Oh no! I think in panic. If Caleb finds me, he’ll realize I overheard his phone conversation. How far will he go to stop me from exposing his crimes?

Time to get out of here!

If I run into the woods, Caleb will never find me. I’ll climb into a tree or duck behind a rock. I could hide until Caleb drives away—but that would leave Zed alone with Caleb.

I promised Carol I wouldn’t let that happen.

Trembling under the trailer, I’m sure I’ll be discovered. But the only sounds come from the distant hum of traffic and wind rustling through trees. No clomp of boots. Even Zed has quieted.

Then I hear Caleb.

“I’m a skilled tracker,” he says as if talking to himself or maybe he’s on the phone again. I can’t see his face, only his boots as he steps down from the tack room.

 “I can hunt down any animal—or human—by following prints.” Caleb’s voice has an eerie calmness. “Sneaker prints are easy to spot, especially when they’re fresh.”

Not a phone call. He’s talking to me.

“I know you’re under the trailer.”

I say nothing.

“You might as well come out, Becca.”

Wrong girl, I would say if I wasn’t too scared to speak.

“No reason to hide from me. We’re friends, right? I’m right fond of you and your mother. You can trust me. I just want to help you get back home, where you belong.”

He steps closer to my hiding place.

“I reckon you’re afraid I’m angry because you sneaked into my trailer.” His voice softens. “It was wrong, but I don’t hold it against you. I did fool things when I was a kid too. You have nothing to fear from me.”

Tell that to Zed. I grip the whip tightly.

“You probably heard me on the phone. Now don’t you worry about the zorse. He’s going to a mighty fine home. My poor grandma has gotten worse and won’t ever be able to ride again. She’s so sick, she’ll die soon without expensive medical care.” He breaks off with a fake sob. “The money from selling Zed will save her life.”

If I hadn’t talked to Carol on the phone, I might have believed this story. But I know he’s only saying what he thinks I want to hear. Should I pretend to believe his lies? I don’t think he’ll hurt me. What did Carol say about him? Oh yeah—that he wasn’t a terrible person; he just has a terrible temper.

“Come on out, Becca. Your mother will be worrying about you. You can use my phone to let her know where you are.”

I hold my breath as he steps closer.

“Little girl, I don’t have time for games.”

This is not a game for me or Zed.

“Do I have to drag you out?”

Silence is my answer.

“You trespassed into my trailer,” he accuses with rising anger. “You broke the law, but if the cops find you here, they’ll think I kidnapped you. I’m not going to jail because of some fool child. Now get out here!”

Zed’s hooves stomp, and he lets out a harsh whinny.

“Shut up, you stupid beast. This isn’t about you—at least not yet.” Caleb bends over and peers beneath the trailer. “Get out, little girl!”

I wiggle in the dirt to hide by an opposite tire.

“Hey! You’re not Becca!” His face is upside down as he hangs over to stare at me. “You’re that other girl. And what are you doing with my whip?”

“Making sure you don’t use it on Zed again,” I say, then wish I’d shut up when his eyes go all hard and mean.

“You think I only have one whip?” he says.

Whirling around, he stomps back to the tack room.

I didn’t see a second whip, but I’m not waiting here to find out.

I scoot out from the trailer, then rush over to Zed. He nuzzles his soft head against me. I glance nervously over my shoulder, but Caleb is still clattering inside the tack room. I have to hurry!

“Zed, when I take off your rope, run fast,” I say urgently, hoping he’ll understand. “You’ll be safer in the woods like last time you ran away. I’ll find you when he’s gone.”

He whinnies softly, his dark eyes shining at me with trust.

I work on untying the lead rope from the trailer. But the knot is twisted and tight. I almost laugh when I realize there’s an easier way to free Zed. I reach up for the end of the rope around his neck and unfasten the metal clasp. The rope falls to the ground.

“Hey, get away from that zorse!” Caleb shouts.

“Run fast!” I give Zed a push on his flank, but Zed doesn’t budge.

And Caleb is running toward us—with a bigger whip in his hand.

I’m stuck between a stubborn zorse and an angry cowboy.

“Stay back!” I shout, standing protectively in front of Zed.

I lift the whip and put all my fear into snapping it.

Crack! The sound startles me so much I gasp.

Caleb just leans back with a laugh. “Not bad for a first try,” he says, chuckling. “But a little girl like you can’t whip me.”

“Stay…stay away!” I lift the whip again but instead of snapping it flip-flops like a harmless jump rope. “Don’t touch Zed.”

“I’m not going to hurt him. It’s just, he’s so stubborn, I need the whip to get his attention.”

“You’re the one who hurt him,” I accuse.

 “I didn’t mean to, and I feel bad about that. He attacked me, and I was just defending myself. See these scars from where he bit me?” Caleb sticks out his arm, lifting up his shirtsleeve so I can see the red scars. Not from barbed wire like he first said, but from the sharp bite of teeth.

“He only attacked after you beat him,” I say, sure this is true.

He narrows his gaze at me. “You can’t prove anything.”

I purse my lips and give another floppy flip of the whip.

“That whip’s too big for you to handle,” Caleb scoffs. “Give it to me and move away from that beast.”

“Run, Zed!” I push him, but he still won’t leave.

Caleb advances, his whip rising large and threatening in his strong hand. “Stand aside or the zorse will bite you too.”

Zed kicks up dirt, turning his head toward Caleb.

“I won’t let you hurt him,” I retort, flinging my arms out protectively across Zed.

“Out of the way, little girl. I need to get the zorse back in the trailer.”

Caleb steps closer, the whip raised high.

I look into Zed’s dark eyes and remember Becca saying that only people he trusts could ride him. “Trust me,” I whisper to him.

He’s shorter than a horse, but it’s still a tall jump to his back. Caleb’s whip cracks so close, air slices over my head. I grab Zed’s mane with both hands and fling myself up on his back. Twining my fingers in the silky zorse hair, I hold on tight.

“Get down, you fool girl!” Caleb thunders.

Zed bares his teeth at Caleb but instead of biting, he spins on his hooves and rears out with a mighty back kick. I glance over my shoulder to see Caleb stumble. He steadies himself and lifts his whip. Snap! Air whooshes by my shoulder. Zed whinnies as if in pain. Has he been hit?

“Go, go, go!” I shout, straddled across the zorse’s back.

And we’re off!

It takes all my strength to hold on to Zed, zorse hair flying in my face. I cling to his mane as we gallop down the rough dirt road.

“Go to the woods, not back to the highway!” I can hardly hear my own words over thundering hoof beats.

My fingers slip, so I hold tighter. I dig my knees into his sides. Trees whirl by, and I struggle not to fall. The roar from the freeway draws closer.

When I hear an engine, fear jolts through me. Is Caleb coming after us in his truck?

But the sound isn’t behind us—it’s coming from a black-and-white vehicle heading toward us.

We gallop toward the flashing red and blue lights.


- Chapter 21 -

Return of the Zorse
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I’m shocked when Becca’s mother steps out of the sheriff’s car. She rushes over to me, and I slip off Zed into her warm hug.

“Kelsey, I’m so glad we found you!” Mrs. Morales gently pushes a stray hair away from my face. “Are you okay, honey?”

I nod, trying to figure out why she’s with the sheriff and a deputy. I recognize Sheriff Fischer, a solid man with shoulders so broad, they strain against his dark-blue uniform. We met briefly when the CCSC helped catch a pet-napper. He’s all business, but his dark eyes are kind.

Sheriff Fischer confers with his deputy, a college-aged, skinny guy named Phil Harmon (Becca once teasingly called him Philharmonic). Deputy Phil strokes his stubble as he talks with his deputy. His gaze is sharp on Caleb, who shifts nervously by the horse trailer. While the deputy strides over to Caleb, Sheriff Fischer turns toward me with a gentle smile. Becca’s mom steps aside but keeps a protective gaze on me.

“Last time we met, you were rescuing dogs. Now it’s a zorse,” he says with a chuckle. “What will it be next?”

“An elephant,” I say, which makes him laugh.

“You have a passion for animals like your mother.”

“You know Mom?”

“Not well, but I’m going to know her better soon. We just spoke on the phone, and she gave me permission to ask you a few questions.”

“You can trust the sheriff,” Mrs. Morales adds, nodding. “I’ve known Chad since high school, and he’s a good guy.”

“Thanks, Renee.” He smiles and she blushes, then glances away.

“I have a good idea of what happened, but I still need to ask you an important question.” Sheriff Fischer is so tall, he has to kneel down to talk to me. “Did that man force you to go with him?”

I stare at the shining, star badge on his uniform, and my mind jumps back to when I was five and a police officer asked a similar question. I lied because I was afraid of getting in trouble for hiding. But I’m not afraid now.

“Caleb didn’t know I was in his trailer,” I admit, honesty making me stronger. “He’s not a kidnapper, but he’s an animal abuser. I was afraid he would beat Zed again if someone wasn’t there to stop him.”

Zed nuzzles me while I explain what happened, beginning with the phone call from Carol Hunter-Bowling, her warning not to leave Caleb alone with the zorse, hiding in the tack room, and what I heard Caleb say on the phone.

“I know it was wrong to hide in the trailer,” I finish. “But I had to help Zed. Look! Here’s a red mark where Caleb just whipped him. And it would have been much worse if I hadn’t ridden away with Zed.” I turn to Mrs. Morales, imploring. “Caleb plans to sell Zed. You can’t let him!”

“I’ll do what I can,” Mrs. Morales promises.

She takes the sheriff aside for a whispered talk. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but I can lip-read well enough to know Zed won’t be going anywhere with Caleb soon. Not today—and hopefully not ever.

“I have an important appointment to make,” Caleb gripes. “I don’t have time to go anywhere with you! And it’s my zorse. I can do whatever I want with him. I have the papers to prove it.”

“We’ll sort this all out at the station,” Sheriff Fischer says gruffly. “My deputy will ride with you in your truck.”

Everything is a blur after that. Mrs. Morales sits with me in the backseat of the sheriff’s car. She holds me warm against her, and I doze off.

When I wake up, we’re driving into Wild Oaks Sanctuary. I blink, confused for a moment why I’m here instead of at school. But it all comes rushing back when Becca and Leo run over to me.

“You’re safe!” Becca cries as she throws her arms around me. “I freaked out when I found your bike! I knew you were in trouble and convinced the sheriff to search for you.”

“Thanks,” I say with weary relief. “If the sheriff hadn’t showed up when he did, I don’t know what would have happened.”

Leo frowns at me. “You should never have gotten in that trailer.”

“It was the scariest ride of my life!” I glance down at the scratches on my arms. “But I was so worried about Zed, I had to do something. But what’s going to happen to Zed now?”

Becca’s mother comes over as I’m asking this. “I’ll do what I can to make sure Caleb stays away from him.” She pushes back her tangled, dark curls. “I’m ashamed at how badly he fooled me.”

“He fooled all of us,” Becca says, squeezing her mother’s hand.

“Yeah,” I agree. “I wouldn’t have known what he’d done if his sister hadn’t warned me to keep Caleb away from the zorse.”

Becca’s eyes widen. “You talked to Caleb’s sister? When did this happen, and why didn’t you tell me?”

“And what happened to the fly mask?” Leo adds.

“Save the inquisition until we’re inside the house.” Mrs. Morales puts her arm around me. “We’ll talk after I make us all hot chocolates.”

“Topped with whipped cream?” Leo asks hopefully.

“Smothered in whipped cream,” she says with a grin.

Minutes later, I’m sitting cozily between Becca and Leo on the couch, licking whipped cream off my steaming hot chocolate.

After hiding in a trailer, galloping on a zorse, and riding in a sheriff’s car, it feels good to sink into a soft couch surrounded by my friends.

“So talk,” Becca says, setting her hot cup on a coaster. “And don’t leave out any details. Leo and I want to know everything.”

Taking a deep breath, I start with my phone call from Carol Hunter-Bowling.

“I couldn’t get through to you,” I explain to Becca, “so I rode my bike here as fast as I could. I freaked when I saw the horse trailer leaving. All I could think about was Carol’s warning not to leave Caleb with Zed. But Caleb was driving away with the horse trailer, and I didn’t see you or your mother. So I climbed into the trailer.”

“That was crazy.” Becca shakes her head. “You should have just come into the house—that’s where Mom and I were. After I loaded Zed in the trailer, I couldn’t stop crying and I ran to my room. Mom came after me, and when I saw she was crying too, we cried together. Then we talked.”

“A really good talk,” Mrs. Morales adds, squeezing her daughter’s hand.

“But I should have checked my phone messages.” Becca groans. “I’m so sorry, Kelsey. I had no idea you were in trouble. I thought you’d changed your mind about coming to my house and went straight to school. It wasn’t until I was riding my bike out of the driveway that I saw a glint in the bushes and found your bike. OMG. I totally freaked.”

“She sure did.” Mrs. Morales looks at her daughter proudly. “Becca demanded that I call the sheriff. Chad—I mean, Sheriff Fischer—is a good friend, so he rushed right over with his deputy. He suggested we check phone messages—that’s when we found out about Caleb. Sheriff Fischer called in an alert and learned there were strange reports about a horse trailer with a glowing orb floating beside it.”

“Not an orb—a sunflower,” I say, then explain how I hung the sunflower on a whip. “But the flower unraveled.”

“Sunflower Mary will give you another one,” Becca says. “Especially when she learns her flower helped rescue you and the zorse.”

“I owe her a big thank-you and maybe something sparkly,” I add, touching the necklace around my neck. “What do you think about making her an honorary Sparkler like me?”

Laughing, Becca agrees it’s a great idea.

The doorbell rings.

 “Chad,” I hear Becca’s mother say as she opens the door for the sheriff. “Come on in. Would you like some hot chocolate?”

He shakes his head. “Sounds delicious, but I’m here for business, not pleasure. My deputy is waiting for me outside by the horse trailer. We can’t keep a zorse at the station, so we brought him here.”

“Zed is back!” Becca cries, then starts for the door.

But her mother calls her back. “Sit down, Becca. It’s rude to rush off when we have guests.”

I glance over at Becca, expecting her eyes to narrow with resentment. But she just shrugs. “Sorry, Mom. Zed can wait—but not too long.”

Mrs. Morales turns to the sheriff. “As you can see, we’re delighted to have Zed back.”

“He won’t be here for long,” Sheriff Fischer adds. “I talked to his real owner—not that lowlife cowboy, but the grandmother who is surprising healthy for someone supposedly near death.”

“More of Caleb’s lies,” Becca gripes.

“What did she say?” I ask.

“Plenty. That grandson of hers is a—” he starts to answer but is interrupted by door chimes. “Must be my deputy. I’ll get it.”

Only it’s not the deputy.

A tall woman, probably near forty, with curly reddish-black hair curled into a bun steps into the living room. She’s wearing a powder-blue business suit, and even though she’s older than she was in the video Caleb showed us, I recognize her.

Carol Hunter-Bowling.


- Chapter 22 -

All That Glitters
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It’s like a party as our group talks excitedly, sitting around the living room table. Everyone sips hot chocolate except Carol Hunter-Bowling, who prefers herbal tea.

Sheriff Fischer does most of the talking since he’s collected all the facts about what happened today. He’s a fact collector, I think, like I’m a secret collector.

Carol doesn’t say much, nodding occasionally while she listens to the sheriff. She sips her tea and shows no emotion except for a tap-tap of her rose-red nails on the armrest.

When Sheriff Fischer finishes talking, he asks Carol if she wants to file a report against her brother.

Carol’s forehead furrows. “Will he be arrested?”

“That’s up to you and your grandmother. He isn’t a kidnapper, so I don’t have grounds to detain him. But the truck and horse trailer are registered to your grandmother, so I’m not releasing them to him until I’ve cleared it with her or her legal representative.”

“That would be me,” Carol says with a wry smile. “Since Grandma’s stroke, I’ve been taking care of her finances.”

“I suspected as much.” Sheriff Fischer nods. “Your brother wasn’t too happy when we refused him access to the truck and trailer. My deputy allowed him to take his suitcase under close supervision. I told your brother you were on the way, but he wasn’t keen on hanging around the station. Last I saw, he was being picked up by a friend.”

“He can walk back to Nevada for all I care,” Carol says bitterly. “I’ve overlooked his schemes before, but hurting Domino is unforgivable. It’ll be up to Grandma, though, if we file charges against him.” She turns to me with a grateful smile. “Thank you so much for helping Domino—or you can call him Zed. I’d like to give you a reward.”

When I return lost pets, I’m usually happy to accept a reward for our CCSC treasury. But when she pulls out a checkbook, I shake my head. “I care about Zed too much to accept money for helping him. But it would be nice if Becca could visit Zed.”

“Of course she can.” Carol’s smile includes all of us. “You’re all welcome at our ranch. I’ll be moving in with Grandma, and I know she’d love to meet you.”

“Coolness!” Becca jumps up to hug Carol, who seems a little reserved at first but then returns the hug. “How soon can I visit?”

“Anytime you want. And if the zorse ever needs a new home, it’s good to know he has one here.” She glances toward the window. “I do wonder, though, how I’m going to drive both my car and the truck trailer home.”

“Sorry, I can’t help you with that,” Sheriff Fischer says as he walks over to the door. “My deputy’s waiting outside and we have to leave.”

“I’ll figure something out, but I won’t be able to come back for the truck and trailer until the weekend.” She looks at Becca’s mother. “If that’s all right with you?”

“He can stay as long as you want. He has a home here whenever he needs it.” Mrs. Morales touches her chin thoughtfully. “I just had an idea.”

“What?” Carol arches her brows.

“I have plenty of experience driving horse trailers. Why not let me drive the trailer back for you? I can drive up on Saturday and get one of my volunteers to follow in his car, and the others can stay here to help run the sanctuary.”

Carol’s big grin is answer enough.

“I can’t wait any longer.” Becca jumps up. “Now can I go out and see Zed?”

“I want to see him too,” Carol says, heading for the door.

The sheriff, Becca’s mom, Leo, and I follow them outside. Becca and Carol rush over to the trailer, so I’m the only one that sees Sheriff Fischer reach out to hold Mrs. Morales’s hand—and she doesn’t pull away. She smiles at him like she doesn’t just have a “thing” for cowboys but for sheriffs too.

Secret thirty-one, I think with a smile.

Becca and Carol are hugging and bonding over Zed love. I notice Leo standing off to the side. He’s tilting his head in his “thinking” mode. I call his name repeatedly before he blinks at me.

“Huh?” he murmurs as if coming out of a trance. “Did you say something?”

 “Only your name like a dozen times,” I tease. “Why so serious? You should be happy that Zed is safe. We found out who hurt him and helped reunite him with his family. Another CCSC mystery solved.”

“But not all the mysteries are solved,” Leo points out. “Have you forgotten the fly mask?”

“No.” I hesitate, not sure how to tell Leo that his new friend Frankie is our top suspect. But it’s not a secret I can keep any longer.

So I explain about Becca sneaking back into the drama storage room and finding the ripped paper that she pieced together. “Frankie spied on us,” I finish.

“I know,” Leo says surprisingly. “He told me.”

“He did?” I gasp.

“Yeah. He had dinner at my house last night and confessed he followed me because he couldn’t understand why we were sneaking around together. I didn’t tell him about our club, just that we shared an interest in helping animals. I showed him Lucky and some of my robots. He showed me photos of costumes and sets he’s created.” Leo looks straight into my eyes. “I know he didn’t take the fly mask.”

“But he’s the only one who knows about our clubhouse,” I point out. “At first I thought maybe Caleb took the mask, but he had no reason to, since we were going to give it to him anyway. But Frankie may have felt the fly mask belonged to him because it was in his costume box.”

“He’s innocent,” Leo insists.

I wave my hands in frustration. “No one else knows about our clubhouse.”

“Actually someone does,” a voice comes from behind us. “I do.”

I turn to face Mrs. Morales. “You…you know about our club?”

“That old skunk shack,” she says with a nod. “I’ve known since you kids cleaned it up—nice job. I wanted to help with the kittens and was going to offer kitten supplies, but you’ve managed great without my help.”

“If you knew, why didn’t you tell us?” I exclaim.

“And spoil your fun? What kind of mom do you think I am?” She chuckles. “Caleb noticed you sneaking up the hill though and thought I should find out what you were up to. But I told him I trust you kids. You’re taking wonderful care of the kittens.”

“The orange one is mine, but I can’t keep it because my apartment doesn’t allow pets,” I say, sighing. “The black one is Becca’s, and she can’t keep it because—”

“Because she thinks I won’t let her,” Becca’s mom finishes. “This calls for another mother-daughter talk. And this time I’ll tell her I’m glad she has a club and new friends, but I think the kittens should move into our house. We can always find room for more animals.”

“That’s great!” I jump up to hug her. “Becca is going to be so happy.”

“I’ll talk to her now,” Mrs. Morales says, then turns and goes over to the pasture, where Becca and Carol are leading Zed.

I glance over at Leo, and he’s tilting his head again, staring into space.

“Earth to Leo,” I say, tapping his shoulder.

He gives a start. “Oh yeah. This proves my point.”

“What point?”

“Frankie is innocent,” Leo says firmly.

“Huh?” I ask, totally lost by his thought process.

“Mrs. Morales just said Caleb knew about the Skunk Shack. When he told me he wanted the fly mask hidden somewhere safe, he expected us to hide it in the shack. And he was right. So late last night, he went to the shack and took it.”

I shake my head. “Why steal something we were going to give to him?”

“That puzzled me too, but I have a theory. Caleb wouldn’t want anyone to know he had the mask, since he planned to sell it even though it doesn’t belong to him. So he stole it from us before we could give it to him. He might have also worried we’d figure out the mask is valuable. Last night I researched the jewels and determined there’s a 78 percent chance the jewels are real.”

“But you proved they’re fake,” I argue.

“The purple ones are paste imitations,” he agrees. “But the black stones are chocolate diamonds.”

“Chocolate like candy?” I repeat, confused.

“Chocolate diamonds are also called brown diamonds. The stones are common and used to be thought worthless until they became popular in the late 1980s. If you look under bright lighting, they shine inside.”

“Even if they are chocolate diamonds, what does it matter?” My shoulders sag in frustration. “Caleb is gone, and we’ll never see him or the fly mask again.”

“Do not assume the worst.” Leo abruptly whirls around.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

 “To follow an idea.”

He walks over to the truck and opens the door. “Not locked,” he reports as he steps up into the back. “But if it had been locked, I could have used my new and improved key spider.”

He bends over to peer under the driver’s seat, then runs his hands along the cracks between the seats.

“Leo, what are you doing?” I ask.

“Looking for—” He checks the glove box, then lets out a sharp whistle. “Found it!”

When he turns back to me, purple paste jewels and chocolate diamonds sparkle from the fly mask.


- Chapter 23 -

An Old Photograph
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“Are we there yet?” Becca has asked her mother this at least a hundred times, so it’s become a joke, and we all laugh.

Becca wiggles in the front seat of the truck beside her mother. Leo and I are in the backseat. The drive to Nevada is long, but we’ve had a lot to talk about—especially my mother’s big news.

I still can’t believe it was Mom—not Dad—who found a new job. Mom took the printout with the list of jobs that I gave Dad and applied for one of them. While I was hiding in a horse trailer, Mom was hired to be the new animal control officer. She’ll be working full-time with the sheriff’s department. That’s why Sheriff Fischer knew who she was. And my family won’t have to leave Sun Flower.

“Are we there yet?” Becca asks again.

I playfully swat her, although I’m impatient too. We’ve been driving for hours. It was fun at first, peering out the window as the highway wound through small towns and big cities until it climbed high into the mountains. Snow-topped Sierras beckoned us higher, and twisty miles of forest rose, then fell into high desert hills.

I must have drifted asleep because suddenly I sit up with a start as Mrs. Morales announces, “We’re here!”

The Hunters’ ranch sits in a valley surrounded by low hills. We drive through a wooden gate, onto a paved road circling up to a brick and fawn-brown colored single-story house with a wraparound wood deck and potted cactuses. A Labrador retriever barks and wags his tail excitedly as he chases after our car.

The front door of the house swings opens. Carol Hunter-Bowling comes out, pushing a wheelchair with a silver-haired woman draped in a bright-red shawl.

“I’m so glad you’re here!” Carol says warmly, giving us hugs. “This is my grandmother, Eloise Hunter.”

I’m not sure what I expected—maybe a feeble, hunched-over woman who was too frail to speak. Mrs. Hunter’s face is lined and she’s attached to a breathing tube, but she sits tall in her chair with bright-blue eyes.

“Oh my,” she says, pointing at the horse trailer. “Is it really him?”

“Yes,” her granddaughter answers.

“My sweet Dom…I can hardly believe it.” The old woman stares ahead like she expects the horse trailer to vanish. “I thought he was dead.”

“He’s very much alive,” Becca’s mother says.

“I never thought I’d see him again…but here he is.” She grips her wheelchair with shaky hands. “Thank you, girls, so much.”

“He’s a special animal,” Becca says softly.

“And he’s back…My Domino is home.” She wipes a tear from her wrinkled cheek and turns to her daughter. “Take me to him. Please.”

“Of course, Mom,” Carol replies, looking close to tears too.

When Becca unlatches the trailer and Zed backs out, Mrs. Hunter grips her wheelchair tightly. She pushes herself up, slowly standing.

“Are you sure you can handle walking?” Carol asks.

 “Move over and let me see my sweet Domino,” the elderly woman says. She takes a shaky step forward, then another. Her blue eyes shine, and for a moment I see past her wrinkles and age spots to the younger woman in the photos.

“Domino…Dom baby…it’s really you.” She wraps her arm around the zorse. “I’ve missed you so much.”

Zed lowers his head and caresses the old woman with his muzzle. He’s not rough or stubborn but lovingly gentle.

“It’s so good to hold you again,” Mrs. Hunter says. “When I’m stronger, we’ll go for a ride.”

“Don’t forget this,” Becca says and reaches into her back pocket.

“Domino’s fly mask!” Eloise Hunter cries, clasping the mask to her chest. When her legs buckle, Carol and Becca’s mom quickly come to her side and ease her back into the wheelchair. “Thank you, but I’m fine,” Eloise says. “I’m just overwhelmed with joy. I never expected to see Domino again, much less the jeweled mask.”

“Leo thinks the black stones are chocolate diamonds,” I say.

“Clever boy.” Eloise Hunter chuckles. “Most people think the purple stones are the valuable ones, but those are imitation amethysts. My husband had a quirky sense of humor and always made a game of giving me special gifts. When I unwrapped the mask, I was delighted by the sparkly stones. I had no idea they were real until my husband offered to string them into a necklace for me. But I liked seeing them on Domino—and I still do.” She hands the fly mask to her daughter, who slips it over Zed’s muzzle and fastens it in place. The fake purple jewels sparkle brighter than the valuable black diamonds.

Zed and his fly mask are home.
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It’s hours before we get back home, and it’s almost dark—but not too dark for a quick visit to the Skunk Shack. We’re going to pick up the kittens, their bed, and their litter box, and move them into a back room of Becca’s house.

And there’s something else on the CCSC agenda.

Leo has been mysterious for the last few hours, teasing about a surprise he has for us. No matter how hard I try, I can’t pry this secret from him.

All he’ll say is that it’s in the shack.

As we hike up the hill, Becca and I pester him with more questions.

“It better not be Frankie,” Becca warns. “It’s bad enough he knows about our shack.”

“Not Frankie, and I already told you we can trust him. He promised not to tell anyone about our kittens or the shack.”

“Is it another kitten?”

“Nothing alive,” Leo says, then hurries ahead to the shack and disappears inside.

When we enter the shack, he’s standing by the grandfather clock—not pieces of a broken clock but a full-size, repaired clock taller than us—and it’s ticking.

“I fixed the clock!” Leo says proudly. “It will chime on the hour.”

I check my watch. “That’s in three minutes.”

“Coolness,” Becca says. “I’m so proud of you!”

“Me too,” I add. “Congratulations, Leo.”

Cuddling my kitten in my arms, I stand beside my two club mates as we stare at the hands of the clock.

Leo counts down. “Two minutes forty-three seconds…one minute and twenty-two seconds…thirteen seconds…WHAT?”

The small clock hand stops.

“Drats,” I say. “Sorry, Leo. Guess it still needs work.”

With a determined press of his lips, Leo sorts through his box of tools and picks up a screwdriver. He tugs the corner of the clock face and the glass cover swings open. He pokes the screwdriver into gears below a decorative golden moon. As he tinkers, his elbow bumps the moon, and it swings sideways.

A small piece of paper floats to the floor.

“What’s this?” Leo says, reaching down.

Becca and I crowd around him as he holds out the paper.

“A photo,” Becca says.

“An old black-and-white photo,” I add, peering closer. “The little boy looks like he’s having fun riding a huge turtle.”

“Not a turtle—a tortoise.” Leo flips over the photo and points to tiny handwritten numbers. “According to my calculations, if this is the date the photo was taken, the child would be 106 years old.”

“Wow—that’s really old,” I say.

“He probably died a long time ago,” softhearted Becca says with a sigh.

“I’m more interested in the tortoise than the boy.” An excited gleam lights up Leo’s face. “A famous Egyptian tortoise lived to be over two hundred years old. If we solve the mystery of who left this photo in the clock, we may find the tortoise too. He might still be alive.”
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- Chapter 1 -

Follow That Suspect!
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My brother gets a phone call during breakfast. A guilty look crosses his face. And I know he has a secret.

“Got to go!” Kyle shoves his phone into his pocket as he jumps up from the table.

“But I’m making you another Crepe Benedict.” Dad frowns at Kyle. Chef Dad takes his cooking very seriously.

“Give it to Kelsey.” My brother is already dumping his dirty dish and silverware in the sink. “A friend needs my help.”

I study my brother, suspicious. Since we lost our house and moved into this apartment, all Kyle does is apply for college scholarships and study, study, study. He has zero social life.

 “What friend?” I ask him.

“My buddy Jake really needs my help with, um, some heavy lifting. You remember him from our old neighborhood?”

Oh, I remember him, all right. I also remember the distinctive ringtone Kyle assigned to Jake’s number—a blaring disaster alert. But the ringtone I just heard was music. Either Kyle changed the ringtone or he’s lying. I sense a big whopper of a lie. I don’t know who called Kyle but it wasn’t his buddy Jake.

So I do what any spy would do.

I follow him.

Unfortunately I only take a few steps before Dad’s voice stops me.

“Kelsey, are you leaving too?” He sounds hurt. “Aren’t you going to finish your crepe?”

Drats. I’ve insulted Dad’s culinary pride. Before Café Belmond closed, he was known as the best baker in Sun Flower. Now he can’t find a job and is home way too much.

“The crepe was delicious,” I say. “It’s just that I have to—”

My brain goes blank. I have to…

Seriously, a good spy needs to create a believable story in a split-second. And Dad is staring at me the same way I just stared at Kyle: full on suspicious. I can’t use school as an excuse because it’s Saturday. I can’t say I’m full because I didn’t finish eating my crepe. The only reason Kyle got away so easily was because he’d already devoured four crepes.

“I’m late for a meeting at Becca’s house.” This isn’t a lie. Leo sent a message that he solved a mystery. (What mystery? I have no idea—it’s a mystery to me!) He asked Becca and me to meet him at noon at the Skunk Shack. That’s over two hours from now, but a half-truth is more believable than a total lie.

“What sort of meeting?” Dad asks.

This is where belonging to a top-secret club gets tricky because I can’t tell Dad about the Curious Cat Spy Club. Becca, Leo, and I started the CCSC to care for three rescued kittens. While our families know we’re friends, they don’t know we help animals by finding lost pets and solving mysteries.

But I can talk about the Sparklers, a school volunteer group that Becca belongs to. I touch the silver crescent moon necklace that the Sparklers loaned me while I help them plan a booth for the Humane Society Fund-Raiser.

 “Becca and I are meeting to discuss ideas for the Sparkler booth,” I tell Dad.

“She can wait until you finish your breakfast.” He gestures to my plate. “Another ten minutes won’t matter.”

But in ten minutes Kyle could be gone.

When all else fails, resort to bodily functions.

“I have to go…” I shift anxiously and glance down. “You know…go.”

“Oh.” He nods, understanding. “Well don’t let me keep you.”

Before he can say anymore, I’m out of the kitchen.

I don’t go farther than my brother’s room, where I hear hurried footsteps and banging drawers. When the footsteps move my way, I dash across the hall and duck into the bathroom.

Cracking the door open, I spy on Kyle. Slowly, his door opens. He looks furtively up and down the hall then he steps out holding a large rectangular box.

What’s in the box? It can’t be very heavy or breakable since he tucks it under one arm before hurrying down the hall.

He’s definitely up to something sneaky, and I’m going to find out what it is.

I wait until he’s out of sight, then I rush into my room. I push a stool to the closet and climb up to grab the hidden green backpack. Slipping my Spy Pack over my shoulders, I race out of the apartment in pursuit of my brother.

A chilly wind, much too cold for early April in California, slaps my face and tosses my long hair into tangles. Should I go back for my jacket? No time. A glance over the second floor railing shows Kyle at the bike rack strapping the large box onto his bike.

Jumping on his bike, he rides off.

And so do I.

My suspicions are confirmed when he doesn’t make a right toward our old neighborhood where Jake lives, but a left toward downtown Sun Flower.

It’s easy keeping up with Kyle, especially after he pulls over to adjust the straps holding the box to his bike. Also, he’s big on obeying rules so he stops at every single intersection, even when there’s no stop sign.

Kyle is such a Percy, I think, remembering the sleepover where I played a game matching family members to Harry Potter characters with friends from my old neighborhood, Anne-Marie and Tori. My twin sisters are obviously the Patel twins. Dad with his cooking passion and high emotions is Mrs. Weasley. I couldn’t decide on Mom since she’s an animal lover like Hagrid and obsessed with gardening like Professor Sprout. But Kyle is definitely arrogant overachiever Percy.

I chose Luna for myself, but as I bike past familiar homes and businesses, I feel more like a character from my favorite book Harriet the Spy.

I love the scenes when Harriet bikes on her spy route, jotting down what her neighbors are doing in her notebook. I keep a notebook too. Not about what people are doing, but the secrets they hide. Becca knows I collect secrets, but I’ve never shown my notebook of secrets to her or anyone else. Like Harriet, my notebook is for my eyes only.

I pedal past Helen Corning Middle School where the gates are closed. I recognize homes of classmates and teachers. Sophia, who’s also a Sparkler, has a Spanish style home with a front yard of red rocks and cactus; drama teacher, Mrs. Ross, lives in a two-story house across from a park. And if I turned right instead of going straight, I’d pass Leo’s elegant white house.

At a stop sign, my brother glances over his shoulder. Quickly, I duck behind a parked truck. Whew! He almost saw me. To be safe, I stay back about a block behind him, keeping him in sight, but not close enough to be noticed.

We’re pedaling through downtown Sun Flower now, which isn’t very big, just a few blocks of businesses. Kyle makes a left into a U-shaped mini mall. I pick up my speed, but when I roll into the parking lot, Kyle is gone.

Where did he go?

Straddling my bike seat, I peer up and down the mini mall. The entrance and exit open on this street, so Kyle has to be here. But I don’t see him or his bike. Did he go into one of the businesses? Paul’s Pawn Shop, Legal Eagle Associates, Friendly’s Bar, and Prehistoric Pizza are dark with closed signs. The only business open this early on a weekend is the Sheriff’s Office.

I met Sheriff Fischer when the CCSC rescued stolen pets and helped a lost zorse. Sheriff Fischer is cool and doesn’t talk down to kids. He’s also a friend of Becca’s mother. I don’t see his official car in the parking lot, so he’s probably out on patrol. There’s no reason for Kyle to go into the Sheriff’s Office. But the other businesses are closed, so where did he go?

Biting my lip, I can’t decide what to do—until I spot a shadowed alley hidden between the pawnshop and pizza place. Pedaling over, I stare into the dank smelling tunnel of darkness. It’s empty except for scattered trash and garbage cans. I unzip my Spy Pack and take out my flash-cap. The tiny but powerful beam lights my way as I ride through the alley to a street behind the mall. There’s no sign of my brother, only a few parked semitrucks and vacant lots on a dead-end street.

Did Kyle know I was following and purposely lose me?

He’s long gone by now—and I didn’t discover his secret.

It’s too early to meet the club at the Skunk Shack but I don’t want to bike all the way back home. I’m close to Leo’s house, though. And if I go there we can ride to Becca’s together and he might show me his latest robotic inventions. Leo’s mechanical dragon drone and key spider are amazing. Also, I’m curious about the mystery he solved.

Coasting my bike into Leo’s driveway is like leaving spring for winter. Everything is snowy white: the house, rocks decorating the yard and lacy window curtains. His mother is obsessed with cleanliness, requiring guests to take off their shoes and use a sanitizer dispenser by the door. I wipe my sweaty hands on my jeans, smooth back my tangled honey-brown curls, and push the doorbell.

No one answers. But I know Mrs. Polanski is home because her car, a white Ford Escape, is parked in the driveway. I press the doorbell again.

And I wait.

There’s lots of waiting in a career as a spy. Surveillance is just another word for waiting, and it takes a lot of patience. Piecing together clues and gathering evidence takes time too. But sometimes I get impatient.

If I had a cell phone, I could text Leo to find out where he is. But my parents can’t afford phones for all four kids—and the youngest (me) is last in line.

As I try the doorbell again, I press my ear against the door to make sure the bell works. Yup, the muffled ding-dong echoes through the house. Yet no one shows up.

Sighing, I head back to my bike.

I’m grabbing my handlebars when the wind carries the sound of voices. Curious, I look around, but don’t see anyone. I cup my ear, listening. The voices come from the backyard.

Decorative flower-shaped pavers wind to the backyard gate. Crouching down, I peek through a gap in the gate. Leo’s mother is sipping tea with another woman at a white wicker table. The other woman has blond hair piled high on her head and wide blue eyes set in an oval face like Leo’s mother. I suspect they’re sisters.

“So tell me about the surprise,” the other woman asks, lifting her porcelain teacup to her frosted red lips.

Surprise? The word draws my curiosity like a magnet, and of course, I listen. It’s what I do best.

“Leo has no idea.” Mrs. Polanski chuckles.

“It’ll be hard to keep anything from my clever nephew.” My suspicion was right. She’s Leo’s aunt.

“Not this time,” Mrs. Polanski says confidently. “Although Leo usually figures out my plans before I’ve made them. Like last summer when I tried to surprise him with a weekend at the beach, but somehow he knew and had covered himself with sunscreen. And when I told him we were going to Lake Tahoe a few months ago, he already had his ski clothes packed. It’s hard to surprise a smart kid like Leo. But he’ll never guess what I’m planning for his birthday.”

Leo is having a birthday? I think, startled. Leo never once mentioned his birthday. I don’t even know the date.

A blond curl dangles from Leo’s aunt’s hair tower as she leans closer. “What are you planning?”

Mrs. Polanski grins. “A surprise birthday bash.”

“With other children?” Leo’s aunt sounds shocked. “But Leopold is such a loner.”

“Not anymore. He’s made some friends at school,” Mrs. Polanski says proudly. “I worried when his only friends were robots.”

“That’s wonderful he has some little friends,” the aunt says.

Little friends? I roll my eyes. Seriously, does she think we’re still in kindergarten?

“I worry about him though,” Mrs. Polanski adds, frowning. “Celebrating his birthday is risky. What if his friends discover his secret?”

Logical, scientific, honest Leo has a secret? Something to do with birthdays? Could he have an allergy to birthday cake? A phobia of balloons? A tragically sick twin who’s hidden away from the world?

“I don’t know what to do.” Mrs. Polanski pushes away her teacup. “Keeping the pretense was easy when Leo didn’t have friends. But now something as simple as a cake or a birthday card could expose the lie.”

“He should tell his friends the truth.”

“I’ve begged him to.” Mrs. Polanski sighs. “But Leo refuses.”

Her sister shrugs. “It’s just a number.”

“A number is a big deal in middle school.” Mrs. Polanski wrings her hands. “But I don’t want to risk Leo being hurt. So at his birthday party, I’ll put twelve candles on the cake. Leo’s friends must never know…”
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- Chapter 1 -

Follow That Suspect!
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My brother gets a phone call during breakfast. A guilty look crosses his face, and I know he has a secret.

“Got to go!” Kyle shoves his phone into his pocket as he jumps up from the table.

“But I’m making you another crepe Benedict.” Dad frowns at Kyle. Chef Dad takes his cooking very seriously.

“Give it to Kelsey.” My brother is already dumping his dirty plate and silverware in the sink. “A friend needs my help.”

I study my brother, suspicious. Since we lost our house and moved into this apartment, all Kyle does is apply for college scholarships and study, study, study. He has zero social life.

 “What friend?” I ask him.

“My buddy Jake really needs my help with, um, some heavy lifting. You remember him from our old neighborhood?”

Oh, I remember him all right. I also remember the distinctive ringtone Kyle assigned to Jake’s number—a blaring disaster alert. But the ringtone I just heard was music. Either Kyle changed the ringtone or he’s lying. I sense a big whopper of a lie. I don’t know who called Kyle, but it wasn’t his buddy Jake.

So I do what any spy would do.

I follow him.

Unfortunately I only take a few steps before Dad’s voice stops me.

“Kelsey, are you leaving too?” He sounds hurt. “Aren’t you going to finish your crepe?”

Drats. I’ve insulted Dad’s culinary pride. Before Café Belmond closed, he was known as the best baker in Sun Flower. Now he can’t find a job and is home way too much.

“The crepe was delicious,” I say. “It’s just that I have to—”

My brain goes blank. I have to…

Seriously, a good spy needs to create a believable story in a split-second. And Dad is staring at me the same way I just stared at Kyle: full-on suspicious. I can’t use school as an excuse because it’s Saturday. I can’t say I’m full because I didn’t finish eating my crepe. The only reason Kyle got away so easily was because he’d already devoured four crepes.

“I’m late for a meeting at Becca’s house.” This isn’t a lie. Leo sent a message saying he solved a mystery. (What mystery? I have no idea—it’s a mystery to me!) He asked Becca and me to meet him at noon at the Skunk Shack. That’s more than two hours from now, but a half-truth is more believable than a total lie.

“What sort of meeting?” Dad asks.

This is where belonging to a top-secret club gets tricky because I can’t tell Dad about the Curious Cat Spy Club. Becca, Leo, and I started the CCSC to care for three rescued kittens. While our families know we’re friends, they don’t know we help animals by finding lost pets and solving mysteries.

But I can talk about the Sparklers, a school volunteer group that Becca belongs to. I touch the silver crescent-moon necklace that the Sparklers loaned me since I’m helping them plan a booth for the Humane Society fund-raiser.

 “Becca and I are meeting to discuss ideas for the Sparkler booth,” I tell Dad.

“She can wait until you finish your breakfast.” He gestures to my plate. “Another ten minutes won’t matter.”

But in ten minutes Kyle could be gone.

When all else fails, resort to bodily functions.

“I have to go…” I shift anxiously and glance down. “You know…go.”

“Oh.” He nods, understanding. “Well, don’t let me keep you.”

Before he can say any more, I’m out of the kitchen.

I don’t go farther than my brother’s room, where I hear hurried footsteps and banging drawers. When the footsteps move my way, I dash across the hall and duck into the bathroom.

Cracking the door open, I spy on Kyle. Slowly, his door opens. He looks furtively up and down the hall, then steps out holding a large, white rectangular box.

What’s in the box? It can’t be very heavy or breakable since he tucks it under one arm before hurrying down the hall.

He’s definitely up to something sneaky, and I’m going to find out what it is.

I wait until he’s out of sight then rush into my room. I push a stool to the closet and climb up to grab the hidden green backpack. Slipping my spy pack over my shoulders, I race out of the apartment in pursuit of my brother.

A chilly wind, much too cold for early April in California, slaps my face and tosses my long hair into tangles. Should I go back for my jacket? No time. A glance over the second-floor railing shows Kyle at the bike rack strapping the large box onto his bike.

He jumps on his bike and rides off.

I run downstairs and hop on my bike to follow my brother.

My suspicions are confirmed when he doesn’t make a right toward our old neighborhood where Jake lives, but a left toward downtown Sun Flower.

It’s easy keeping up with Kyle, especially after he pulls over to adjust the straps holding the box to his bike. Also, he’s big on obeying rules so he stops at every intersection, even when there’s no stop sign.

Kyle is such a Percy, I think, remembering the sleepover when I played a game matching family members to Harry Potter characters with friends from my old neighborhood. My twin sisters are obviously the Patel twins. Dad with his cooking passion and high emotions is Mrs. Weasley. I couldn’t decide on Mom since she’s an animal lover like Hagrid and obsessed with gardening like Professor Sprout. But Kyle is definitely arrogant overachiever Percy.

I chose Luna for myself, but as I bike past familiar homes and businesses, I feel more like a character from my favorite book, Harriet the Spy.

I love the scenes when Harriet bikes on her spy route, jotting down what her neighbors are doing in her notebook. I keep a notebook too, not about what people are doing, but the secrets they hide. Becca knows I collect secrets, but I’ve never shown my notebook of secrets to her or anyone. Like Harriet’s, my notebook is for my eyes only.

At a stop sign, my brother glances over his shoulder. Quickly, I duck behind a parked truck. Whew! He almost saw me. To be safe, I stay about a block behind him, keeping him in sight but not close enough to be noticed.

We’re pedaling now through downtown Sun Flower, which isn’t very big, just a few blocks of businesses. Kyle makes a left into a U-shaped mini mall. I pick up my speed, but when I roll into the parking lot, Kyle is gone.

Where did he go?

Straddling my bike seat, I peer up and down the mini mall. The entrance and exit open on this street, so Kyle has to be here. But I don’t see him or his bike. Did he go into one of the businesses? Paul’s Pawn Shop, Legal Eagle Associates, Friendly’s Café, and Prehistoric Pizza are dark with closed signs. The only business open this early on a weekend is the sheriff’s office.

I met Sheriff Fischer when the CCSC rescued stolen pets and helped a lost zorse. Sheriff Fischer is cool and doesn’t talk down to kids. He’s also a friend of Becca’s mother. I don’t see his official car in the parking lot, so he’s probably out on patrol. There’s no reason for Kyle to go into the sheriff’s office. But the other businesses are closed, so where did he go?

Biting my lip, I can’t decide what to do—until I spot a shadowed alley hidden between the pawnshop and the pizza place. Pedaling over, I stare into the dank-smelling tunnel of darkness. It’s empty except for scattered trash and garbage cans. I unzip my spy pack and take out my flash cap. The tiny but powerful beam lights my way as I ride through the alley to a street behind the mall. There’s no sign of my brother, only a few parked semis and vacant lots on a dead-end street.

Did Kyle know I was following him and purposely lose me?

He’s long gone by now—and I didn’t discover his secret.

It’s too early to meet the club at the Skunk Shack, but I don’t want to bike all the way back home. I’m close to Leo’s house, and if I go there, we can ride to Becca’s together. He might show me his latest robotic inventions. Leo’s mechanical dragon drone and key spider are amazing. Also, I’m curious about the mystery he says he solved.

Coasting my bike into Leo’s driveway is like leaving spring for winter. Everything is snowy white: the house, rocks decorating the yard, and lacy window curtains. His mother is obsessed with cleanliness, requiring guests to take off their shoes and use a sanitizer dispenser by the door. I wipe my sweaty hands on my jeans, smooth back my tangled honey-brown curls, and push the doorbell.

No one answers. But I know Mrs. Polanski is home because her car, a white Sorento, is parked in the driveway. I press the doorbell again.

And I wait.

A career as a spy requires a lot of waiting. Surveillance is just another word for waiting, and it takes a lot of patience. Piecing together clues and gathering evidence takes time too. But sometimes I get impatient.

If I had a cell phone, I could text Leo to find out where he is. But my parents can’t afford phones for all four kids—and the youngest (me) is last in line.

As I try the doorbell again, I press my ear against the door to make sure the bell works. Yup, the muffled ding-dong echoes through the house. Yet no one shows up.

Sighing, I head back to my bike.

I’m grabbing my handlebars when the wind carries the sound of voices. Curious, I look around but don’t see anyone. I cup my ear, listening. The voices come from the backyard.

Decorative flower-shaped pavers wind toward the backyard gate. Crouching down, I peek through a gap in the gate. Leo’s mother is sipping tea with another woman at a white wicker table. The other woman has blond hair piled high on her head and wide blue eyes set in an oval face like Leo’s mother. I suspect they’re sisters.

 “So tell me about the surprise,” the other woman says, lifting her porcelain teacup to her frosted red lips.

Surprise? The word draws my curiosity like a magnet, and of course, I listen. It’s what I do best.

“Leo has no idea.” Mrs. Polanski chuckles.

“It’ll be hard to keep anything from my clever nephew.” My suspicion was right. She’s Leo’s aunt.

“Not this time,” Mrs. Polanski says confidently. “Although Leo usually figures out my plans before I’ve made them. Like last summer when I tried to surprise him with a weekend at the beach, but somehow he knew and had covered himself with sunscreen. And when I told him we were going to Lake Tahoe a few months ago, he already had his ski clothes packed. It’s hard to surprise a smart kid like Leo. But he’ll never guess what I’m planning for his birthday.”

Leo is having a birthday? I think, startled. Leo never once mentioned his birthday. I don’t even know the date.

A blond curl dangles from Leo’s aunt’s hair tower as she leans closer. “What are you planning?”

Mrs. Polanski grins. “A surprise birthday bash.”

“With other children?” Leo’s aunt sounds shocked. “But Leopold is such a loner.”

 “Not anymore. He’s made some friends at school,” Mrs. Polanski says proudly. “I worried when his only friends were robots.”

“That’s wonderful he has some little friends,” the aunt says.

Little friends? I roll my eyes. Seriously, does she think we’re still in kindergarten?

“I worry about him though,” Mrs. Polanski adds, frowning. “Celebrating his birthday is risky. What if his friends discover his secret?”

Logical, scientific, honest Leo has a secret? Something to do with birthdays? Could he have an allergy to birthday cake? A phobia of balloons? A tragically sick twin who’s hidden away from the world?

“I don’t know what to do.” Mrs. Polanski pushes away her teacup. “Keeping the pretense was easy when Leo didn’t have friends. But now something as simple as a cake or a birthday card could expose the lie.”

“He should tell his friends the truth.”

“I’ve begged him to.” Mrs. Polanski sighs. “But Leo refuses.”

Her sister shrugs. “It’s just a number.”

“A number is a big deal in middle school.” Mrs. Polanski wrings her hands. “But I don’t want to risk Leo being hurt. So at his birthday party, I’ll put thirteen candles on the cake. Leo’s friends must never know he’s only turning twelve.”


- Chapter 2 -

Suspicions
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I stagger away from the gate, so shocked I trip over a paver stone. I don’t feel any pain, only numbness as I pick myself up and jump on my bike. Even if Leo is home, I can’t talk to him right now. The words I just heard don’t compute.

How can brilliant Leo—our club’s covert technology strategist—be two years younger than me? Eleven years old!

To be fair, I turned thirteen in March so he’s probably only a year and a couple months younger. But OMG—he’s the age I was in elementary school. How can he act so mature and spout off knowledge like a miniature teacher when he’s barely in double digits?

Calm down and think this through, I tell myself as I pedal away.

It’s not like being younger is a crime. I can even guess how this happened. Leo is supersmart, which really impresses teachers, so he must have skipped a grade. All this time, I thought Leo was short for his age like me. But he’s the average height for a sixth grader.

I don’t consciously decide to go to Becca’s house, but that’s where my bike is headed. I have to tell Becca. No, I can’t tell her. That wouldn’t be fair to Leo. Yet how can I keep something this huge from Becca?

There’s a saying that people who eavesdrop hear terrible things about themselves. But hearing something shocking about a friend is worse. Protecting one friend means lying to another. I understand how Leo’s mother feels, torn between truth and lies. We’re stuck in the same boat and floating without paddles.

I wish I could unknow Leo’s secret.

When I roll through the entry gate into Wild Oaks Sanctuary, a flock of peacocks crossing the road shriek and flutter shimmery feathers, then fly into the trees. It’s still too early to meet at the Skunk Shack so I ride up to Becca’s house. I hope she’s inside and not helping her mother care for rescued animals somewhere on their fifty-six-acre sanctuary. Becca could be in the pasture, the barn, or one of the many animal enclosures.

Before I even step on the porch, the front door opens and Becca bursts out. “Kelsey! What a great surprise!”

Surprise. Not my favorite word right now. I cringe but Becca doesn’t seem to notice. “Is it okay to come early?” I ask.

“Way okay!” She grasps my arm and pulls me into her house. “You’re rescuing me from a severe case of boredom. Mom’s out to brunch with a friend and won’t be back for hours. Let’s go hang out in my room.” Becca’s face lights up with a smile so genuine that I want to tell her everything.

“I found out something,” I say, trying to sound mysterious. “It’s about—”

“Watch out!” Becca interrupts as an orange streak races through her legs and into the kitchen.

“Hey, that’s my kitten!” I stare toward the kitchen where I hear scampering paws. “What’s Honey running from?”

I get my answer when a whirl of black whooshes by my ankles.

 “And there goes my kitten in pursuit.” Becca laughs.

“Why are Honey and Chris running loose in the house? I thought they were staying in the back room.”

“Like that lasted long. Mom and I are softies,” Becca admits. “They meowed until Mom and I let them in the kitchen, then the living room, and now they have the run of the house—literally. Hey, don’t climb on the table!”

Becca rushes off in pursuit of Chris who is chasing Honey. It’s like watching an animal channel sitcom, and I burst out laughing.

When Honey darts in my direction, I grab her and cradle my sweet fur-baby in my arms. Her purr rumbles like kitty music. Becca finally catches Chris, and we take our kittens into her bedroom.

Every time I enter Becca’s room, I feel like I’m upside down. Bookcases aren’t on the floor but hung high on the wall near the ceiling. Pictures and drawings cover the ceiling like wallpaper. Only Becca’s bed, a dresser, and a chair are on the floor. A rolling ladder leans near a high bulletin board covered with notes and photos. Becca designed her room so it’s animal proof because she shares it with a menagerie, and teachers are skeptical of excuses like, “A goat ate my textbook.” Since the nights have been warmer, the goat prefers the pasture, but two dogs jump off the bed to greet us.

My kitten isn’t used to dogs yet and hisses. But the dogs are too busy tail-wagging to notice. She’ll have to get used to them, because my family has a fabulous golden-whip (golden retriever plus whippet) named Handsome. Unfortunately, due to the no-pets rule in our apartment, Handsome is living with my grandmother for now. But I hope we’ll be living together again eventually.

Becca flops on her bed, patting the larger dog with one hand and plopping the smaller dog on her lap. She turns to me. “So what were you saying? You found out something?”

“Did I ever! I’m still in shock.” I pull up the chair and sink onto the hard seat. “It doesn’t really matter…It’s just hard to believe that he…” I shake my head.

“Go on,” Becca urges with a flick of her hand. “Who did what?”

The words are like grenades ready to explode if I don’t say them. But my mouth dries up. Leo’s secret isn’t mine to share. As much as I want to tell Becca, it feels wrong. She’s staring at me, leaning forward like she’s poised to catch whatever I toss at her. I have to tell her something.

“It’s about…about my brother.” I shift my thoughts in a new direction. “He was acting suspicious at breakfast and carrying a mysterious box, so I followed him.”

Becca strokes the little dog in her lap as I talk, never taking her gaze off me. When I get to the part where Kyle bikes down the shadowed alley and vanishes, her eyes spark with curiosity.

“Any idea where he went?” she asks.

“Nope,” I answer. “But I think he was delivering something in the box.”

“I know! He went to the sheriff’s office to report a crime.” Becca taps her purple-tipped fingernail on her chin. “And the box contained evidence.”

I consider this, then shake my head. “I doubt it. Kyle only leaves the house for school or the library.”

“But you don’t know that for sure. Did you check inside the sheriff’s office?”

“No.”

“Well, you should have.”

Becca’s right. I assumed my brother went somewhere else, so I didn’t investigate. What kind of spy gives up so easily? Like the book Spy Now, Die Later says, “Assumptions are roadblocks to discoveries.” I have to stop making assumptions or I’ll never discover anything.

“I bet something supersecret was in the box.” Becca twirls the end of her long ponytail. “Maybe your brother is a courier for the CIA.”

I laugh. “Kyle’s not that interesting.”

“But he’s up to something sneaky.” Becca shifts so she’s sitting cross-legged.

“I’m sure of it,” I agree. “I’ll keep a close eye on him and try to search his room. If he still has the box, I’ll find out what’s inside.”

We try to guess what could be in the box (jewels? money? love letters?), and then we discuss ideas for the Sparkler booth. The Humane Society fund-raiser is just a week away, so we have to work fast. “We have plenty of ideas,” I say. “The problem is getting five girls to agree on one—”

“Especially when one of the girls is Tyla.” Becca slumps against a pillow. “Tyla’s so sure her ideas are the best—even when they aren’t—that it’s hard to tell her no. And usually I get stuck with the work because the others are too busy. That’s why I wanted you in our group, even if it’s only for a week.”

 “I’m not into sparkly stuff, but I’m all for helping the Humane Society.”

“I hope we can come up with a fabulous idea. If not, Tyla will get her way and we’ll have a face-painting booth.” Becca groans. “Again.”

We brainstorm great ideas and terrible ideas—popping balloons, fishing for prizes, karaoke, beanbag toss, fortune-telling—until Becca remembers she has to go check on a bear cub named Fuzzy Wuzzy. The poor orphaned cub was found wandering alone with burn scars after a forest fire.

I love walking with Becca through the sanctuary, surrounded by so many amazing animals. After I help her feed the bear cub, I pet a fawn and cuddle long-haired bunnies. The only creature I avoid is the alligator that snaps loudly when we walk by his enclosure.

At almost noon, we climb the path to meet Leo.

The Skunk Shack, our CCSC clubhouse, is hidden by overgrown bushes and towering trees on Becca’s hilly property. We cared for the kittens here until Leo took his kitten home and Becca moved our two into her house. More than anything, I wish I could take Honey home, but I can’t while we’re living in an apartment that doesn’t allow pets.

Leo is already inside the Skunk Shack, reaching high to polish the glassy face of the grandfather clock. When we fixed up this shack, we were surprised to find the broken clock in jumbled pieces. Leo was determined to repair it, and he’s done an amazing job. A brass pendulum swings behind a glass box, and the clock chimes on the hour. But it’s still a mystery why a grandfather clock was left in a shack once used for stinky animals. The only clue we have is an old black-and-white photograph of a little boy riding a tortoise.

“Nine, eight, seven, six…” Leo counts down. “Listen for it!”

The grandfather clock starts to chime, a sweet sound that echoes in our clubhouse. I’m not watching the clock though; I’m studying Leo. When we first met, I thought he was arrogant, stubborn, and annoying. He is—but I quickly learned he’s also clever, kind, and loyal. Now we’re good friends.

How can he be only eleven? He talks like a dictionary and wears formal slacks with a button-down shirt under a vest like a teacher. But when the clock chimes for the twelfth time, he breaks into a boyish grin that shows his true age.

His secret, I remind myself and shove it to the back of my mind.

“Leo, I stopped by your house a few hours ago, but no one answered the door.” I pull out my chair from our table and sit so I’m facing Leo. “Where were you?”

“I was with Frankie.” Leo sits too, his posture straight and his head held high. “We were calculating variances of movement and adjusting gears on a warthog.”

Becca looks up from where she’s sorting through our snack box, her black brows arched. “A warthog?”

“A mechanical version of the fictional character from the Lion King.”

“Oh, for the drama club,” Becca says.

I nod, understanding. Frankie is Leo’s new friend. Leo met Frankie, the set designer for the school drama club, when we were searching for a zorse’s mask. Since then Leo has been skipping club meetings to help Frankie.

“It’s abnormal for Mom not to answer the door.” Leo taps his finger to his chin thoughtfully. “She and Aunt Joanne may have gone shopping.”

Or into the backyard to share tea and secrets, I think.

Leo tilts his head at me. “Why did you come over?”

“I was following a suspect.” I smile mysteriously. “But I lost him near your house so I stopped by to see you.”

His blond brows rise. “What suspect?”

“First tell us why you called this meeting,” I counter. “Your email was very cryptic.”

“What mystery did you solve, Leo?” Becca asks as she rips into a bag of apple chips.

“All will be revealed in due course.”

“Tell us now,” I demand, leaning forward in my chair.

Leo ignores me. He thuds his fist on the table. “I hereby call our CCSC meeting to order.”

“I second that,” Becca and I say at the same time to hurry him up.

Leo gives his detailed (and boring) treasurer’s report. We’ve received reward money for returning lost pets, which pays for kitten supplies like food and litter. We haven’t spent much lately so our treasury is looking good.

Next is old business, and Leo gets an excited gleam in his blue eyes. “I solved a cryptic clue.”

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out the old photo he found in the grandfather clock.

I’ve seen the photo before, but it’s really cool so I look again. The boy is about three years old with either black or brown hair; it’s impossible to tell in a black-and-white photo. He wears old-fashioned suspenders, dark shoes, and pleated slacks. And he’s riding a giant tortoise.

“According to my research, this tortoise is an Aldabra, the world’s second-largest tortoise species,” Leo says in his usual know-it-all way. “Aldabra tortoises can live over two hundred years. At first I thought this photo was from the 1800s because 1897 was scribbled on the back. But I was wrong.”

“You? Wrong?” I can’t resist teasing.

“It’s a rare occurrence,” he admits in total seriousness. “But 1897 isn’t a date. The clothing and photo paper prove the picture was taken in the 1950s.”

Becca plops an apple chip in her mouth. “So what do the numbers mean?”

“I considered a phone number, because back then some phone numbers only had four digits with a location like Lincoln-5641,” Leo says as he crosses the room to get a magnifying glass from his toolbox. He holds the glass over the photo so Becca and I can get a closer look. “Only the numeral sequence didn’t correlate. Notice the space before the seven and the smudge afterward like faded writing? Under microscope examination, that smudge turned out to be the letters s and t.”

“The abbreviation for street,” Becca guesses.

“Affirmative.” Leo nods. “I checked a map, and 189 Seventh Street is a real address. It’s 1.3 miles from our current location.”

“That’s great!” I jump off my chair. “Someone there might know about the grandfather clock.”

“And the tortoise,” Becca adds.

“What are we waiting for?” Leo is already across the room and opening the door. “Let’s go sleuthing.”


- Chapter 3 -

The Long Secret
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Leo hops on his robotic gyro-board, clicks the remote control, and zooms off. Becca and I have to pedal our bikes fast to keep up.

As I bump down the dirt trail, I inhale crisp piney air, feeling excited and lucky to be in the CCSC. Becca, Leo, and I never would have become friends if we hadn’t rescued the kittens from a dumpster. Since then we’ve solved two mysteries, and if we find out who left the grandfather clock in our shack, that will make three.

We leave the rustic woods for a paved road, then coast downhill into downtown Sun Flower. There are only three streets of businesses surrounded by older neighborhoods. After a few turns, we’re on Seventh Street where single-storied houses all have the same L-shaped design—except for the towering home at 189 Seventh Street. It looks like a mini-castle with stone walls, turrets, green hedges, and cobbled paths circling a pond with a stone frog fountain.

“I always wondered about this house.” Becca stares up in awe. “Whenever I ride by, I imagine there’s a princess trapped inside the turret.”

“Kidnapped by a fire-breathing dragon who is really an enchanted prince,” I say, playing along.

“The princess’s kiss will turn him into a prince,” Becca adds, “but his fire breath could kill her, and he loves her too much to risk her life.”

I sigh. “Poor dragon.”

Leo looks at us like we’re crazy. “It’s physically impossible for a reptile to breathe fire,” he says. “And a dragon is a mythological creature.”

“But dragons are cool,” I say, winking at Becca. I spin my bike around and point down the block to a street corner with a bench. “Let’s get to spying. That bus stop will make a good stakeout location.”

“I didn’t bring my surveillance drones,” Leo says. “But my phone has a spy app with flashlight, sonic alert, voice disguise, zoom cam, and voice recorder.”

 “I have my spy pack.” I reach up to pat my backpack. “I’ve added disguises—a wig, a hat, dark glasses, and a fake mustache.”

“A mustache would look a little silly on me.” Becca giggles as she puts her finger under her nose to demonstrate. “And Leo is too young for facial hair.”

Younger than you know, I think.

“Disguises are useful surveillance tools.” Leo nods at me approvingly. “We may have to wait all day for someone to enter or exit the house.”

“Or we could knock on the door and ask about the photo,” Becca suggests.

I grin. “That could work too.”

We park our bikes in the driveway, then follow the cobbled path around the frog fountain and up the steep front steps. Instead of a doorbell, there’s a dragon-head door knocker.

“A dragon guards the door,” Becca teases, then thuds the door knocker.

I draw back, almost expecting a fiery roar, but nothing happens…until the door opens.

Standing in front of us is a movie-star gorgeous guy. He’s college-aged and looks familiar. When he smiles, his teeth are white enough to sell toothpaste.

“May I help you?” he asks in a British accent.

I glance over at Becca, expecting her to do the talking since she’s our club’s social operative. But she’s staring like she’s been hypnotized.

I must be staring too, because it’s Leo who speaks up.

“Good afternoon,” he says with a formal nod. “I’m Leopold, and these are my friends Kelsey and Becca.”

“My mates call me Reggie. I do hope you’re selling something edible. My cupboards are quite bare.” He looks at my backpack hopefully. “Do you have biscuits, I mean, cookies?”

“Sorry.” I shake my head. “We’re not selling anything.”

“My bad luck,” Reggie says lightly. “So what can I do for you?”

Becca snaps out of her trance and flashes a sweet smile. “We’d just like to ask you a few questions. We’re doing a school project on—”

“Unique architecture,” Leo says.

“And we’re interested in your house,” I finish.

“Happy to oblige,” Reggie says cheerfully. “Go on.”

I zip open my spy pack and take out a notebook, a pen, and a granola bar. “Here, this should help your hunger.” I offer him the granola bar. “I hope you like peanut-butter caramel.”

“My new favorite food,” he says, ripping off the wrapping.

“Your house is amazing—like a suburban castle.” I flip open the notebook official-like. “When was it built?”

“Let me think…” He gulps down half of the granola bar in one bite. “1957.”

I jot this down in my notebook. “How long have you lived here?”

“Ten years,” Reggie says.

Drats. That’s not long enough to know about our photo. I’m ready to give up, but Becca steps forward.

“Do you know who lived here before you?” she asks.

“I certainly do.” Reggie nods. “My granddad built this house. He’s gone now, and Grandmum lives in Arizona. You’d do better to interview her. I don’t know much about architecture.”

“Do you know about this?” Leo reaches into his pocket and pulls out the boy-with-tortoise photograph.

“Blimey, it’s Granddad. My sister’s youngest boy is the spitting image of him.” Reggie pushes back his hair as he leans in for a closer look. “Where in the world did you get this?”

“Inside a clock,” Leo says. “It slipped out when the clock chimed.”

Reggie gasps. “Not a grandfather clock?”

“How did you know?” Leo’s blond brows arch like question marks.

“I haven’t seen the clock since I was a child, but I’ve always wondered what happened to it. I don’t know if I’m more astonished that you found this photo or that you got Grandfather’s blasted clock to work properly.”

“It was a challenge,” Leo admits. “The clock was dismantled and had more broken parts than working ones.”

“But Leo put it back together.” Becca gestures proudly at Leo and he blushes. “We found it in an old shack on my property. Any idea how it got there?”

“I do indeed,” Reggie surprises me by saying. “Regretfully, I can’t tell you because it’s a dusty skeleton in my family closet, and the truth would hurt people I love.”

“Keeping secrets isn’t easy,” I say, my spy pack heavy on my shoulders.

“But won’t you tell us, please?” Becca asks in a cajoling voice. “Leo worked so hard to fix the clock, and we’re dying of curiosity. We won’t tell anyone.”

“The margin of risk is slim since we don’t know your family,” Leo adds.

“We’ll cross our hearts and promise to keep your secret.” I make a solemn cross gesture over my heart. “We just want to know how the grandfather clock ended up in an old shack.”

“And why the boy—your grandfather—was riding a turtle,” Becca says.

“Not a turtle,” Mr. Know-It-All Leo corrects. “An Aldabra tortoise.”

“A tortoise is still a turtle,” Becca argues.

“You’re both right.” Reggie nods approvingly. “Contrary to popular belief, tortoises are turtles rather than a separate group. The tortoise in this photo is an Aldabrachelys gigantea—commonly known as an Aldabra.”

“I’ve only seen them in zoos.” Becca’s voice rises with her passion for animals. “My mom runs Wild Oaks Sanctuary, and we’ve had box turtles but never a giant tortoise.”

“Renee Morales is your mother?” Reggie asks, surprised.

“You know Mom?” Becca’s ponytail dangles over her shoulder as she leans forward.

“I saw her in a TV interview about Wild Oaks Sanctuary and called for information on becoming a volunteer. She set up an appointment for me, but I got a call back for a commercial and had to cancel. I have mad respect for the work your mother does at Wild Oaks. I’m all for helping animals.”

“We are too,” I say with a fond look at my club mates.

“I’m amazed that you tracked me down from just an old photo.” He rubs his stubbly chin thoughtfully as he stares at us. “You kids worked so hard that you deserve to know the whole story. I’m a good judge of character and feel I can trust you with a secret I’ve kept for a long time. Here’s what really happened to my grandfather’s grandfather clock…”


- Chapter 4 -

Mystery Solved
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A short time later, we’re sitting on stone benches beside a stone fountain, water spilling from a big-mouthed frog. Reggie offers us glasses of root beer bubbling with scoops of vanilla ice cream.

“My cupboards are bare but I found ice cream in the freezer. Nothing better than a root beer float on a crisp spring day,” Reggie says in his lilting accent. “I’ll start my story with some family history.”

Becca, Leo, and I lean on the edge of the bench to face Reggie. A cool breeze swirls around us, as if it’s listening for secrets too.

“As a child, I didn’t see my grandparents often because I lived in England and they were here in Sun Flower,” Reggie says, clasping his frosty glass. “But a decade ago, my parents, sister, and I moved here because Granddad was ill. After he died, Grandmum moved to a senior community in Arizona. My parents stayed here because we’re quite big on tradition so it was important to keep the house in the family.” He wipes off ice cream that drips down the side of his frothy glass and licks his fingers. “Grandmum’s apartment is much smaller than this house so she left furniture behind—including Granddad’s grandfather clock.”

Becca’s brows arch. “The one we found?”

“Yes. My father was thrilled to own the clock but couldn’t get the chimes to work. Determined to fix the clock, he spread out the pieces on the kitchen table and worked on it for days, then months. The clock became an obsession.” Reggie sighs. “Mum complained she couldn’t use her kitchen. This led to an awful row—”

“Row?” Becca interrupts.

“An argument,” Reggie explains. “Mum threatened to leave Dad and take my sister and me back to England if Dad didn’t get rid of the clock. But Dad refused.”

“Oh no,” Becca cries. “What happened?”

“Evaline—my clever, dramatic sister—came up with a plan.” He grins wickedly. “And as her loyal younger brother, I went along with her.”

Reggie sips his root beer float, then wipes away the foamy mustache. I feel moisture on my own lips and lick them.

“It was past midnight when Ev and I crept into the living room,” he continues in a hushed tone. “We gathered all the clock bits and packed them into a plastic container. We were in such a hurry that we probably tossed in the photo too. I helped Ev carry the container to her car and expected to go with her, but she wouldn’t let me. She said I couldn’t keep a secret, and I suppose by telling you this, I’ve finally proved her right,” he adds with a rueful smile. “She never told me where she hid the clock—only that my father wouldn’t find it.”

“Was he angry that you hid it?” I ask.

“No, because he never knew.” Reggie chuckles. “Evaline knocked out a window screen, and I tossed about furniture to make it look like we’d been burgled. No real damage but we made a frightful mess. When Ev let out a bloody scream, I thought my eardrums would burst. My parents came running, and Ev told them we’d interrupted a robbery. I played my role of scared kid very well—no surprise I ended up as an actor. Dad was devastated to lose his clock, but Mom couldn’t stop smiling. And there’s never been any more talk of divorce.”

“So your sister hid the clock in our shack?” Becca asks.

“Apparently,” Reggie answers with a shrug. “I think a friend helped her, probably someone who lived near your sanctuary.”

“It wasn’t a sanctuary that long ago—just a farmhouse owned by a family with lots of kids,” Becca adds. “One of the kids must have known your sister. You could ask her.”

“Ev is too tight-lipped to admit anything,” Reggie says. “But since you found the clock in your shack and this photo of Granddad, I’m sure that’s what happened.”

“Our clock mystery is solved,” I say excitedly.

“Solved for me too,” Reggie says, setting down his mug. “Do you mind if I keep the photo?”

“Of course not.” Becca smiles. “It’s yours.”

“Thank you.” He rubs his finger gently over the photo. “I thought I’d never know what happened to the old clock, but now I do. You’re quite resourceful kids.”

“Leo figured out where you lived.” Becca lifts her hand to Leo for a high five. “Way to go, Leo.”

But Leo ignores Becca’s raised hand. His shoulders slump as he turns to Reggie. “The clock belongs to you. I guess you’ll want it back.”

“After all your hard work to fix the old thing?” Reggie shakes his head firmly. “Not a chance. It’s yours now.”

“But it’s a valuable antique and part of your family traditions,” Leo points out. “Your father will want it.”

“He well might, but Mum would kill him if he tried to get it back.” Reggie pats Leo on the shoulder. “I’m all for family traditions. But sometimes a tradition is like playing the same tune over and over. After a while you hate the song so it’s time for a new one. I don’t want or need the clock. Keep it—but my parents must never find out. I’d rather they stay happily married.”

“We won’t divulge your secret,” Leo says with a widening smile.

Becca stands from the bench. “We shouldn’t take any more of your time. Thanks so much for the root beer floats and sharing your story. Come visit anytime at Wild Oaks Sanctuary and you can talk to Mom about volunteering.”

 “I’d love that.” He flashes a pearly grin. “But before you go, there’s something I want to show you.”

Becca, Leo, and I exchange curious glances, then follow Reggie into his backyard. He courteously opens the gate for us. We enter a spacious yard with a covered patio attached to the house and a large fenced-off area in the back around a sturdy shed. There’s an odd smell to the air that reminds of me the bird pond in Wild Oaks Sanctuary.

“This way,” Reggie says as he goes to the back gate and unlatches it. “Watch where you step. It could be muddy.”

“Do you raise birds?” Becca sniffs and looks around curiously.

“No.” He shakes his head, his smile bright with mystery.

The gate bangs behind us as we enter an enclosure with a shallow pond and a muddy island and wild grass. In the center of the island is a large, dark rock.

The “rock” moves and a long, rubbery neck peeks out of a domed shell.

“Meet Albert.” Reggie makes a sweeping gesture with his hand. “My granddad’s giant Aldabra tortoise.”


- Chapter 5 -

Albert
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I thought Albert looked big in the photo, but he’s even bigger up close.

“He’s like a dinosaur.” Becca carefully avoids mud puddles as she walks to the edge of the small pond.

“Tortoises and turtles are the longest living reptiles,” Leo spouts off. “They’ve been around for over 250 million years.”

Reggie nods. “Many tortoise species are extinct like dinosaurs. But Albert’s been in my family for over a century.”

“Wow!” Becca exclaims.

I stare in amazement. “Do you know how old he is?”

 “Not exactly—about 130 years old. My great-grandmother chose St. Patrick’s Day for his birthday, and every year my family throws him a grand birthday party with veggie cake and carrots instead of candles.”

“Coolness!” Becca’s dark eyes shine. “I love birthday parties.”

“Me too.” I turn to look at Leo. “What about you?”

Leo shrugs. “Age isn’t a cause for celebration. I’m more impressed with this magnificent reptile. Is he friendly?”

Reggie nods. “He loves attention.”

Becca and I come over to admire Albert too. He’s huge with a really long neck and a bumpy shell that’s gray with tan specks.

“May I touch him?” I ask a bit timidly.

“Have a go at it,” Reggie says cheerfully.

The armor-like domed shell looks hard as rock and is smooth to touch. Reggie tells us it’s called a carapace.

“Hello, Albert,” I say as I slide my fingers across his domed shell.

“What gorgeous color patterns,” Becca says with a thoughtful expression. “The specks, bumps, and squares would make a beautiful fabric design.” Becca traces her finger over dark patterns on the shell. “Do you mind if I take his picture?”

“Not at all,” Reggie says. “Albert is quite an attention seeker. He’s been photographed often when people come to see him.”

Becca snaps lots of photos, bending close to get Albert’s shell at different angles. She designs animal-print fabric for clothes and accessories like the oversized leopard scarf belted around her waist. I predict a tortoise-print outfit in her future.

Albert is friendly and stretches out his neck to be scratched. His wrinkly face reminds me of the alien in that old movie ET. And I fall a little in love with him. His dark eyes shine with curiosity as if he understands what we’re saying. We pet and talk to Albert until Reggie leads us out of the enclosure.

“I’m going to read up on tortoises when I get home,” Leo says excitedly as Reggie locks the gate behind us. “I want to know more about them.”

“They have a fascinating history. At the end of the nineteenth century, Charles Darwin worked to save endangered Aldabras by relocating them. Real events can be more exciting than an adventure novel. Do come back to visit Albert—he loves visitors,” Reggie says with a welcoming gesture.

“You can come to Wild Oaks,” Becca adds. “I’ll tell Mom you’ll make a fantabulous volunteer. You’d be great at leading tours with your acting skills and cool accent.”

“And we can show you the grandfather clock,” I say.

Reggie grins. “You’ll be hearing from me soon.”

We wave good-bye. As I unlock the chain on my bike, I smile at my club mates. “Today has been amazing—and to think it all happened because of a broken clock.”

“Not broken anymore,” Leo says with a proud lift of his chin.

“I’m inspired after meeting Albert.” Becca hops on her bike. “I have all these design ideas buzzing in my head. I’ll call them Carapace Chic.” She tilts her head toward me. “Want to come over for lunch at my house?”

“Sure,” I say with a big grin.

“Not me.” Leo shakes his blond head. “I can’t go.”

“Let me guess why.” I roll my eyes. “You’re going to the drama storage room to work on some weird techno prop because Frankie can’t survive without your help.”

 “There’s nothing weird about a mechanical giraffe leg.” Leo completely misses my sarcasm. “Frankie and I have been trying different lubricating oils to stop the leg from creaking. He’s worried the noise will distract the actors on stage.”

“Is that an oil stain on your vest?” I can’t resist teasing because Leo’s clothes are usually spotless.

“What stain? Oh.” Leo touches a dark spot on his vest, then sniffs. “Yeah, it’s oil. I’ll have to be more careful.”

“Are you part of the drama club now?” Becca asks Leo.

“I’m not interested in drama.” He swats the idea away like an annoying insect. “I enjoy assembling mechanical animals. After I finish the giraffe, I’ll program the hyena headpieces to raise and lower like they’re lunging at each other.”

“You can do that?” Becca asks, impressed.

“It’s basic robotics.” Leo steps on his gyro-board, then turns back to us. “Frankie came up with the idea. He’s really smart.”

“And sneaky,” I remind Leo, my tone sharp with accusation. “Have you forgotten that he followed you to our clubhouse and spied on us?”

“We spy on people too,” Leo points out.

 “Only when we’re trying to help animals,” Becca says.

“Frankie followed me because he was curious why I was going into the woods and thought I might need help. He guessed we have a club although I didn’t tell him the name or how we help animals. He loves animals too and will want to help out.”

“Help out how?” I ask with a bad feeling.

“Finding missing pets and solving mysteries.” Leo looks at us hopefully. “Can I invite him to join the CCSC?”

“No way!” I shake my head firmly. “I don’t trust him.”

“He’s 100 percent trustworthy,” Leo argues.

“We don’t need any new members. Tell him, Becca.”

Becca looks uneasily back and forth between the two of us. “I’ve never thought about more members.”

“Frankie is already too busy with the drama club.” I cross my arms firmly over my chest. “He doesn’t have time to look for lost pets or attend club meetings.”

Leo taps his chin thoughtfully. “You have a good point, Kelsey.”

 “I do?” I’m always surprised when Leo agrees with me.

Leo nods. “We need requirements for potential new club members.”

“If we allow new members,” I point out. “I like CCSC with just three of us.”

“Three is the perfect number for a club.” Becca twists the end of her ponytail. “With four Sparklers we have trouble agreeing on anything.”

“But if we do invite someone,” I add, trying to be fair, “they’d have to prove they can be trusted, are dedicated to helping animals, and are good at solving puzzling mysteries. Also, it has to be a unanimous vote.”

“Unanimous?” Leo frowns at me. “Why not a majority rule?”

“Which majority do you want to rule?” My grip tightens on my handlebars. “What if Becca and I voted in someone you hated?”

“You’d do that?” Leo’s blue eyes widen.

“It could happen,” I warn.

Leo gulps, then straightens his shoulders. “On second thought, a unanimous vote is an excellent suggestion. Being trustworthy, helping animals, and solving mysteries are good requirements. I’ll type up a membership plan, and then we can vote on Frankie at our next meeting.”

I nod, although Frankie has a lot of proving to do before he gets my vote.

We split up, Leo wheeling off to see Frankie while Becca and I ride our bikes toward her house. We’re quiet for a while, pedaling at a slow pace side-by-side.

When we wait at an intersection for little kids to cross the street, Becca smiles at me. “So when does your mother start her new job?”

“Monday.” I grin because I’m thrilled about Mom’s job as the new animal control officer. The last officer had some honesty issues and moved away. “I can’t wait to see her official uniform.”

“She’ll look amazing.” Becca flashes a grin.

“Yeah, I’m happy for her but worried about Dad.” I swerve to miss a pothole. “He still can’t find a job.”

“Ridiculous! A talented chef like him should have employers begging for him. I predict he’ll find one soon,” Becca says cheerfully. “Then you’ll move into a house—hopefully close to me—and take your kitten home.”

I cross my fingers and hope, hope, hope. I want to keep Honey so much. I haven’t even told my parents I have a kitten. What’s the use? While I live in a no-pets apartment, my kitten stays with Becca.

We coast through downtown Sun Flower, then shift into low gears to pedal up the hill to Wild Oaks Sanctuary. As we ride under the arched entrance, Becca says, “How do sandwiches sound for lunch?”

“Great.” My stomach rumbles.

“I make a great BLT.”

“Double tomato for me,” I say.

“And I’ll have a—” Becca’s pocket dings. “A text.”

“A text for lunch?”

“No, silly, a text on my phone.” She stops her bike and takes her phone from her pocket.

“From who?” I brake to a stop beside her.

Becca glances down. “Tyla.”

“What does she want?” I ask uneasily. I’m trying to like Tyla. Really, I am. But she acts like the Queen of Everyone. And she was the only Sparkler who voted against me temporarily joining the group.

Becca frowns. “Tyla says it’s urgent that I come to her house right now.”

“Urgent to Tyla can be a broken fingernail,” I say.

 “Too true.” Becca groans. “I really don’t want to go.”

“So tell her no.”

Becca’s ponytail slaps her shoulders as she shakes her head. “No one says no to Tyla.”

“Start a new trend. Tell her you have better things to do than bow down to her royal commands. It’s about time someone stood up to Queen Tyla.”

“Maybe—but not me.” Her cheeks redden. “It’s easier if I just go.”

I swallow a big lump of disappointment. “So go.”

“You won’t mind?”

Of course I mind. But I don’t want Becca to feel bad.

When I shake my head, she exhales into a huge smile. “You’re the best, Kelsey. Come over tomorrow and we’ll do something fun, like eat lunch with the animals.”

“Yeah, that’ll be great,” I say with a forced smile.

We turn around and coast down Wild Road back into downtown Sun Flower. We ride side-by-side until we reach Pleasant Street where we split up. Becca turns left and I pedal on ahead, alone.

I have nothing else to do now except go home.

But as I near the shopping center where my brother biked this morning, I make a detour into the parking lot. I inhale a cheesy aroma from the pizza place and peer around like I’m on a stakeout looking for suspicious activity. Everything seems calm, just random people going in and out of buildings.

What was in Kyle’s white box? I think, looking around. Did he cut through the alley to lose me? Or did he go inside one of the businesses?

I stare closely at each building.

Even if the café, pawnshop, or lawyer’s office were open that early, he wouldn’t have gone into them. He’d just eaten breakfast so he wouldn’t go to Friendly’s Café. He doesn’t own anything valuable enough to pawn. And I can’t think of any reason he’d consult a lawyer. If Prehistoric Pizza had been open this morning, he would totally have gone there. The TV ads are corny—a costumed dragon flips a giant pizza on his scaly tail and says, “Prehistoric Pizza is historic!” It might not be “historic,” but their pizza is delicious.

And now my stomach is growling.

I check my pocket and find a few dollars—enough for one slice.

But I only get halfway across the parking lot before slamming on my brakes. Sheriff Fischer’s black-and-white patrol car is parked outside his office. Great! Now I can ask him if he saw my brother. A good spy checks out all clues.

While I’m working up my courage to go into the sheriff’s office, Sheriff Fischer steps out of the office. He’s not alone. He slips his arm around a dark-haired woman and draws her close to his chest in a very cozy hug.

OMG—it’s Becca’s mom!

The sheriff and Mrs. Morales are both divorced and went to high school together so they’re good friends. I even saw them hold hands once but didn’t think it meant anything. Now I’m not so sure.

And when the sheriff kisses her—a big, fat kiss on the lips that lasts a very long time—I almost fall off my bike.

That is not the casual kiss of just a friend. That’s the kind of kiss you give someone you’re dating. Becca has not said a word about her mom and Sheriff Fischer dating, which can only mean one thing: Becca has no idea.


- Chapter 6 -

Notebook of Secrets
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When I get home, I race straight into my room and go to my wooden chest. I reach down for the carved decoration on the bottom of the front panel—which is actually a hidden drawer—and take out my notebook of secrets.

I can’t stop thinking about the Kiss. When Becca told me her mother was having brunch with a friend, I’m sure she didn’t know the friend was the sheriff, or that they were doing more than having brunch. Becca once confided to me that she expects her mother and father to get back together someday.

Wrong, I think as I sink onto my bed.

Becca will be crushed when I tell her…if I tell her.

First this secret is going down on paper with the others I collected today.

Usually secrets come slowly, like waiting for weekends or birthdays. If I uncover one a month, that’s more than the average. Yet today I learned four secrets. And they’re not little ones either, like when my sisters snuck out to an over-eighteen club or my father used a butter substitute in his famous sugar crumb cookies.

All four are big secrets. And two of them are about my club mates.

Sitting at my desk with a pen and notebook, I think back to this morning when I followed Kyle on my bike.

Secret 32. Reserved for the secret “something” in Kyle’s white box.

Secret 33. Leo is only eleven years old and will turn twelve soon. His mother is planning a surprise birthday party.

Secret 34. Reggie and his sister faked a robbery to get rid of the grandfather clock.

Secret 35. The sheriff and Becca’s mom kissed!

Writing down the secrets helps me see them clearer. Although I was shocked at first to find out Leo’s age, now that it’s sunken in, it isn’t a big deal. So what if he’s younger than me? He’s still my friend.

And it was cool listening to Reggie’s story, then meeting Albert. A 130-year-old tortoise—wow! Albert is more than twelve times my age.

But the last secret is different. I rub my chin as I reread Secret 35: The sheriff and Becca’s mom kissed. Mrs. Morales and the sheriff are both single, so why shouldn’t they date? Maybe he’s crushed on her since high school and ignored their feelings until she was divorced. Really, it’s sweet and romantic.

Unfortunately, Becca won’t see it that way.

When she finds out, will she be shocked or angry, or burst into tears?

Secrets are dangerous; they can destroy lives. If revealed, Reggie’s could damage his parents’ marriage. If other kids find out Leo is only eleven, they’ll tease him (even more than some do now). But Becca deserves to know about her mother.

How can I balance truth and lies to protect my friends?

Thinking so hard makes my head hurt. I lean back on a pillow, feeling exhausted. Yawning, I close my eyes and sink into sleep.
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Footsteps. A knock on my door.

My eyes pop open and I look over at the clock. Drats! I’ve slept over two hours!

“Kelsey, are you in there?” my mom calls out softly.

“Yes, Mom. Just a sec,” I say when I spot my notebook of secrets sitting out in plain sight on my bed. Quickly, I grab it and return it to the hidden drawer. Just in time too, because Mom peeks into my room.

“Just letting you know that dinner’s ready,” she says.

“Dinner already?” I repeat, realizing I missed lunch. “Okay. I’m coming.” I jump up and follow her out of my room.

It’s a family rule to eat dinner together at the dining table, and I’m last to arrive. As I chew homemade sourdough bread, my gaze settles on Kyle. I study my brother like a speck of blood under a CSI microscope, trying to guess where he went this morning and what was hidden in his box. Where could he have disappeared to right in front of my eyes? I keep hoping he’ll bring up the topic, but all he talks about (as usual) are strategies for getting a full-ride scholarship.

When he asks me to pass the bread, I hand him the basket and ask casually, “So how did the heavy lifting go today?”

“Huh?” Kyle’s face goes blank like someone clicked Delete in his brain.

I smile sweetly, amused that he doesn’t remember the excuse he gave when he rode off on his bike this morning. “With your old buddy Jake?”

“Oh yeah, Jake.” He blinks fast. “Everything was cool.”

I almost laugh because if he really did lift heavy furniture today, he’d complain about sore muscles. Kyle is so bad at lying. My brother is definitely up to something—and soon the CCSC will be on the case.

Later that night, I reach up to my bookshelf and take down my favorite book. Curling up against my pillows, I flip the book open to Chapter One of Harriet the Spy. Whenever I have more questions than answers, I turn to Harriet for advice.

Skimming pages, I pause at the scene where Harriet’s friend Sport asks to go spying with her. Harriet replies, “Spies don’t go with friends.”

My eyes grow heavy and the book falls from my fingers. I think of my spying adventures with the CCSC: going on stakeouts, solving mysteries, and reuniting lost pets with their owners.

Harriet got it wrong, I think as I drift off to sleep.

Spying is better with friends.


- Chapter 7 -

Fit-Pic
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The next day nothing goes as planned.

While I’m chewing Dad’s corn-flake-crusted French toast, Becca calls the house phone.

“Hey, Kelsey,” she says but without her usual cheerfulness.

I swallow and ask, “Is something up?”

“How’d you know?” She sighs. “I can’t make lunch today.”

“Are you sick?”

“Sick of Tyla,” she gripes. “Remember that urgent problem she had yesterday? Well, her bratty brother threw her cosmetic case with all the face paints into their pool.”

“I bet the pool looked like someone vomited in it,” I joke.

Instead of laughing, Becca groans. “The Sparklers needed those paints for our fund-raiser booth.”

“Wait a minute.” My brain whirls. “They decided on a face-painting booth instead of one of the cool ideas we suggested?”

“Tyla hated all our ideas. Since her face paints are destroyed, new ones have to be bought. And Tyla insists that I go with her.”

“Can’t Tyla shop by herself?” I glare at the phone.

“Yeah—if shopping were an Olympic sport, she’d win gold medals. But I’m the Sparkler treasurer so she wants me to go with her. I dread it because before we buy paints, she’ll drag me into every store and make me wait while she tries on clothes.”

“Sounds fun. Not.”

“It won’t be as torturous if you’re there.” Becca’s voice rises with hope. “Please, please, come with us.”

An afternoon with the Queen of Everything criticizing what I wear, say, and do? No, thank you.

When I return to eating my breakfast, my French toast is soggy and cold, like how I feel inside.

Before I have time for a pity party, the phone rings again.

For a hopeful moment I think Becca is calling back to say we can hang out today. But it’s my grandmother with an invitation to my family—a Fitness Picnic in the park.

I start smiling. We hadn’t had a Fit-Pic in months. Gran Nola, a yoga instructor, organizes a game of exercises with prizes for most graceful, highest achievement, and fastest. And if there’s a race, our dog Handsome runs with us.

Mom says this is just what she needs to avoid thinking about “pre-first-day-on-the-job jitters,” and Dad can’t wait to get started on the menu for the Fit-Pic. He consults with my grandmother on the phone, rattling off food choices, and then rushes to the kitchen to get ready. I expect my brother to stay home to study or my sisters to hurry off to be with friends. But they actually seem excited to hang out as a family—something we rarely do since moving to the apartment.
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We find the perfect picnic table in a ring of shady oaks. And while Dad sets out a feast, Mom joins us kids for Gran Nola’s fitness games.

 “Our first contest is the William Tell,” Gran announces and then passes out apples.

We place apples on our heads and twist into whatever yoga pose Gran shouts out. Whoever poses longest without dropping their apple wins (and Gran always comes prepared with wrapped prizes). The Cobbler’s Pose and Cow Face Pose are easy. Difficulty increases with the Eagle Pose. Mom loses her balance and laughs as she—and her apple—fall to the grass. The King Dancer Pose takes out both Kyle and Kiana, leaving me and Kenya. So it’s a pose-off! We balance on one foot with our other leg bent and our palms praying. I’m doing good, my focus steady, until my nose itches and I sneeze. Kenya whoops over her win.

Gran Nola announces the fitness race, and all the kids line up.

This isn’t a run-to-the-finish-line race. Nothing is that simple with Gran Nola. She sets up three fitness challenges: hula-hoop, jump rope, and headstand. Mom and Dad are judges as we complete each task. My sisters are great at hula-hooping and finish at the same time. Not so easy for me. The hula-hoop circles more often around my ankles than my waist. But I finally achieve the fifty spins needed to go on to jump roping. I’m quick at jump roping and make up time. At the finish though, it’s my brother who wins by standing on his head for five minutes.

“Guess your big head is good for something,” Kenya teases.

We all laugh, then sit down for a picnic that should go down in history as the Best. Lunch. Ever. Dad even prepared special canine cuisine for Handsome.

While I’m chomping on a happy face cupcake, Handsome barks and then pokes his Frisbee at my leg.

“Want to play?” I ask, then swallow the last bite of cupcake.

Handsome barks excitedly, his dark eyes shining. There are too many trees around our picnic table, so I lead him to a grassy area and throw the Frisbee. After several throws, I notice another dog—a Queensland healer—watching us.

The dog is about twenty feet away, half-hidden in the shade of a green bush. The medium-sized healer has short, gray-brown fur and a cropped tail. There’s a longing look on his face, as if he wants to play Frisbee too. I glance around for his owner but don’t see anyone.

And that’s when my brain clicks.

I’ve seen this dog before—or at least his photo on a lost pet flyer. I’m sure it’s the same dog, and he’s been missing for over a week.

Slowly, I stand up and hold out the Frisbee.

“Hey, boy,” I say softly. “Want to play with us?”

The dog looks up at me but doesn’t move. But Handsome barks and lunges for the Frisbee. “Sit, Handsome,” I whisper. “Stay.”

Handsome whines a complaint, but he’s well trained and sits. His gaze stays on the new dog though, playful and friendly.

I take a careful step forward, holding out the Frisbee like I’m offering a yummy dog treat. “Come over here and you can play with us.”

The healer’s stubby tail wags, and I can read eagerness in his blue eyes. But there’s fear too. He backs away.

“I won’t hurt you,” I promise sweetly. “Come here and get the Frisbee. I have dog treats back at our table. You’ll be safe with me.”

The dog hangs its head and whines.

“It’s okay, boy,” I say soothingly. “I’ll take you back to your owner. Come here and everything will be fine.”

That stubby tail wiggles, and I think he’s starting to trust me.

I take another step, then another and—the blur of gray-brown fur spins around and vanishes into the bushes.

“Come back!” I call, running around the bushes. But there’s no sign of him.

Drats. I lift up the Frisbee and resume playing with Handsome. But I keep an eye out for the Queensland healer. Unfortunately, he never returns.

Later that night, I search through missing pets flyers until I find a photo of the Queensland healer. His name is Bobbsey. He’s ten months old and loves to run and jump—which is how he escaped from his yard. His owner is offering a twenty-five-dollar reward.

I’ll show this flyer to Becca and Leo when we meet at the Skunk Shack tomorrow. Then we’ll bike around looking for lost pets, which is always fun. It might be awkward though, because I won’t be able to look at Leo and Becca without thinking of the secrets I uncovered.

Sighing, I take my notebook of secrets out of the hidden drawer. I curl up against my pillows and read through the latest entries. I imagine how each person would feel if I exposed their secrets, which reminds me how important it is to write down secrets instead of talking about them.

With a yawn, I close my notebook. I’m so tired I could sleep for a week. I reach for my pajamas, then stop when I glance at my backpack. Drats! I almost forgot my algebra homework. (Why teachers assign homework over the weekend is a mystery to me!)

I take out my textbook and paper but can’t find a pencil. I turn my backpack upside down, dumping its contents onto my bed. Finally, a pencil! I lean back against pillows and get to work. When the last algebra equation is done, I toss everything into my backpack, then turn off the light.
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Sunlight stabs my eyes.

Morning already?

I glance at the clock. Already half past seven? I’m running late!

Usually Mom wakes me when I oversleep, but her new work hours are even earlier than my school hours. And Dad is busy making breakfast.

I stagger out of bed, my muscles a little sore from yoga poses. I move slowly like a tortoise when I need to be speedy like a rabbit.

After I get dressed, I tame my tangled hair into a ponytail and brush my teeth. As I’m leaving the bathroom, there’s a thud from my brother’s room. Kyle rushes out of his room, carrying toiletries and a change of clothes. He brushes past me on his way to shower, mutters “sorry,” and then slams the bathroom door.

Immediately, I jump into action.

This is my chance to search his room.


- Chapter 8 -

What I Found
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My sisters treat showering like a vacation destination—packing luggage and moving into the bathroom for an hour or two. But not Kyle. He never takes more than ten minutes. Will that be enough time?

With a furtive glance down the hall, I duck into Kyle’s room. I leave the door open a crack so I can hear the rush of running water. As soon as the shower stops, I’m out of here.

My brother’s room isn’t much bigger than mine, but it feels spacious because he’s so neat. Everything has an orderly place; his desk is spotless with supplies such as pens and paper organized on shelves. His bedspread doesn’t have any wrinkles. And no socks or shoes clutter the floor.

Where would he hide a large box? I tap my chin and slowly turn in a circle to gaze around the room.

Nothing under the bed.

Nothing behind or under the computer desk either.

The box is too wide to fit into a dresser drawer so that only leaves the closet. But all I find are shirts and pants hanging in order of size and color. I drag a chair over to check the top shelf where I hide my spy pack in my own room. No luck—until I look behind a suitcase in the back corner and see an edge of white.

The mysterious box!

My heart pounds as I shove the suitcase aside. I have to move quickly. The box is bigger than I realized; about three feet long and six inches deep. But it’s surprisingly light, like holding a balloon.

And when I lift off the lid…

Nothing.

Why would Kyle hide an empty box? Something important must have been inside it—but what? And how will I ever find out?

I start to put the lid back on when sunbeams from the bedroom window behind me shine on a tiny green spot inside the box.

Only it’s not a spot.

I pick up a flat, round piece of plastic. It’s olive-green, the size of a quarter but thinner and bendy. Both sides are smooth with no identifying marks.

What is this? And why hide a tiny green circle in a large box?

Before I can come up with any ideas, I realize it’s quiet.

The rush of shower water has stopped. As soon as Kyle dries off, he’ll come in here to get ready for school.

Drats. I have to get out of here!

I shove the box back behind the suitcase. I don’t realize I’m still holding the green circle (a gaming disk, maybe?) until I’m already back in my room. The bathroom door creaks open, and Kyle’s bare feet shuffle against the worn hallway carpet.

Whew!

Sinking into my computer chair, I turn the coin-sized plastic disk over in my palm. What are you?

No time to figure it out now.

When I hear Dad calling my name from downstairs, I slip the disk into my pocket and grab my backpack. I race to the kitchen and slather a bagel with strawberry cream cheese. I’m halfway out the door when Dad taps my shoulder.

 “Don’t forget this.” He grins as he hands me a sack lunch.

“Thanks!” I kiss his cheek, then hurry out of the apartment. I take two stairs at a time to the bike rack where I unlock my bike and pedal so fast I make it to school as the warning bell rings.

I usually stop by my locker, but instead I go straight to my homeroom. The bell rings as I slump into my desk.

“Made it!” I whisper in exhausted relief.

Becca turns around from her desk and gives me a thumbs-up.

When my teacher, Ms. Grande, isn’t watching, Becca and I exchange notes.

I looked n K box! I write to her.

She replies, ?????!!!!!

Show U @ break.

Now, she insists.

Leaning forward, I stretch my arm out beneath my desk and open my palm. Green plastic shines.

Becca’s brows knit with questions. But I shrug and mouth, “Later.” My teacher must have psychic hearing because she calls my name and wags a warning finger at me. So we wait to talk until between classes when we meet at my locker.

 “What is this?” Becca picks up the plastic circle, twirling it in her fingers while kids swarm past us in the hall.

“No idea,” I say. “I hoped you’d know.”

“It could be a sequin or button except no holes.”

“Jewelry?” I guess.

“Not very good jewelry if it is.” Becca’s glittery hair clip sparkles as she shakes her head. “It might be a game piece.”

“I wondered about that too, but Kyle isn’t a gamer,” I say firmly. “He’s more into sports—at least he was before he got so obsessed with applying for scholarships and studying his SAT prep book.”

“You don’t know what’s he’s involved with now,” Becca points out.

“He has been acting really suspicious.” I spin my locker combination and open the door. “I’m positive he knew I was following him when he biked off with the white box, and he lost me by cutting through the mini mall.”

“Or he went into the sheriff’s office,” Becca says. “I think you should talk to Sheriff Fischer.”

“No.” I think of the Kiss and hide my reddening face as I take my science textbook from my backpack and place it in my locker.

 “Why not?”

“I don’t want to bother the sheriff.” I bite my lip.

“Sheriff Fischer won’t mind,” Becca persists. “He’s known Mom since they were kids, and when he comes over, he’s super nice, not like a sheriff but more like an uncle.”

Or a future stepdad, I think.

“He’s easy to talk to,” Becca adds. “If you won’t talk to him, I will.”

“No! Don’t!” I snap, then see Becca’s surprised expression and soften my voice. “I mean, I’m positive Kyle didn’t go there. My brother may be acting sneaky, but he’d never get involved in anything illegal.”

“You can never be…OMG!” Her eyes go wide and she gasps. “Is that what I think it is?”

“What?” I look around but don’t see anything shock-worthy.

“In your backpack.” Becca points. “I can’t believe you brought it to school.”

I follow her gaze, and my stomach lurches like I’ve tumbled into a black hole. My backpack hangs open off my shoulder so some stuff is visible—including an ordinary-looking notebook that is far from ordinary.

How did my notebook of secrets get into my backpack?


- Chapter 9 -

Secret’s Out
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I think back to when I last saw my notebook. I was writing in it on my bed, and then I did homework. I couldn’t find a pencil and dumped stuff out of my backpack until I finally found one. I finished my homework late and was so tired I could hardly keep my eyes open. When I tossed everything back into my backpack, I must have included the notebook.

“So it is that notebook!” Becca’s eyes pop wide.

“Shhh!” I put my finger to my lips and glance around the hall. No one is in sight, but that doesn’t stop my heart from thundering like a perfect storm.

“It’s just a plain notebook,” she says, sounding disappointed. “I expected something glittery with a dramatic cover.”

 “Keep your voice down.” I glance around nervously.

Becca swivels her head to look up, then down the hall. “No one’s around to hear what we say.”

“And we should go too. I don’t want to be tardy.”

“But I want to see your notebook. We still have a few minutes before the final bell,” she whispers. “Didn’t you bring it to show me?”

“I didn’t even know it was in my backpack.” I hang my head in misery. “It was a horrible mistake.”

Her smile fades. “I really want to read it. I’ve been curious about your notebook since you told me you collected secrets.”

“But I never show anyone.”

“Not even those sporty girls from your old neighborhood?”

“No.” I drop my voice to a whisper. “I wrote secrets about Ann Marie and Tori too.”

“Did they cheat in a game or blackmail a referee? I swear I won’t tell anyone.” Becca’s gaze sweeps longingly over my notebook.

I shake my head. “A secret wouldn’t be a secret if I told.”

“But I already know some of them.” Her black, purple-streaked ponytail sways as she bobs her head. “You wrote about Reggie’s grandfather clock, didn’t you?”

“Well, yeah.”

“And you already told me about hiding so well that your parents reported you missing and you pretended you’d been kidnapped.”

“Don’t talk about that!” I put my finger to my lips. “My parents would freak if they knew the truth.”

“You were only five.” Becca rolls her dark eyes. “Besides, they must have guessed what really happened or they’d never let you go anywhere. Parents are smart.”

“Still, I don’t want anyone to know.” I push the notebook deep inside my backpack. “I only told you because, well, we’re friends and this secret was about me. But other secrets I write down aren’t mine to share. Sorry, I can’t show you my notebook.”

“I won’t tell anyone.” Becca lowers her voice. “I can’t help being curious. You’d feel the same way.”

“You know me too well,” I admit with a wry smile.

“And you know me enough to know you can trust me.”

She’s right—and I’m so tempted to show her my notebook. Some of the secrets would shock her; others would make her laugh; and a few might make her cry. But if I can’t trust myself to keep a secret, how can I trust anyone else? I feel like a superhero on a sacred mission to protect my notebook: Kelsey Case, Guardian of Secrets.

But there is one secret I should tell her…

“I found out something yesterday about your mo—” I’m interrupted by the school bell. “Tell you at lunch. Meet me outside the cafeteria, by the rosebushes.”

“Oh, I’ll be there!” Becca jumps. “I can’t wait!”

I can, I think uneasily as we leave the locker.

During my next classes, I stare out the windows and mentally rehearse how to tell Becca that her parents won’t be getting back together. But bad news still sounds like bad news, no matter how you rearrange the words.

When the lunch bell rings, I head for the cafeteria. I don’t hurry, uneasy about spilling a secret to Becca. Everyone I see makes me think of secrets. I pass a girl in the hall, Samantha Keystone, and remember her secret: she lives outside the school district so she pretends to live with her grandmother. An eighth-grade guy playing in the hoop court, Erik Taylor, anonymously posts cartoons as the Corning Comic, mocking kids at school. I keep walking, past hordes of noisy kids flooding through cafeteria doors, and wave at Mr. Thompson, the groundskeeper (a secret reality-show winner), as he clips a hedge.

Finally I spot Becca’s leopard-print blouse through the thorny branches of a rosebush.

She’s bouncing from foot to foot, excited because she has no idea what I’m going to tell her. She thinks secrets are fun—like when Reggie told us about the grandfather clock. But this secret won’t make her smile.

“So, spill!” Becca clasps my arm. “What’s the secret?”

“Not here where people can see us.” I lead her around to the side of the cafeteria. The dumpster is nearby, and the air smells of dead, decaying things.

“Secrets aren’t a matter of life or death,” Becca teases.

“They can be.” I shift my heavy backpack to the other shoulder.

She laughs like she thinks I’m joking.

Now is the time to spill what I know…but first, some procrastination.

“Did I ever tell you why I started collecting secrets?” I ask.

 “No. I thought it was something you’ve always done.”

“I started my notebook in fifth grade,” I explain. “Before that I was just a snoopy kid. But that changed the night I went to a friend’s slumber party.”

“What happened?” Becca leans in closer.

“I woke up thirsty so I went to the kitchen for some water. I was putting my glass in the sink when I heard my friend’s parents arguing in the living room. I found out they were getting a divorce and were waiting to tell their kids after a few fun days at Disneyland. I was shocked and ran back to the bedroom. I was going to tell my friend—only I couldn’t.”

“Why not? She would have wanted to know,” Becca says with such certainty that I know she’s thinking of her own divorced parents.

“Her parents had to tell her—not me.” I shake my head. “It was hard to keep such a big secret to myself. So I wrote it down in a notebook, which made me feel better, like I was telling someone even if it was only me. After that, secrets seemed to find me—or sometimes I’d find them.” I flash a wicked grin. “Lip-reading is a useful tool for the curious.”

 “You’re the most curious person I know,” Becca says.

“Except you.” I smile.

“And Leo.” She lifts her hand, curving her fingers into a C. We knuckle-tap the CCSC secret hand bump and finish by air-shaping the letter S.

“But secrets can hurt people,” I add seriously. “I found out the hard way.”

Becca’s eyes go wide. “What happened?”

“My aunt Missy was visiting from Oregon. I overheard Dad teasing Mom that her sister had dead-fish breath, and he called her ‘Fishy Missy.’ I thought it was funny so I told my aunt what Dad called her.”

“Ouch.”

“Major ouch,” I say. “I thought my aunt would think it was funny too—but she started crying. She ran out of the room and packed her bags, then left, and wouldn’t talk to my parents for a year. Telling what I overheard hurt my whole family. After that, I hid my secrets in my notebook and never showed anyone. Sorry, not even you.”

“I understand.” Becca twists her ponytail. “Keep your notebook in your backpack. I don’t want to see it.”

 “But I said I’d tell you a secret.”

“Is it about me?” she asks with raised brows.

“No…someone…um…you know really well.”

“Stop right there.” She gives a sassy snap of her fingers. “I don’t want to know. I’d try to keep it a secret, but what if it accidentally slipped out the way you did with your aunt? I don’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings—even if it’s by mistake.” Becca puts her hands over her ears. “Do. Not. Tell. Me.”

So I don’t, and I’m relieved. Her mother will tell her when she’s ready.

Becca and I join the mass of kids in the cafeteria, slipping back into routine. She waits in line for her food, while I take my sack lunch to the Sparkler table. It still feels weird to wear a Sparkler necklace and sit with the school glitterati. It’s fun but I’m glad it’s only temporary. I’m not the glittery type and am more comfortable sitting with friends from my old neighborhood, Ann Marie and Tori.

As I wait for the Sparklers to get their hot lunches, I glance over at the next table where Ann Marie and Tori loudly debate a track meet. I’m not sports-obsessed like them, but we get along great because we’ve known each other since kindergarten. Our parents called us the “Turbo Triplets” since we did everything together until I moved into an apartment on the other side of town.

My gaze shifts to the back of the room where Leo always eats alone.

But wait a minute! Solitary Leo, who prefers to design robots on his electronic tablet rather than socialize, is not alone.

Frankie sits beside him, his lanky shoulders bent over so his green cap covers his face.

“What are you staring at?” Becca asks, slipping into the seat beside me.

“Not what—who.” I point and she draws in a sharp breath.

“Leo is talking to another human instead of his electronic tablet,” Becca says in disbelief. “The world must be ending.”

“Or we’ve slipped into a parallel universe.”

“But it’s a nice universe because Leo looks happy. I’m glad he has another friend. He’s breaking out of his shell and getting more social.”

I nod, realizing Leo’s awkwardness with other kids isn’t just because he’s so smart. Knowing his real age explains a lot.

“Frankie is cool,” Becca adds. “He works hard for the drama club and doesn’t seem to care what anyone thinks of him. You may not like Frankie but Leo does, and that’s good enough for me. I think we should vote Frankie into the CCSC.”

“I don’t dislike Frankie—it’s all about trust. He lied to us when we were searching for the zorse’s mask. He has to prove he’s trustworthy.”

“And how is he supposed to do that if you don’t give him a chance?” Becca frowns like I’m being unreasonable.

I can’t think of an answer and am relieved to drop the subject when the Sparklers—Chloe, Sophia, and Tyla—join us.

Chloe sits across from me, blue-haired with big, jeweled glasses and an even bigger personality. She’s the leader of the Sparklers. Spiked-hair Sophia slips beside her. Even though Sophia has a starring role in the drama club’s Lion King, she’s surprisingly shy. Last to arrive is tall, brown-eyed Tyla. She sits on the other side of Becca and ignores me as usual, as if pretending I’m not there will make it true.

“Wait till you see the new face paints—neon with glitter!” Tyla plops down a tray of hot food and turns to the other girls. “And Becca came up with some cute face-art designs, not the usual fairies and rainbows, but mythological creatures and anime characters.”

“Drawing comes easy to me,” Becca says with a modest shrug. “But the paints cost more than I expected. We shouldn’t have bought so many.”

“Not to worry, Madame Treasurer.” Tyla cuts her off with an air swish of her hand. “We’ll charge more and make so much money the other booths will be jealous.” She launches into details about her face-painting plans and I tune her out. We get along best when we ignore each other.

Opening my brown bag, I take out my lunch. I feel sorry for kids who suffer through boring cafeteria food while I have my own personal chef. Chef Dad doesn’t just make lunch; he creates culinary art. Carved carrot sticks, salads with smiling tomato cherry faces, and themed sandwiches. Today’s sandwich is sesame-seed bread with raspberry jelly, cream cheese, and cucumber slices. And my mouth is already watering for the homemade cookies.

When the Sparklers first tasted Dad’s cookies, they oohed like they’d gone to cookie heaven. Now Dad packs extras for them.

I take caramel shortbread cookies out of my bag and conversation stops. Eager hands reach out, and abracadabra! Cookies disappear.

Ah, the magic of Dad’s baking.

“Best cookie ever.” Chloe always says this.

“Deliciousness!” Becca smacks her lips.

Sophia gives me a thumbs-up.

And even Tyla murmurs, “Yum.”

But the spell ends too soon, and Tyla turns back into a snarky queen.

“I’ll be in charge of our booth at the fund-raiser,” she says. “Becca will assist me in face painting. The rest of you will decorate the booth, collect money, wash paintbrushes, and clean up.”

Chloe taps her finger to her chin. “I have relatives visiting and can’t get there until noon.”

“I’ll help in the morning.” Sophia raises her hand like she’s in a classroom. “But I have to leave before two for play rehearsals.”

Tyla throws up her hands. “You expect me to do everything?”

“Kelsey and I will be there,” Becca points out.

“Like she’ll be much help now that we’ve decided on a booth idea,” Tyla says with a scowl at me. “I bought the paints and will do most of the face painting. What are you going to contribute?”

I’d rather quit than answer her, but I’m not a quitter.

“I’ll stay at the booth all day,” I say through gritted teeth.

“And do what?” Tyla presses her lips together.

“Greet customers, take money, and clean up.” Tyla shrugs. “Anyone can do that.”

“I was asked to be a temporary Sparkler,” I retort. “If you don’t want my help, you can—”

“But we do want your help, Kelsey, and I’m really glad you’re here,” Becca says in a gentle tone like a crisis mediator. “I’ll make a booth schedule.” She glances around the table. “Anyone got a pen and paper?”

“Use mine.” I unzip my backpack and push papers aside, feeling for my favorite pink pen.

“Kelsey, give her a piece of paper too,” Tyla says, pointing.

“What paper?” I don’t know what she’s talking about until she swoops down for my backpack.

Tyla grabs my notebook of secrets.


- Chapter 10 -

Keep Away
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“No!” I shout and lunge for my notebook.

“Get over yourself already, Kelsey.” Tyla steps back with an exaggerated roll of her glitter-shadowed eyes. “Losing one sheet of paper from your notebook isn’t going to kill you.”

Oh, I am so dead.

I make another grab for my book, but Tyla jerks it away. Dangly star earrings jangle as she tilts her head toward me. “Why are you freaking out over a dumb notebook?”

“I’m not!”

“I don’t believe you.” She reads the cover, then laughs. “Notebook of secrets?”

“That’s private!” I growl like a lion protecting her cub and make another grab for my notebook.

But Tyla moves back, staring curiously at me. “As if any secret of yours could interest me.”

“You’re right. I’m boring,” I say. “My notebook is boring too, so return it.”

“I will—when I’m ready.”

“It’s mine.” I try to sound dangerous, but my fingers shake as I hold out my hand. “I gave Becca a pen so someone else can give her a piece of paper.”

“Actually I have my own paper.” Becca rips paper from a binder and slaps it on the table. “I don’t need any from Kelsey so return the notebook, Tyla.”

“Not until I read a few pages,” Tyla says with a gleam in her dark eyes.

“No!” I lunge for her but she steps up on her chair, waving the notebook high over her head like it’s a game of keep-away.

Safely out of my reach, Tyla flips through the pages. “So much writing—almost every page is filled! Are you writing a book?’

“Give it back,” I say with a desperate look at Becca for help.

But Becca glances uneasily back and forth between Tyla and me, saying nothing.

I ball my fists to show I’m serious. “Hand me the notebook, or I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” Tyla laughs. “I’m faster and taller than you, so you can’t get it from me until I decide to give it to you. You’re only a temporary Sparkler, so you may not understand that in a close group like ours, keeping secrets is rude.”

“So is stealing someone else’s private property,” I say.

“Borrowing,” she corrects. “Here’s a personality tip—if you act selfish, people won’t like you.”

“I am not selfish! I bring extra desserts to lunch and share them with you. All you ever share is a bad attitude!” I glare at Tyla, hatred running lava hot through my body. “My notebook is personal. Return it now.”

“Why should I?” Tyla dodges when I grab for the book.

“Because it’s mine! Give. It. Back.” My voice echoes around the room and the cafeteria quiets, heads turning toward us.

“Not before I find out what’s inside. What are you hiding?” She flips it open and starts reading, “Secret 1—”

“Stop!” I shout. “Do not say another word! No one can read it.”

“Oh, really?” Tyla arches her brows. “Not even Becca? You’re spending so much time with her that I assumed you’d tell her everything.” She turns to Becca, whose face blushes bright red. “Have you read it?”

Becca shakes her head no.

“Doesn’t that make you wonder what she’s hiding?” Tyla points at me.

“Um…no.” Becca squirms uneasily between us.

“You have no idea what’s in here?” Tyla dramatically waves my notebook in the air. “What if she wrote mean stuff about you?”

I expect Becca to defend me, but she’s looking down at her tray, stirring her fork in mushy mashed potatoes.

“She can’t have enough secrets of her own to fill so many pages. I bet she wrote about all of us.” Tyla turns to each of the Sparklers, her words slithering suspicion around the table.

Chloe, who has always been friendly to me, narrows her eyes. “Kelsey, did you write about me?”

Only one secret, I think. And it’s not that embarrassing.

“Look at her guilty expression!” Tyla pounces. “I’m so right about her. She wrote secrets about us.”

“Not me,” Chloe says confidently. “I don’t have any secrets.”

But she does, I think. They all do.

In the short time I’ve been around the Sparklers, I’ve learned more than they realize by listening and lip-reading.

Spy strategy 14: When the truth won’t work, create a believable lie.

“Tyla, I’m flattered you think my notebook is so interesting,” I say calmly and even manage a faint smile. “But it’s not. I just wrote down my weird dreams. Haven’t you ever heard of dream journaling?”

“This says ‘secrets,’ not ‘dreams,’” she argues.

“The secrets are only about my dreams.”

“Like I believe that,” she snorts, still holding my notebook out of reach.

“Honestly.” I cross my heart with one hand and cross my fingers behind my back with the other.

“Liar!” Tyla accuses so loudly that now everyone in the cafeteria, even the lunch workers, stare at us. “You wrote lies about all of us.”

“I didn’t!” I argue. Everything I wrote is true.

 “Easy to prove,” Tyla says smugly, then opens my notebook.

Panic hurts worse than a punch to my gut. My notebook is like Pandora’s box. If the secrets are released into the world, the knowledge will cause chaos. But Tyla is holding the book tightly as the other Sparklers, even Becca, lean closer to listen.

“Secret 1,” Tyla says loud enough for everyone in the cafeteria to hear. “I wore my Scooby-Doo pajamas to my first sleepover.” She giggles. “Not much of a secret, just pathetic fashion sense. Oh, but there’s more!”

“Please stop.” I’m begging now.

“But this is so much fun.” Tyla dodges my grab again, then continues. “It was after midnight and I woke up thirsty, so I went into the kitchen for a glass of water. That’s when I overheard—”

“Stop right there!” a sharp voice interrupts. “Give the notebook to Kelsey.”

A hand touches my shoulder, and I turn around to find Tori and Ann Marie standing protectively behind me. When we were young, our Turbo Trio always defended each other. Back then, we were scrawny and usually ended up scraped and bruised. Now my athletic friends are tall and fierce.

 “Go back to the other jocks,” Tyla says with a dismissive hand flip.

“Kelsey is our friend,” Ann Marie says. “Mess with her and you have to mess with us.”

“Seriously? You’re threatening me?” Tyla glares. “Butt out. This doesn’t involve you.”

“It will if you don’t return Kelsey’s notebook,” Ann Marie warns. “Now.”

“No one tells me what to do,” Tyla scoffs. “I don’t even know you.”

“And you don’t want to.” When Tori puts her hands on her hips and juts out her chin, she seems even taller and tougher. “We don’t like you upsetting our friend.”

“Kelsey’s an honorary Sparkler and one of my closest friends,” Tyla says in such a phony voice I want to vomit. “Can’t you see we were just joking around?”

“Kelsey isn’t laughing.” Ann Marie’s scowl deepens.

“Some people need to grow a sense of humor.” Tyla rolls her eyes. “I wasn’t really going to read her notebook.”

Ann Marie glares. “So you won’t mind giving it back.”

 “Sure, sure.” Tyla flings the notebook at me.

I hug it to my chest and turn to Ann Marie and Tori. “Thanks.”

Ann Marie leans close to whisper in my ear. “Dump these glitter clones and sit with us.”

I glance at Becca, hurt that she didn’t defend me. I don’t want to stay where I’m not welcome. But if I leave, I may never come back—the ultimate win for Tyla. I shake my head at Ann Marie. “I’m okay here.”

“Really?” Tori scowls at the Sparklers.

“It’s just temporary.” I touch the borrowed crescent moon necklace I’m wearing. “I’m only here to help out with the fund-raiser. Next week I’ll go back to sitting at our table.”

I watch Becca, hoping she’ll say I don’t have to be “temporary,” that I can sit with the Sparklers whenever I want. But she’s looking down at her lunch tray as if cafeteria food is fascinating.

Ann Marie pats my shoulder. “Stop by my house soon. It’s been too long since you’ve been over. Mom was asking what’s up with you.”

“I will,” I promise as I zip my notebook securely in my backpack.

After Tori and Ann Marie leave, there’s an awkward silence at our table. Sparklers chew and sip drinks, their gazes sliding away from me as if I’ve turned into Medusa and one look will turn them into stone.

Finally Becca looks up from her tray and gives a nervous laugh.

“Oookay. Let’s get back to fund-raiser business.” She taps her pencil against her food tray and looks around the table. “I’ll start by making the booth schedule.”

Conversation resumes like everything is fine, and the cafeteria noisily buzzes back to life too. But something has changed…me, I think. I’m an outsider among strangers. When lunch ends, I hurry away without saying good-bye to Becca.
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To avoid a repeat of the notebook keep-away game, I lock my notebook securely inside my locker, burying it beneath books and a sweater, then slam the locker shut.

I’m still shaking like I’m suffering from PTSD: post-Tyla stress disorder. I can’t concentrate in my classes and mentally replay the lunchroom drama. My old friends stuck up for me, not my new ones. Not Becca.

Why didn’t she try to help me? Does Tyla intimidate her that much? Or is she more loyal to the other girls than to me? She said I could trust her with my secrets—but can I trust her with my friendship?

When my last class ends, Becca is waiting for me outside the door.

Anger and hurt steam inside me. I can’t pretend that everything is okay.

But before I can speak, Becca says, “I’m really, really, really sorry.”

“You should be,” I say as I walk away from her.

“Let me explain.” She follows, hurrying beside me. “Please don’t be mad.”

“Friends stick up for each other. You did nothing.” My backpack bounces on my back as I walk faster. “But it doesn’t matter now because Ann Marie and Tori helped.”

“It matters,” Becca says miserably. “I hate myself for wimping out, and you probably hate me too.”

“No, I don’t.” I stop in the middle of the hall, kids moving around us, and lower my voice. “But why didn’t you stick up for me?”

“I tried to.” Her lower lip trembles. “When I got my own paper, I thought Tyla would return your notebook. But she didn’t, and the more you both argued, the more nervous I got. I didn’t want to choose between friends.”

“Sometimes you have to,” I say harshly. “I didn’t expect Chloe or Sophia to defend me, but you and I are in the CCSC together.”

“I panic when people argue. I’m not used to it. Even when my parents were splitting up, they never argued—at least not in front of me. I want everyone to like each other.”

“You want everyone to like you,” I accuse.

“What’s wrong with that? I try to find good in everyone. Even mean people have some reason why they act mean.”

“Like Skeet.” I remember the bully who had a crush on Becca until he moved away. “He was a total jerk.”

“Not to me because I tried to understand him. He had it rough at home and no adults to help him with his anger issues.”

“So what’s Tyla’s excuse?” I say.

“She’s insecure—that’s why she pretends to be perfect. But understanding her motives doesn’t mean I forgive her. She was horrible to you.”

 “Worse than horrible.” I shudder over the memory of my notebook in Tyla’s hands. “I don’t want to be part of any group that she’s part of—even temporarily.”

“It’s only until the fund-raiser on Saturday. Please don’t quit,” Becca begs. “I’ll tell Tyla she needs to apologize to you.”

I arch my brow. “You’ll stand up to her?”

“Yes. I swear on my kitten and all the animals in Wild Oaks and the CCSC,” Becca promises. But I doubt she’ll do it.

Still, we slip in the familiar rhythm of talking about random stuff like animals, clothes, and homework as we walk to our lockers. I’m complaining about my English homework (reading two chapters and writing an essay question) when I stare at my locker.

Right away, I get this weird vibe. Something’s not right.

I swivel my head to look around the hall. Is someone spying on me? But I don’t see anyone suspicious. Shrugging it off, I reach for my locker. As my fingers touch the lock, the metal door sags open.

“I know I shut it.” I frown at Becca.

“Not tight enough,” she says with a shrug.

 “But I locked it, then slammed it shut.”

A horrible thought jumps into my head.

I yank the door open wide. I pull out papers, textbooks, a brush, and my sweater, frantically searching—until nothing is left in my locker.

My notebook of secrets is gone.


- Chapter 11 -

A New Mystery
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“Someone stole my notebook!” I frantically peer around but know it’s no use. Whoever broke into my locker is long gone.

“I thought your notebook was in your backpack,” Becca says.

“I didn’t want anyone to take it again so I hid it beneath my sweater.” I shake out my sweater and only a loose button dangles. “It’s gone—and I know who took it.”

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Becca warns.

I ball up my sweater and toss it back into my locker. “We both know it was Tyla.”

“Not for sure.” She bends closer to look at my locker. “Your lock isn’t broken. The thief knew your combination.”

“Or had access to the office where all the locker combinations are on file,” I point out. “Doesn’t Tyla help out in the office during sixth period?”

“Well…yeah. But that doesn’t mean she stole your notebook.”

“According to the book, Criminals and Crimes, when someone has motive, opportunity, and means, they’re the prime suspect. Check the guilty box by Tyla’s name.” I make a check mark in the air with my finger. “She wanted my notebook: motive. She works in office during sixth period, which gives her free rein of the school: opportunity. And when she doesn’t get her way she’s mean.”

My gut twists as I imagine Tyla reading my notebook and laughing over secrets that might seem funny to her but can hurt other people.

So many secrets—and Tyla could expose them all!

I cover my face with my hands. “What am I going to do?”

“I’ll help you find your notebook.” Becca puts her arm around me. “If Tyla has it, I’ll get it back for you.”

“She’s probably reading the secrets right now.” I sag against my locker. “Tyla will blab to the whole world. I’ll turn on the TV news tonight and see Tyla’s smug face telling a reporter about a British actor named Reggie who helped his sister steal their father’s grandfather clock and hide it in our Skunk Shack.”

“Not if I get to Tyla first.” Becca presses her lips with determination. “She rides the bus home, so she’ll be waiting in front of the school. I’ll go right now.”

“I’ll go with you,” I say.

“No.” Becca wags her finger at me. “You’ll only argue with her.”

“I want to stomp on her like a bug and grind her into the ground until there’s nothing left but bone ash and a bad smell.”

“My point exactly. Wait for me at the Skunk Shack. Leo’s probably there already, wondering what’s taking us so long. I’ll join you as soon as I can.” She smiles confidently. “With your notebook.”

Minutes later, I’m riding my bike up steep Wild Road. My brain whirls with my bike wheels. Becca will get the notebook, I think over and over, hoping it’s true. But what if the secrets have already leaked into the world?

Thirty-five secrets, beginning with that fateful sleepover. I didn’t tell Becca which friend invited me to that sleepover, but it’s easy to guess it was Ann Marie. While her parents’ divorce is a non-secret after all these years, only a few people know her parents told her at Disneyland, and rehashing that horrible time would be upsetting.

Other secrets are more explosive: Leo’s real age, the drama teacher’s romance with a rock star, and how Sophia got a leading role in the school play. Also, Tyla will be furious if she realizes I know where she really gets her expensive clothes and that Chloe calls her “Tyrant Tyla” behind her back.

What will Tyla do with all the secrets?
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I turn into the wooded trail leading to the Skunk Shack. The trail used to be bumpy and overgrown, but since we’ve been using it to get to our clubhouse, the trail has smoothed out. It’s peaceful in the woods with birds fluttering and chirping from high branches and slivers of sunlight shining on spring grass. I’m always a little surprised at how well the shack is hidden. Only a glint from the window hints that it’s hidden beneath an umbrella of trees.

I park my bike by the table-sized stump Becca loves to sit on. Leo’s mechanical gyro-board is propped nearby, and his vest is folded neatly on the stump. Why did he leave his vest outside?

Curious, I go inside the shack, but he’s not there.

Bang! Thud!

I look up at the ceiling, my first thought full of panic as I envision a wild animal attack. But then I realize it must be Leo.

I run back outside and look up at the roof.

“Leo, what are you doing up there?” I call out.

His blond head peeks over the roof’s edge. “Accessing solar energy through enhanced elevation.”

“Huh?” I rub my forehead. “Can’t you just talk like a normal kid?”

“Why would I want to?” He squints at me like I’m the weird one. “I climbed up here for sunshine.” He leans farther over the edge, hanging by one hand while he shows me a thick metal dish with dozens of tiny wheels on the bottom and weird black bumps covering the top. “This is my latest surveillance tool. I call it FRODO.”

I loved his bird drone, key spider, and dragon drone, but this invention looks as dull as a dinner plate. “Frodo? Like from Lord of the Rings?”

“Of course not,” he scoffs. “It’s an acronym for futuristic robotic odor detection operative. FRODO navigates targets through olfactory sensors.”

Understanding Leo’s techno-speak is like talking to an alien from another planet. “But why do you have it on the roof?”

“I told you—to access the sun. Its operational system is powered by solar energy. I’ll come down and show you.” Leo disappears over the roof. Footsteps clatter, then there’s a thunk as Leo jumps to the ground. Holding FRODO under one arm, he takes a comb from his pocket and smooths back his mussed hair, then looks around. “Where’s Becca?”

“Confronting a tyrant.”

“What?” he asks as we walk into the shack.

“It’s complicated.” The door thuds when I close it behind me. “But when Becca comes back, the crisis should be over.”

“Crisis?” He sets down his robotic wheeled plate and comes over beside me. “Is there something I can do?”

I go over to the table and sink into my wobbly chair. “No.”

“Don’t underestimate me.” Leo gives me a look much too wise for someone only eleven years old. “If you need help, I’m here for you, Kelsey.”

The gentle way he says my name cracks through my controlled emotions. Leo and I argue most of the time so his offer means a lot. Fear and worry swell in me, and I cover my face with my hands to hide my teary eyes.

“I’m not crying,” I say quickly.

“Of course you are. It’s natural.” Leo grabs a tissue from a box on the shelf and hands it to me. “According to statistics, women spend sixteen months of their lives crying.”

“That’s sexist.”

“It’s a fact.” He shrugs, looking more human than usual in a wrinkled shirt with no vest. “But if it makes you feel any better, women live longer than men.”

“Good to know.” I smile.

He hands me another tissue.

“Thanks, Leo,” I say, sniffling. “You’re a real friend.”

“Yes, I am.” He nods. “So tell me what’s wrong.”

 “I never should have brought my notebook to school…Now everything’s all messed up.” My tears start to flow again.

Next thing I know, I’m telling him about the missing notebook.

“Oh, that notebook.” He pulls up his chair beside me. “I saw that Sparkler girl waving it at lunch and wondered what the shouting was about. Frankie and I were going to see if you needed help, but your jock friends got there first.”

“Ann Marie and Tori made Tyla give back my notebook. I put it in my locker to keep it safe—and it was stolen.” I crumple the soggy tissue and toss it in the trash. “Becca has to get it back or secrets won’t be secret anymore, which will hurt my family and friends. Everyone will hate me.”

“I won’t,” Leo says. He has no idea that one of the secrets is his.

While we wait for Becca, Leo shows me FRODO. Up close it looks like a Frisbee dotted with odd bumps and over a dozen tiny wheels with heavy treads.

“FRODO could be a breakthrough in cybernetics!” His voice rises with excitement. “The bumps on FRODO are powerful smell receptors made of frog eggs.”

 “Frog eggs? Yuck.” I wrinkle my nose. “Robots can’t smell.”

“FRODO’s olfactory system is programmed to recognize chemical signatures like blood and sweat. According to my calculations, FRODO will be able to analyze data, then determine the direction an odor is coming from.”

“Like a follow-the-stink GPS?” I giggle.

“Close enough.” Leo rolls his eyes.

I bend to study the frog-egged robot. “Can FRODO search and rescue like a dog?” I ask.

“Not yet.” Leo fidgets with the remote control in his hand. “At this early stage his range is minimal compared to a bloodhound that can trace a scent for more than a mile.”

“How far can FRODO smell?”

“Thirty-one feet,” he admits. “But I’m working on it.”

“Cool invention.”

“Frankie came up with the idea. He’d be an asset to our club.” Leo gives me a hopeful look that I ignore. I’m all for FRODO, but not so much Frankie.

I hear the whirl of a bike. “Becca’s here!” I cry as I rush outside.

Becca jumps off her bike. I look at her hopefully. “Did you find it?”

She spreads out her empty hands. “Sorry, Kelsey.”

I sink down to the stump. “My life is over.”

“I asked Tyla to give me the notebook. But she just looked at me like I was crazy and said, ‘What notebook?’ She swore she didn’t take it. She even let me search her backpack and it wasn’t there.”

“She’s too clever to carry it around.”

“But she sounded genuine.”

“And you believed her?” I scoff.

Becca kicks her leopard-striped sneakers against the stump, hanging her head miserably. “I don’t know what to believe.”

“Tyla will hurt lots of people if she exposes their secrets.”

Leo comes over to stand beside us. “This sounds like a mystery for the CCSC.”

“No mystery.” I press my lips stubbornly. “I know who’s guilty.”

“Maybe.” Becca bites her frosted pink lip.

Leo twirls his remote control in his fingers like a baton. “All suspects are innocent until proven guilty.” He gestures to the Skunk Shack. “Let’s go inside to formulate plans for recovering the notebook.”

Sometimes Leo’s logical way of analyzing everything is annoying, but being logical is better than panicking.

Leo props his electronic notebook on the lopsided table and types while I talk. I describe the events starting from when I realized I’d accidentally taken my notebook to school and ending with its being stolen. I finish by saying, “My locker door fell open because Tyla didn’t lock it after she stole my notebook.”

“You don’t know for sure it was her,” Becca argues, but her voice is quiet like she isn’t so sure anymore.

“Who else?” I fold my arms to my chest. “Tyla did it.”

Becca frowns at me. “Anyone who heard the argument in the cafeteria could have a motive to steal the notebook.”

“Good point, Becca.” Leo nods. “Someone with a guilty conscience might worry you’ve found out their secret.”

Becca’s ponytail flops to one side as she tilts her head toward me. “How many people did you write about?”

I pause, counting on my fingers. “Over thirty.”

 “An abundance of suspects.” Leo taps his chin thoughtfully. “We’ll need to decrease the number of potential suspects so I can calculate who has the highest probability of guilt.”

“Tyla,” I repeat with no doubt.

“Other kids, teachers, and cafeteria workers saw the notebook too,” Becca says.

“I guess.” I shrug. “A lot of the secrets in my notebook are about friends and family who don’t go to our school. That will shorten the list.”

“Kelsey, I hate to ask you this.” Becca looks me straight in the eyes. “But we need to know who you wrote about.”

“I can’t tell you.” I shake my head so adamantly that my wobbly chair almost topples over.

“I’m not asking to know the secrets—just who they’re about.” Becca softens her voice. “I already know one is about me.”

Leo snorts with disapproval. “Kelsey, why would you write about Becca?”

“It’s not about her—someone she knows.” I gulp, then blurt out, “But there is one about you.”

“Me?” Leo’s eyes darken like a stormy sea. “Impossible.”

I stare directly into his blue eyes and speak carefully, “I know why you don’t like birthday parties.”

“How can anyone not like birthday parties?” Becca asks.

Leo doesn’t answer, his shocked gaze fixed on me.

To prove I know his age, I hold up one finger on each hand.

His mouth falls open, but then he quickly says, “I make a motion that finding Kelsey’s notebook is the CCSC’s top priority.”

I second this motion. And Becca’s third makes it unanimous.

For the next hour, we work on the list. It’s hard to remember all the names, but I come up with a dozen “suspects” who go to our school, including two teachers and the groundskeeper, Mr. Thompson.

When I’m finished, I read from the list. “Suspect Number One: Tyla. There are also secrets about Sophia, Chloe, Ann Marie, Tori, and Leo—” I pause to look apologetically at him, then continue. “Erik Taylor, Trevor Auslin, and Vince Jackson. A few adults are on the list too: Mrs. Ross, Ms. Grande, and Mr. Thompson.”

“Mr. Thompson?” Becca swivels in her chair to stare at me. “He reminds me of Hagrid with his beard and gentle smile. He’s too nice to have a dark secret.”

“Not all secrets are dark.” I think of the million dollars that Mr. Thompson won on a reality show several years ago. It’s cool he keeps quiet about his wealth and works hard instead of living off his winnings.

“Twelve names.” Leo finishes typing onto his tablet. “But only eleven are suspects because obviously I’m not guilty.”

“Are you sure?” Becca teases.

“Absolutely,” Leo says in total seriousness.

Becca chuckles, then turns to me with a thoughtful expression. “Kelsey, if we’re going to solve this mystery, Leo should know what you wrote about him.”

“I think he already does.” I raise my brows in question toward Leo.

“As George Orwell wrote in his book 1984,” Leo says, not meeting my gaze, “if you want to keep a secret, you must also hide it from yourself.”

“So hidden it will stay,” I say with some relief.

We pack up our stuff and leave the clubhouse. Even though it’s getting late, I don’t want to go home without visiting my kitten. Leo comes along too, zooming ahead of our bikes on his gyro-board.

We ride down the steep hill and past animal outbuildings, hearing roars and screeches and birds calling to each other. I usually feel a thrill whenever I’m around all these amazing animals. All I can feel now is anxiety…but that shifts to curiosity when I see a large moving van parked in front of Becca’s house.

“Mom didn’t mention a delivery.” Becca picks up her pace.

“It must be something big—like furniture?” Leo guesses.

I grin. “Or an elephant.”

“The van’s big enough for a dinosaur,” Becca jokes.

We reach the truck just as Becca’s mother comes out the front door and approaches a man in a dark-brown delivery uniform.

Mrs. Morales frowns at the man. “I didn’t order anything.”

“You got one anyway. Must be your lucky day.” The burly man checks his clipboard. “From a Mr. R. Sinclair to Becca, Kelsey, and Leo.”

 “Becca?” Mrs. Morales narrows her gaze at her daughter. “What’s this about?”

“Absolutely no idea.” Becca shakes her head so adamantly her ponytail flops. “I didn’t order anything.”

“So you’re Becca?” the deliveryman asks, tapping his pen against the clipboard impatiently.

She nods. “But I don’t know a Mr. Sinclair.”

“Well, the dude knows you.” The deliveryman thrusts the clipboard and a pen at Becca, and then he strides around to the rear of the truck and calls out, “Where do you want your tortoise?”


- Chapter 12 -

Shell-Shocked
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“Albert!” I exclaim, as a leathery head peeks out of snug blankets. He’s mummy-wrapped in thick blankets inside a shallow, giant metal tub, like an industrial version of a kiddie pool.

“I can’t take a tortoise—especially one so big,” Mrs. Morales protests, throwing up her arms. “My goodness, he must weigh over five hundred pounds.”

“Four hundred and seventy-three pounds,” the deliveryman says, checking some papers. “But I’ve hauled heavier cargo. No idea why you weren’t informed of the delivery, but this letter might explain things.” He hands her a plain white envelope.

Mrs. Morales glances down. “It isn’t addressed to me.”

Becca’s ponytail flops as she leans to read over her mother’s shoulder. “Who’s it for?”

“You kids.” Mrs. Morales points to us.

“No way!” Becca’s forehead creases in uncertainty as she accepts the letter. She skims it, then looks up at us.

“It’s from Reggie.” She bites her lip. “Oh no. This is not good.”

“What’s he say?” I ask.

“Read it out loud,” Leo urges.

Becca swallows nervously, then begins to read:

Hey, Kids,

Surprised to hear from me? Since our visit, a lot has happened!

I told you I was an actor, but mostly I’m an out-of-work actor. Living so far north of LA, I can’t make many auditions. When I do audition, I have to hurry back to Albert.

My family is big on tradition so when my parents moved back to England, they left Albert in my care. Berty and I have had a smashing run together, but now I have the offer of a lifetime for a role in a major movie. I can’t pass this up—even though it means moving to LA.

Wild Oaks Sanctuary will be a great home for Albert. I’ll miss the old fellow terribly, but I just can’t keep him now. He gets depressed when he’s alone, so I couldn’t leave him at my house. He needs to be around people, and he’s great with other animals too. You kids got on brilliantly with Albert, and I trust you to care for him.

Attached is a list of Albert’s favorite foods and care instructions.

I’ll contact you once I’m settled in LA.

With sincere regards,
Reginald Alexander Sinclair

Paper rustles as Becca lowers her hand and looks up at her mother. “Uh, I guess we have a tortoise.”
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Mrs. Morales is still arguing with the deliveryman as they walk around to the back of the truck.

“I’m just doing my job, ma’am.” The delivery-man shakes his head.

“I know, which adds to my frustration because I want to yell at someone and this isn’t your fault.” Her gaze shifts to us, her shoulders rigid with anger. “The tortoise can stay in the Bird Island enclosure. I’ll get one of my volunteers, Hank, to help move him.”

“I’ll help,” Becca offers.

“You wait here. Hank and I will handle this.” Mrs. Morales rakes her fingers through her curly dark hair. “We’ll talk once the tortoise is settled.”

“So Albert can stay?” Becca asks hopefully.

“Temporarily.” She glares daggers at Becca. “I let you keep two small kittens, but a giant tortoise is a huge responsibility. Call your actor friend and tell him to get back here because we cannot keep a five-hundred-pound tortoise.”

“Four hundred and seventy-three pounds,” Leo corrects.

“You’re not helping,” I whisper to Leo.

 “I have enough to deal with without a giant reptile!” Mrs. Morales throws up her hands and mutters something in Spanish as she stomps over to the deliveryman.

“Your mom’s really mad.” I shudder.

“Yeah.” Becca gnaws on the end of her ponytail. “She’s stressed because the Humane Society fund-raiser is only five days away and she has to prepare the animals that will be on display. A bunch of volunteers will help out at the fund-raiser, but Hank’s the only one here regularly and I can’t help on school days.”

“We have to convince her to let Albert stay permanently,” Leo says, balancing his gyro-board on one end while he stares at the delivery van.

Becca sighs. “Mom doesn’t change her mind easily. Reggie shouldn’t have sent him here without asking. He didn’t even say if he’ll come back for Reggie or if he wants us to keep him for good. And why give him to us instead of someone in his family?”

“His grandmother can’t keep Albert at an apartment, and his parents are in England,” I remind her.

“But why not his sister?” Leo taps his finger to his chin thoughtfully. “I suspect Reggie isn’t telling us something.”

“Obviously there’s a lot we don’t know.” Becca frowns at the grinding sound of a hydraulic lift coming from Bird Island. “It would be coolness to keep Albert, and I might have been able to convince Mom if Reggie told me his plans first. When we talked about the sanctuary, I had no idea he’d give us his tortoise.”

“A rare and valuable reptile,” Leo adds. “According to my calculations, Albert is worth as much as $30,000 today on the private pet market.”

“Wow!” Becca gives a low whistle.

“We really have to talk to Reggie,” I say. “Did he leave a phone number?”

Becca checks the letter, then shakes her head. “No number. How do we get in touch with him?”

“I’ll search online. I can search more efficiently on my home computer, so I’ll go there now.” Leo jumps on his gyro-board. “I’ll text when I find out Reggie’s number.”

“Not so fast, Leo.” I move in front of his gyro-board, my hands on my hips. “What about my notebook? It’s supposed to be CCSC top priority. You know how important it is to get it back.”

 “Very important.” Leo nods solemnly. “I’ll work on both things when I get home. I’ll let you know tomorrow at school what I find out.”

“Tomorrow may be too late. The thief—or, as I like to refer to her, Tyla—will have spilled all the secrets online—if she hasn’t already.”

Leo goes pale and I’m sure he’s thinking about his secret.

“I’ll check now,” Becca offers, taking her phone from her pocket. “I know Tyla’s favorite sites.” After a few minutes of tap-tapping on her phone, Becca looks up at us. “I can’t find any recent posts from Tyla. No news is good news.”

“Until the bad news hits the fan,” I say ominously. “Why hasn’t Tyla blasted all the secrets yet?”

“Because she’s innocent,” Becca insists.

“If she doesn’t have my notebook, she knows who does.”

“Kelsey Case, you’re the most stubborn person ever!” Becca flips her ponytail behind her shoulder. “Once you get an idea, it’s stuck like superglue. But consider this for a moment: What if you’re wrong about Tyla?”

“I’m not stubborn,” I say stubbornly. “I just know Tyla is guilty.”

 “Then I’ll have to prove she isn’t.” Becca blows out a heavy sigh. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to do this.”

“What?” Leo and I both ask.

“Tyla asked me to come to her house after school tomorrow to practice face-painting designs.”

I frown. “You’re going there instead of meeting us at the Skunk Shack?”

“I wasn’t going to, but now I will so I can look in her room for the notebook. I know her hiding places. If she has the notebook, I’ll find it.”

“You’ll spy on a friend for me?” I ask, touched.

“I don’t feel good about it.” Becca sighs. “But yeah, I’ll do it.”

“Text me if you find anything. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Leo clicks the remote to his gyro-board, then zooms away, gravel spitting from his wheels.

“I guess I should go too,” I say, standing up from the porch swing. “Unless you want me to stay for support. Your mom sounded really mad.”

“I can handle her,” Becca says with a smile. “Go on. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

As I bike away, I feel guilty for leaving Becca. But she didn’t seem worried, so I guess I shouldn’t be either. Hopefully, Mrs. Morales will calm down once Becca explains that it’s not her fault Reggie gave us the tortoise.

I can’t help Becca, but I can try to help lost pets.

So as I pedal home, I detour through side streets, on the lookout.

When I hear a bark, I glance around until I spot a rottweiler in a fenced front yard. I love seeing a happy dog safe in his yard. So many pets get lost like runaway Bobbsey. With so much else going on, I forgot to tell Becca and Leo about spotting the dog in Galena Park.

Pets—like criminals in mysteries—often return to the scene of the crime. I head to the park where I last saw Bobbsey. I’ve started carrying around dog treats and a leash in my backpack, so if I can get close to him, he won’t get away this time.

But I ride through the park three times and there’s no sign of the blue-eyed healer. Discouraged, I ride slowly home, then lock my bike in the apartment rack and trudge up the stairs.

I’m surprised when the door opens before I can turn the knob.

“Kelsey, about time you got home,” Mom says but she’s smiling. And she looks so professional in her animal control officer uniform.

 “Am I late for dinner?”

“No, but I’ve been waiting for you.” She puts her arm around my shoulders and ushers me into the living room where we sit on the couch. She reaches for a stack of papers on the coffee table and hands them to me. “For you and your friends. Since you’ve recovered some lost pets, I thought you’d like these.”

Missing pet flyers—hot off the press!

“Wow, thanks, Mom!” I give her a hug, then eagerly flip through six flyers.

Right on the top is an updated flyer for Bobbsey. His reward is now fifty dollars. The remaining flyers are for an elderly Siamese cat named Hugo, a pug named Pugsley, and a dachshund named Ditzy that I recognize because he was lost once before until Becca and I returned him. The flyer says that he escaped from a locked yard. A repeat offender, I think with a wry smile.

Becca and Leo will be pleased when I tell them we won’t have to go online for lost pet news—I have an informant at home.

During dinner, Mom is the center of the Case family universe. She tells us about meeting the other employees, touring the buildings, and reuniting owners with missing pets. I know there are unpleasant duties too, but it’s her first day so I don’t ask.

Becca calls as I’m getting ready for bed. I take the phone into my room, shutting the door firmly.

“Hey, Becca.” I keep my voice low because the walls are thin and my sisters are in the next room. “Is your mom still mad about Albert?”

“Mom doesn’t blame me, but she’s stressed to the max. She says Albert could get sick if he stays with the birds very long. He needs to have his own water pond, but there aren’t funds to build him a safe enclosure.”

“It can’t be that expensive,” I say. “We could help with our CCSC money. This would be a good cause to donate to.”

“It would take hundreds of dollars—we don’t have enough.” Becca sounds so discouraged that I imagine her twisting her ponytail. “I thought a tortoise would be easy to care for—until I read Reggie’s list. It doesn’t just list all the foods Albert can and can’t eat. He also has to have an insulated building to sleep in that’s temperature controlled.”

“Really?” I ask, surprised.

“Aldabra tortoises are cold-blood reptiles and can’t heat themselves. Also, Albert doesn’t drink from a water bowl so he needs his own watering hole. Similar to what we have for the alligator—but it’s not like they can share the same enclosure.”

“Tortoise soup,” I joke.

“Not funny.” Becca groans. “Reggie’s instructions say Albert needs to be near a mulberry tree so he can stretch his neck to eat leaves. He needs interesting things in his pen so he gets exercise because he could get depressed if he’s bored. And the list goes on for three pages!”

Becca is shouting now, so I pull the phone away from my ear.

She takes a deep breath, then adds that she talked with Tyla and is going to her house tomorrow after school.

“Did Tyla say anything about my notebook?”

“Yeah. It was really awkward.” Becca pauses so long that I wonder if she hung up until she sighs.

“What happened?”

“Tyla said I betrayed our friendship and hurt her feelings when I accused her of being a thief. I felt awful. I was going to apologize until I remembered how horrible she was to you. So I told her it was her fault for taking your notebook at lunch.”

 “You did?” If I wasn’t holding the phone, I would applaud. Becca is finally standing up to Tyla!

“It wasn’t easy but it felt good. Tyla said she was teasing and swore she didn’t have your notebook.”

“She never admits being wrong.” I squeeze a pillow behind my back. “Do you believe her?”

“I don’t know…but if she has it, she’ll return it soon. I’ll bet that your notebook will be in your locker when you get to school tomorrow.”

“I hope so,” I say softly, then hang up and click off my bed lamp. I fall asleep imagining myself walking down the school hall, opening my locker, and there’s my notebook.

When I wake up the next morning, I can’t wait to get to school to check my locker. Riding through the school gates, I quickly lock up my bike in the rack, then hurry to my locker.

My hand trembles as I reach for the combination lock. I spin the dial so fast I mess up the numbers and have to start over. I hold my breath as the lock clicks open.

I open my door and stare inside.

There is something!

And I gasp.


- Chapter 13 -

Donut Danger

[image: Image]

I reach into my locker and pull out a folded sheet of pale-yellow paper. I open it up and read:
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It looks like something a little kid would make in art class: jumbled words and pictures glued across scraps of paper like a collage. Some are in bold print, and others are in color or in tiny newspaper print.

OMG!

My first ransom note ever!

I’m desperate to get my notebook back but I’m thrilled too, because I love puzzles. I stare down at the paper, wrinkling my nose at a chemical smell, like hair spray mixed with mouthwash. The first part of the note is easy. The notebook thief wants to meet at Donut D-Lite at 3:15, and I have to come alone. The donut picture confuses me at first until I realize it’s a pun. Donut = Do Not. Do not. So I’m not supposed to tell anyone. The paper eye watching me is creepy. Is it warning that if I don’t come alone or tell someone I’ll never see my notebook again?

But why isn’t there a ransom demand?

Usually a ransomer (is that even a word?) asks for money or for something in exchange. At least that’s how it works in books and on TV. But all the notebook thief asks is for me to go to a donut shop after school, which sounds kind of yummy.

Why would Tyla leave a cryptic message instead of the notebook? And why work so hard cutting and pasting a do-it-yourself ransom note instead of printing one from her computer?

Studying the paper, I’m troubled by the “do not tell anyone” line. Assuming it’s from Tyla, why does she want me to keep it a secret? Is it because she doesn’t want Becca to find out?

When Becca arrives a few minutes later, I’m so tempted to show her the note. But I imagine the eyeball in the note spying on me. And I don’t want to lose my chance to get back my notebook. So I slip the ransom note into my backpack.

“Sooo?” Becca gestures to my locker, then looks at me hopefully. “Was it there?”

I hang my head. “No notebook.”

“Kelsey, I’m so sorry.” Becca gives my hand a squeeze. “If Tyla had the notebook, your secrets would already be blasted across the World Wide Web. But I checked her social sites and nada.”

“She’s keeping quiet to torture me—and it’s working.”

“We’ll find it,” Becca assures me. “I’ll go home with Tyla after school and check under her bed—that’s where she usually puts important stuff. But I really don’t think it will be there.”

A startling thought hits me: I may be wrong about Tyla. She will be with Becca after school—at the same time I’m meeting the ransomer. Unless she can be in two places at once, she didn’t steal my notebook.

“I won’t be back in time for a CCSC meeting,” Becca adds with a sigh. “But you can still come over to my house to see your kitten.”

“I’d love to cuddle Honey, but I have other things to do.”

“Leo has plans too,” Becca says.

“When doesn’t he?” I give a frustration gesture. “Let me guess. He’s helping Frankie again?”

Becca nods. “Leo finished the giraffe and is now assembling a lion head. But he stayed up late last night digging for information and texted what he found out about Reggie.”

“What?” I lower my voice in case we’re being watched.

“Reggie’s sister lives in Alaska—way too cold for a tortoise.” Becca shivers. “Leo tried calling her to find out Reggie’s phone number, but she didn’t answer. He left a message and is hoping to hear back soon. I sure hope we can talk to Reggie ASAP because time is running out for Albert.”

 “What do you mean?” I ask, alarmed.

Becca twists her pink-streaked black ponytail. “Mom contacted a tortoise club, and they’re looking for a home for him.”

“But Reggie left him to us,” I argue. “She can’t give him away.”

“She can and she will,” Becca says with a heavy sigh. “Reggie needs to come back soon.”

My gaze falls to my backpack. “What else did Leo find out? Anything about my notebook?”

“He doesn’t know who took it, but he narrowed the suspect list to three names.”

“Who?” I ask, having a good idea who tops the list.

“Erik Taylor, Sophia, and Tyla.” Becca frowns. “All I know about Erik is that he plays hoops and he’s a photographer for the yearbook committee. What do you know about him?”

He posts a scandalous blog under the name the Corning Comic, I think as I shut my locker with a bang. “I can’t tell you his secret, but if his buddies find out about it, they’ll hate him.”

“It’s that bad?” Becca leans so close her ponytail brushes my arm.

I nod. Erik’s online comic strip mocks kids at our school. He posts under “the Corning Comic” so no one knows it’s him. We were partners once on an English project, and when I borrowed his notes, I found drawings for his website. No one would ever suspect he’s the Corning Comic—unless they read my notebook.

“What about Sophia’s secret?” Becca asks in a hushed voice. “Is it bad too?”

“Worse than Erik’s” is all I’ll say.

I really like Sophia so I was disappointed when I overheard her telling Tyla she had bribed Perrin Jefferson, the assistant for the drama teacher, with hard-to-get theater tickets she’d gotten as a gift so he’d help her land the role of Nala in The Lion King. And the bribe worked because she got the part.

“At least the thief hasn’t posted the secrets online,” Becca says.

“Not yet.” As long as I follow the ransom instructions.

I glance at my watch and wonder what I’ll find when I go to the donut shop. If Donut D-Lite wasn’t a popular business, I’d never go alone. My dad criticizes the donuts as “fast food” (his version of the F-word), but my mother loves D-Lite donuts and shares with us kids. The donut shop is near our old house, so I know exactly how to get there.

I think about the ransom note all through my classes. Who sent it? Why leave a ransom note instead of the notebook? Will I find my notebook at D-Lite Donuts, or am I walking into a trap?

I should tell Becca and Leo where I’m going. But they’d insist on coming. I have to follow the instructions, or I may never see my notebook again.

Besides, what could be dangerous about going to a donut shop?

As soon as the final bell rings, I race to my bike and pedal away.

I’m off to meet a notebook-napper, I think with a thrill of excitement.

I ride through my old neighborhood, passing the playground I enjoyed when I was little. I had so much fun running across the tire bridge and slipping down the swan-shaped slide with Ann Marie and Tori. Ann Marie still lives next to my old house. But a new family lives in our wonderful two-story home with its big yard and tree swing. I ride past my former street without even looking.

The big, pink donut in the sky beckons. When I’ve come here before—usually early in the morning—the parking lot has been packed with a line snaking out the door. But now the giant donut on the roof isn’t flashing. The parking lot is empty.

I prop my bike up on the kickstand and go over to the glass front door. I peer through the window into darkness. I rattle the handle but the door is locked.

Where is everyone?

And I notice the Closed sign.

I read the posted hours: 5 a.m.–2 p.m.

It never occurred to me that such a popular business would close early. I’d expected lots of people and felt it was safe to come alone. I ignored the advice in Spy Now, Die Later: When meeting a suspect, always have backup.

Instead, no one knows where I am—except the thief.

The smart thing to do would be to ride away, but what about my notebook? Does the thief plan to return it, or is this a cruel prank?

I turn around in place, slowly, on the alert for anything suspicious.

A good spy assesses the situation before deciding on a course of action. Assuming the thief is one of our suspects, it’s unlikely he or she is inside a closed business. But there are no cars or even a bike in the parking lot, only a trash can and a garden shed.

Waiting around is boring. Waiting for an unknown thief is risky. The smart thing to do would be to leave now. But I really, really want my notebook.

So I straddle my bike, my sneaker toes poised to kick off at the first hint of trouble. Glancing down at my watch, I watch seconds tick by into minutes.

By three thirty, I’m fuming inside. This whole ransom-note drama is a prank. No one is coming. I’m pretty sure the thief (gimme a guilty T-Y-L-A) is laughing while she has fun hanging out with Becca.

Still, what if my notebook is here?

I can’t search inside the store, but I can check around the building. I leave my bike and walk along the paved walkway circling the donut shop. I peer into bushes, behind a flower planter, and beneath a stone bench.

No notebook.

I walk around the back of the building to the dumpster. The lid is pushed back, showing plastic bags piled taller than me, some ripped open with trash spilling down to the concrete.

A few weeks ago, Becca, Leo, and I rescued kittens from a dumpster in a creepy alley. This dumpster smells and looks worse. Do I want my notebook badly enough to search through piles of trash?

The stench of decaying food and sour milk turns my stomach. Searching through dozens of trash bags would take hours and make a huge mess. So I just search around the dumpster. I’m pushing aside a trash bag covered in donut sprinkles when I hear an odd noise.

Whirling around, I don’t see anyone.

I start to turn back to the trash when there’s a thud.

And this time I can tell where it’s coming from—inside the shed at the back of the parking lot. It’s a small metal shed, probably used for tools and storage.

I hear the thud again. And another sound, soft and plaintive…like a moan.

OMG! Something alive is inside the shed!

I stare ahead, holding my arms around myself so I don’t freak out.

When I hear a whimper, I worry that someone is bleeding or dying. And it’s up to me to save them. But then I think of horror movies where zombies and monsters burst out of dark places. Should I run to the shed to help?

Or should I run away?

I finally decide the safest thing to do is find an adult who can help. I turn around and start for my bike…but stop when I hear the whimper again.

The sound clicks in my head.

I know that whimper!

Instead of fleeing for my own safety, I race forward. When I reach the shed, I lift the metal latch, surprised but relieved it’s not locked. The door slides open with a scraping sound.

Blue eyes gleam dangerously at me from the darkness.


- Chapter 14 -

Puzzling
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“Bobbsey!” I cry, then soften my tone as I repeat his name in a soothing way that won’t frighten him.

The dog quivers in the shadows. His bobbed tail wags so I’m sure he won’t bite me. Still I don’t make any sudden moves, taking one step forward with my hand outstretched so he can smell me and know I’m a friend.

Whining, Bobbsey cowers and backs away. I stand very still while I try to figure out how to catch him. If I grab and miss, he’ll run out the open door behind me.

Keeping my gaze focused on Bobbsey, I reach back with one hand and feel for the door latch. I don’t want to shut the door completely—that would leave us both in the dark. I need to close it enough to block him from escaping. My fingers slide around a metal handle. I pull slowly, light dimming to only a crack in the door. I call Bobbsey soothingly by his name to hide any noise the door might make.

With the door open a few inches, sunlight streams behind me. As my eyes adjust, shadowed shapes become clearer. This is a garden shed with a rake, a hoe, a ladder, a wheelbarrow, and coils of hose. Nothing I can use to catch a scared dog.

“It’s okay, Bobbsey,” I murmur, bending my knees so I seem shorter than usual and less threatening.

He whines but lifts his head, his blue eyes shining eagerly. I can tell he wants to come over to me. This is exactly why I started carrying about a leash and dog treats in my backpack. Moving slowly and keeping my gaze on the dog, I feel around in my backpack until I find the dog treats.

When I lift the steak-flavored one, Bobbsey jumps to his paws. He barks and wiggles his stubby tail.

“It’s all yours, boy.” I hold the treat closer so the savory smell breezes in the small shed, making me a little hungry. Not that I’d resort to eating dog treats…Well, not unless I was stranded and starving.

It takes two more doggie snacks to gain Bobbsey’s trust.

“Good boy,” I say as I scratch behind his ears with one hand and click the leash onto his collar with the other.

I start to lead him out of the shed when I slap my palm to my head. Duh! I almost left without searching for my notebook. Did someone trap the dog to lure me in here so I would find my notebook? Or is finding Bobbsey a coincidence? The only thing I know for sure is that Bobbsey didn’t shut himself inside this shed.

The shed isn’t big so it doesn’t take long to discover my notebook isn’t here. It wasn’t near the Donut D-Lite building or in the parking lot. And I doubt it’s inside the dumpster—why toss something worth ransoming in the garbage?

But why would someone claim to have the notebook and then not show up?

I shake my head, frustrated. No point in searching for something that was never here. It’s what I did find that matters. And I smile down at Bobbsey. “Your owner is going to be so happy to see you!”

Bobbsey nudges his head against my leg. “Ready to go home?”

He barks and I chuckle. “Okay, boy, let’s figure out where you live.”

Holding the leash with one hand, I dig into my backpack for the Lost Pet flyers, then flip through them for Bobbsey’s contact information: 1933 Larkspur Lane. Hmmm, that sounds familiar. Maybe the new gated community near Riverview Hill? It’s on the south end of town. There’s a phone number too, which would be great if I had a phone.

But I know where I can borrow one. I’m only a few blocks away from my old house. So I head for Ann Marie’s house.

Leading a timid dog home while riding my bike would be a bad idea. If he suddenly bolted, I could end up on the pavement and he’d be gone again. So I walk my bike while leading Bobbsey on the leash. (Apparently he loves to walk.) I know Ann Marie won’t be home since she has some kind of sport practice every afternoon, but her mother (who considers me her second daughter) is thrilled to see me.

“Kelsey! It’s been so long!” she cries, wrapping me in a hug so tight that I gasp for air.

When she lets me up for air, I explain about finding Bobbsey, then ask to use her phone to call his owner.

It’s a quick call. Bobbsey’s elderly owner sounds feeble—until I tell him why I’m calling. Then his voice rises with excitement like a kid surprised with a birthday party. I give him the address, and he says he’s coming right away.

While I wait, Mrs. Sanchez sits me down at the kitchen table and insists on making me a sandwich, just like when I was little. She feeds Bobbsey too. Mrs. Sanchez hasn’t changed at all, which makes me smile.

“Nice dog,” she says. “He still looks hungry though. I’ll see what I can find for him.” As she turns to search the fridge, she rambles on about her job at the hospital and shows me Ann Marie’s latest athletic trophies. Ann Marie is an only child—which I’ve often envied. I love my family, but sometimes it would be nice to be an “only” and not wait my turn for new clothes or to use the computer.

Mrs. Sanchez wants to know everything about my family. So I tell her about Dad’s baking masterpieces, how cool Mom looked in her animal control officer uniform, Kyle’s determination to get a college scholarship, and how my sisters are so popular and busy I rarely see them.

I’m telling her how I ride around looking for lost pets when the doorbell rings. Mrs. Sanchez sets down her steaming coffee cup and then excuses herself to answer the door.

“Bobbsey,” I tell the dog sitting at my feet, “I think your owner is here. He sounded so excited on the phone and can’t wait to see you.”

The owner, Mr. Sudbury, doesn’t have much hair on his head, but his wiry gray beard goes down to his chubby chest. When he sees Bobbsey, his eyes redden as he sniffles. Opening his arms he runs forward, meeting Bobbsey halfway, and their hug is so sweet I feel a little emotional too.

Mr. Sudbury thanks me at least twenty times, then insists that I take the fifty-dollar reward.

“It’ll go toward helping other animals. Thank you so much,” I tell the old man, but he’s clicking a leash onto Bobbsey’s collar. A few minutes later they’re gone.

I don’t stay much longer either.

After hugs and promises to visit more often, I put on my bike helmet and then ride off.

I’m smiling as I think about how great it felt to reunite Bobbsey with his owner, but after a few blocks my smile fades with thoughts of my missing notebook.

Was it a coincidence that I found Bobbsey at D-Lite Donuts? Or was he purposely left there for me to find? But why leave a pet instead of my notebook?

It doesn’t make any sense.

When I get home, I spread the ransom note under a bright light on my desk and look for clues. The thief was careful not to use their own handwriting, only cutout words and images from magazines. I doubt there are any fingerprints, but I take my spy pack from the closet, slip on gloves, and sprinkle graphic powder across the paper. I find several clear prints—all mine.

Pulling out my magnifying glass, I examine each glued piece of paper. They’re mostly from magazines with colorful printing formats. The donut could be from any food magazine—Dad has a cupboard full in the kitchen. The phrase “meet me” has a loose corner that I pull up gently until it comes off. On the other side of the paper there’s a cartoon of a clown with half of his face smiling and the other half frowning.

Hmmm…that’s familiar. But I can’t think of where I’ve seen it before.

I stick the weird face picture back on the paper, the glue still strong enough to hold it in place. My nose and eyes itch at a strong chemical odor. I sniff and the smell is definitely coming from the paper, sort of like a detergent mixed with flowers.

I’m on the scent of a clue—literally!

I dig my fingernail at the edge of the eyeball paper until it lifts off. My eyes itch again and the smell increases. I fight the urge to sneeze as I stare down at the paper eyeball in my hand. It’s slick and glossy like it came from a magazine.

Curious, I flip it over, and in bold print is the name of a popular magazine: InbeTWEEN. My sisters used to read the trendy teen-zine and cut out photos of cute guys. Now instead of ogling airbrushed guys, they’re going out with high school guys.

My sisters stopped reading InbeTWEEN two years ago, so why do I have a memory of seeing the magazine recently?

Not at school or at home.

Memory slams into me, and I suck in a sharp breath.

I saw InbeTWEEN magazine in Becca’s bedroom.


- Chapter 15 -

The Corning Comic
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A coincidence, of course.

Becca would never steal from me or leave a ransom note.

But she might know which of our suspects reads InbeTWEEN. It’s too late to call her so I’ll ask her tomorrow at school—if I can get her alone. I should have told my club mates about the ransom note instead of keeping it a secret. With Becca’s social savvy and Leo’s analytical deductions, we’d have probably found my notebook by now—or at least know who took it.

Will I get it back before secrets are exposed?

The next morning, I find out.

I arrive at school early and am spinning the combo of my locker when I hear, “Kelsey! Kelsey!”

Whirling around, I see Becca pounding down the hall in tiger-striped sneakers, her ponytail flopping behind her like a pink flame in black smoke.

“OMG—the worst has happened!” Becca cries as she comes up beside me, bending slightly to catch her breath.

I tense. “What?”

“One of your secrets has gone viral!”

“No!” I stare at her in horror. “How do you know it’s one of mine?”

“It’s about Sophia and it’s really bad.” Becca drops her voice dramatically as she shows me her phone screen. “Check this out.”

I’m afraid to look, but I do.

My breath catches as I recognize the Corning Comic website. The site created by one of our top three suspects.

Secret 23 flashes like a disaster headline across my mind: Erik Taylor anonymously posts a snarky web comic strip mocking other students under the name “the Corning Comic.”

Becca clicks a link, then shows a photo of Sophia in a lion costume similar to the one Frankie created for her Nala role. The caption reads: The Lying Queen.

 “OMG!” I reach out to hold myself steady against my locker.

“Sophia must be devastated.” Becca sighs. “I feel awful for her.”

I feel awful too as I read the comic strip, which uses cute drawings to accuse Sophia of having no talent and bribing Perrin Jefferson to get the lead role.

“Is this the secret you had about Sophia?” Becca asks.

What’s the point in lying now? The secret is out. So I nod.

“I just can’t believe it.” Becca spreads out her hands, and her silver bracelets jangle like a sad song. “Why would Sophia cheat? And how could you know about this and say nothing?”

“It’s easier to keep the secret than to hurt a friend.” I sigh. “Sophia is really sweet and never says anything mean about anyone.”

“She didn’t have to bribe Perrin—she deserved that role. She’s talented with an amazing singing voice. The Corning Comic got that wrong.” Becca taps her phone screen. “I’m worried about her. She’s super sensitive and must be devastated. I’ve texted her but she won’t answer.”

 “It’s all my fault,” I groan. “If I hadn’t been so careless and brought my notebook to school, Sophia’s secret would still be secret.”

Becca pats my shoulder. “How did you find out about it?”

My face reddens because my answer is almost as humiliating as Sophia’s secret. “I was in a school bathroom stall…um…sitting. Sophia came in with Tyla, and they were at the sinks talking about the play. I didn’t even mean to eavesdrop—I just have this weird luck when it comes to discovering secrets. Tyla said she was surprised Sophia got the Nala role instead of Sonali Ma—” I pause trying to remember her last name.

“Sonali Malhotra,” Becca tells me. “Gorgeous eighth grader with amazing black hair that goes down past her waist. She usually gets the female lead in our school plays but not this time.”

“Because Sophia got it.” I glance up, then down the hall and whisper, “Sophia told Tyla she wanted to play Nala so much that when Perrin Jefferson—the drama teacher’s assistant—bragged that he could influence the drama teacher, Sophia gave him theater tickets so he’d help her get the role.”

“Bribe!” Becca says this so loudly that she claps her hand over her mouth, then lowers her voice. “I never liked Perrin—he acts like he’s important and is totally fake. Mrs. Ross seems to trust him but I don’t believe he can influence her. She makes her own decisions about acting roles.”

“Sophia got the role of Nala,” I point out with a shrug.

“Why isn’t Perrin on our suspect list?” Becca raises her dark brows.

“The secret was about Sophia—although I guess it’s his secret too.” I stare off down the hall, not seeing any of the kids hurrying to class, only pages in a stolen notebook. This secret was bad, but others are worse.

“Well, we can cross Sophia off Leo’s suspect list,” Becca says. “She wouldn’t steal your notebook and then tell everyone her own secret. The Corning Comic is the top suspect—whoever he or she is.”

He’s already on the list.

Erik Taylor, aka the Corning Comic, is looking very, very guilty.

“The Comic must have stolen your notebook to get gossip for his snarky website—and he started with Sophia.” Becca balls her fists like she’s ready to do battle to defend a friend. “Who will he target next?”

I frown, imagining Leo’s hurt when the whole school finds out his real age. Becca will be embarrassed too, if kids tease about her mom dating the sheriff.

“We have to stop him or her,” Becca adds with a furious twist of her lips. “But the coward hides behind a fake name. No one knows who he is.”

“Actually…I do.” I gnaw on my lip. “His identity is one of my secrets.”

“And you can’t tell me.” Becca rolls her eyes. “But now I know it’s a he.”

“I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Stop it already! I’m tired of your secrets.” Becca covers her mouth with her hand. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to lose my temper. I’m just worried about Sophia.”

“I’m worried about her too,” I say softly.

“Then don’t protect the Corning Comic. Leo and I need to know who he is if you want us to help find your notebook.”

I glance down at my white sneakers, frowning at a grass stain on my toe.

“Do you want him to post more secrets?” Becca persists.

“Of course not. But if I tell one secret, I might tell another secret, and soon all of the secrets will be out. It’s sort of like trying to eat just one french fry.”

“No one can do that,” Becca says with a frustrated look.

“My dilemma exactly. I feel like a superhero forced to make the decision whether to save one person or an entire planet.”

“I swear no planets will be destroyed if you tell me this one secret.” Becca solemnly makes a “cross my heart” gesture. “Who is the Corning Comic?”

I take a deep breath, and as I blow it out, an idea pops into my head. “I’ll tell you—after I talk to him.”

“That slimy snake won’t talk to you,” Becca says. “And if he does, he’ll post all about it and you’ll be humiliated like Sophia.”

“But what if I can persuade him to take down the post about Sophia and not post any more secrets?”

“He’ll never do it.”

“I have to try. He’s usually hanging out at the school basketball court with his buddies. I’ll look for him there.”

“Just shout out, ‘Corning Comic!’ That will get his attention.”

“Or scare him off.” Dread rises inside me. “He must have been surprised to read my notebook and find out I knew he was the Comic.”

Becca squeezes my hand. “Knowing his real identity is your superpower. Use it wisely.”

“I just want my notebook back,” I say sadly.

“This proves it wasn’t stolen by a Sparkler.” Becca looks relieved as we walk away from the lockers. “Leo can cross Sophia and Tyla off the suspect list. That leaves just two: Erik Taylor and the Corning Comic.”

Two names but only one suspect, I think.

Clues are falling into place. Erik Taylor must have been in the cafeteria yesterday and saw Tyla waving my notebook of secrets. Afterward, he broke into my locker and stole my notebook so he could boost his web hits with dramatic secrets. It would be easy for him to piece together a ransom note—a yearbook photographer probably had lots of magazines lying around.

But some things still puzzle me. Why would Erik send me to D-Lite Donuts, then not leave the notebook? And how did Bobbsey get in the shed? Was finding him a coincidence or did Erik do that too?

When Becca’s phone dings, she jumps excitedly. “Sophia!” But after checking her phone, she sighs. “Just Leo.”

Becca says Leo is in the drama supply room with Frankie. So we go there.

The auditorium is semi-dark and silent as we walk through aisles. Soft thuds from our sneakers are the only sounds as we walk up a short staircase and cross the stage to the backstage door.

A blend of unusual smells of fabric, oils, and dust fill the storage room where costumes, sets, and unusual props like a metallic giraffe are crammed together. I hear voices and wind through a passage bordered in boxes, cabinets, and a rolling cart with hanging clothes from the Victorian era.

I hear the boys before I see them and follow their voices to the “office” where Frankie has papers and mechanical parts strewn across his desk of a plywood sheet over boxes.

Leo sets down a screwdriver as he comes over to meet us. “What have you discovered?”

“Not here,” I say with a tilt of my head toward Frankie, who is watching us from his desk. The blue streak in his dark hair waves across his forehead, and his eyes are shadowed by his green cap.

“You can talk in front of Frankie,” Leo assures us. “He knows a lot about what goes on at school and can be a great help.”

“This doesn’t concern him,” I say.

“Does it have something to do with the Corning Comic?” Frankie guesses, unfolding tall and lanky like a marionette come to life. He gives us a friendly smile, but there’s something guarded in his expression.

“What do you know about the Comic?” I ask.

Frankie frowns. “I saw the cartoon this morning, and it sucks for Sophia. Sure, she bosses me around like the other drama kids do, but she always thanks me or sometimes just comes in to talk. I feel bad for her.”

“What cartoon?” Leo wrinkles his brow.

“Here.” Becca holds out her phone.

“No one knows who the Corning Comic is,” Frankie adds, untwisting a tangle of wires. “It’s the biggest mystery at school.”

Becca raises her brows at me, but I ignore her as I turn to Frankie. “Leo says you know stuff that goes on with the drama group. Did you know Sophia bribed Perrin for the role of Nala?”

“No, and I know it isn’t true. She got the role because of her talent.” Frankie stands taller than all of us and is so skinny that his loose black clothes hang on him.

“Are you sure?” I ask, confused. “I heard Sonali should have gotten the role.”

“Sonali tried out for another role.” Frankie’s green hat flops as he shakes his head. “I was there for the auditions. After Sophia auditioned, Mrs. Ross stood up and applauded and said that Sophia was perfect for Nala.”

Leo taps his chin thoughtfully. “Was Perrin there too?”

“Yeah.” Frankie nods. “He’s always lurking around.”

“Sophia doesn’t realize how good she is,” Becca adds with a sad sigh. “Even though she’s super talented, she’s insecure. And now her secret has gone viral and she’ll be devastated. I’m going straight to homeroom and talk to her.”

“Go ahead,” I say with soft sympathy. “I have something to give Leo; then I’ll see you in class.”

Becca hurries off, and I tell Frankie I need to talk to Leo alone. Before Leo can object, I tug on his arm and move away behind a giant stuffed penguin.

“Here. For the CCSC treasury.” I hand Leo the fifty-dollar bill. “I found another lost dog.”

 “Excellent!” Leo folds the bill precisely in half, then smoothes it neatly with his finger before folding it again. “Where did you find the dog?”

“Behind D-Lite Donuts yesterday after school.”

“But the donut shop is closed in the afternoon.”

“I didn’t know that.” I groan. “I’ll tell you more at the Skunk Shack.”

I leave the storage room, hurrying for my first class. I’m almost there when I plant my palm to my forehead with a “Duh!” I spent so much time talking to Becca by my locker earlier that I didn’t open my locker—and I need my science textbook. So I turn on my heels and race back to my locker.

The warning bell rings just as I’m spinning my locker combo.

The metal door swings open and I stare inside.

What’s a wooden block doing in my locker?


- Chapter 16 -

Blocked
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The brick-sized wooden block is the wintry-brown color of tree bark, and it looks heavy but is surprisingly light. My fingers leave a trail of prints on the shiny surface. It’s smooth to touch, as if there’s still life whispering from the wood.

Although the block feels solid, there’s a hollow sound when I tap it.

Is something hidden inside?

I feel around for a way to open it, but can’t find one.

The halls have grown quiet. Shoving the wooden block back into my locker, I race to class. I’m sliding in my chair as the bell rings.

Ms. Grande announces a group project. We split up, and before I can go with Becca, Chloe tugs her away from me. Becca gives me an apologetic look as she goes off with Chloe. With an uneven number of students in science, guess who has to work alone?

But the project is cool. We’re making flubber, just like the gooey glob in the old Disney movie. All it takes is glue, borax, water, and green dye. When we’re done, we put our gooey creations in baggies. I wash the green goo off my hands, but it still shimmers from beneath my fingernails. I don’t want flubber spilling in my backpack, so I detour to my locker.

Holding my breath, I slowly open my locker, afraid the wooden block will have vanished like my notebook. But I exhale in relief. The block is still on top of my sweater. I toss the bagged flubber beside it, then hurry to my next class.

During second period, I puzzle over the wooden block. Does it have some special meaning? Does it hold a secret? I’m pretty sure Erik left it—just like I’m sure he stole my notebook. How else could he know about Sophia’s bribe?

Whose secret will he expose next?

I really need to talk to Erik. He won’t be surprised to see me since he knows that I know that he knows that I know who he really is.

As I walk through the halls during break, I look around for him. He has black hair that pokes up like porcupine quills and he wears neon-purple sneakers. Usually I can hear him before I see him since he carries a basketball around and bounces it as he walks. I think his locker is near the gym, so I detour there, but no luck.

During lunch, instead of going to the Sparkler table, I look around for Erik’s porcupine black hair. But he isn’t here.

I whirl around and head for the basketball court outside—and grin when I hear the thump of a basketball. And there’s Erik with some of his buddies.

I hesitate, suddenly nervous. Watching people is what I’m comfortable with, not confronting a suspect. But Erik is more than a suspect—I know he’s guilty. And if I don’t stop him, the next post on the Corning Comic website could be about Leo’s real age. I cringe as I image a drawing of Leo in diapers with the post: What’s an eleven-year-old doing in middle school?

A basketball thuds off the backboard and bounces my way. I rush over to pick it up. “Toss it back,” a kid wearing baggy, black jeans shouts.

Swallowing my courage, I walked over to Erik—holding tight to the ball.

“Thanks.” Erik reaches for the ball but I step away from him.

“Not so fast, Erik.” I drop my voice to a whisper only he can hear. “Or should I call you the Corning Comic?”

His mouth falls open. “How did…I mean…No idea what you’re talking about.”

“Sure you do.”

“Bug off.” He rakes his fingers through his prickly hair.

“Would you rather I tell them who you really are?” I point toward the other guys who stare at us curiously, waiting for the ball.

“You don’t know anything.”

“Don’t I?” I drop my voice. “Corning Comic.”

His mouth drops open; then he grabs my arm and pulls me away from the basketball court. “What do you want?” he demands.

“My notebook.”

“What notebook?” He rubs his forehead.

“You know,” I say angrily. “Return my notebook by the end of school and delete that horrible post about Sophia, or everyone will find out you’re the Corning Comic.”

“How can I return something I don’t have? And I never delete my posts.”

“Do you want your buddies to know you posted the blog that got the most popular basketball coach fired?”

“He was illegally betting against our team,” Erik says.

“Bet your teammates would be more angry with the Corning Comic than their favorite coach.” I gesture to the hoop court.

“But I can’t delete posts. My site has thousands of fans, and they trust me to be honest with them. They love my cartoons.”

“Your cartoon about Sophia was cruel,” I retort.

“Not my fault if the truth hurts.” He shrugs, then gestures to his buddies who are staring at us. “I don’t know anything about your notebook, so leave me alone.”

“Then how did you find out about Sophia?”

“I have my sources,” he says smugly.

“Who?”

“As if I’d tell you. Like never.” He spits on the ground. “I got a game to finish, so give back my ball.”

“Gladly!” I throw the basketball as hard as I can. “Here!”

I may be small, but I learned how to throw a mean ball from Tori and Ann Marie. Erik lunges for the ball, but it smacks his shoulder and he stumbles backwards. The ball slips through his arms.

Do not underestimate a member of the CCSC, I think.

Smiling, I return to the cafeteria.
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War has broken out among the Sparklers.

It’s a battlefield of glares, and no one is talking.

I almost turn around and go have lunch with Ann Marie and Tori. But Becca looks worried so I sit down beside her. Sophia and Tyla are on opposite sides of the table as if a battle line was drawn down the middle.

What’s going on?

Becca nudges me, then whispers, “Sophia won’t talk to Tyla.”

“Why not?” I whisper back as I plop my sack lunch on the table.

“Sophia thinks Tyla told the Corning Comic her secret.”

Becca turns away from me and reaches across the table to touch Sophia’s hand. “Sophia, don’t blame Tyla. It’s all a big misunderstanding,” she says loudly with a pleading look at the other Sparklers.

“No ‘miss’ about it—I understand exactly,” Sophia says with her icy fury aimed at Tyla. “She betrayed me.”

“I did not!” Tyla argues.

“I confided in you,” Sophia sniffles. “And you blabbed to that horrible Corning Comic.”

Tyla shakes her head. “But I didn’t tell anyone!”

She’s telling the truth. I even feel sorry for her.

Becca turns to me and mouths, “Should we tell them?”

“No,” I mouth back. Revealing more secrets would only make things worse.

When I stop by my locker, there’s still no notebook—but there’s evidence that someone broke into my locker again. Only nothing is missing.

My sweater is tossed on top of the wooden block and the flubber bag has fallen, green oozing into a smear on the bottom of my locker. Yuck. I’d planned to take it home to show my parents, but the baggie is ripped and too messy. Careful not to get green goo on my clothes, I pluck it out with two fingers and dump it in the trash.

During my next classes, the hands on the wall clock are so slow that they seem to be moving backwards. All I can think about is getting back to my locker. Erik better return my notebook soon. If he doesn’t, the identity of the Corning Comic won’t be a mystery. I’ll make sure everyone at school knows—starting with my club mates.

When the last bell rings, I race out of my class so fast I forget my backpack and have to go back for it. When I reach my locker, I spin the combination lock too far, then have to start all over again.

When the lock opens, I stare eagerly into my locker and—

No notebook.

The wooden block is still there, but I still can’t open it. Becca and Leo would probably have gotten it open in minutes. I keep turning it over in my hands, feeling for a button or lever, but it’s just a block of useless wood.

Tossing the block into my backpack, I slam my locker shut, then go to the bike rack to meet my club mates. I’m glad I can finally tell them some of my secrets. They’ll be surprised when I tell them who the Corning Comic is, then show them the ransom note and wooden block.

They’re both waiting for me at the bike rack.

Leo always looks so serious in a black vest and slacks. He’s balancing his gyro-board on its tip and spinning it like a giant top. Becca leans against the bike rack, her arms lifted as she tames her wild black hair into a ponytail. I smile at the pattern on her latest homemade scrunchie: gray and brown like a tortoise carapace.

“Soooo?” Becca asks as I come up and unlock my bike from the rack. “Did you talk to him?”

Leo’s gyro-board thuds to the ground as he lets go of it to move closer to me. “Him, who?”

“The Corning Comic,” I say. “I’m sure he has my notebook.”

“You know who he is?” Leo tilts his head in surprise. “That’s like the biggest mystery at school.”

“And one of my secrets. I talked to him and threatened to reveal his identity if he didn’t return my notebook by the end of school.”

“And?” Becca asks hopefully.

I hold out my empty hands. “Still no notebook.” My sneakers feel heavy as I wheel my bike from the rack.

“Now you can tell us who he is.” Becca leans forward eagerly.

I nod, feeling sad but a little relieved to share such a big secret.

Becca and Leo gather close to me, eagerness bright in their gazes.

“And his name is?” Becca asks.

Other kids are heading our way so I whisper, “I’ll tell you at the Skunk Shack.”

I hop on my bike but Becca moves in front of me, blocking my way.

“Actually…I can’t go,” she says, frowning.

My fingers strangle my handlebars. “Why not?” I demand.

“Urgent meeting at Chloe’s house.” Becca flushes with guilt. “Chloe thinks she can convince Sophia and Tyla to talk to each other.”

“Maybe I can help,” I offer, my anger fading to concern for Sophia. “I’m a Sparkler for a few more days. I’ll go with you.”

“Ummm…you can’t.” Becca looks down at the pavement instead of at me. “Chloe says only full members. I hope you don’t mind.”

I mind, but not about being excluded from the Sparklers. I mind that Becca is choosing them over the CCSC. But I shrug like it’s no big deal.

“Whatever,” I say. Then I force a cheerful smile and ask Leo, “Want to ride around and look for lost animals? I have the flyers Mom gave me in my backpack.”

“Sorry, but I have to cancel too. I’m helping Frankie fix a gear on the warthog.” Leo glances over my shoulder, then waves. “Here’s Frankie now. I got to go.”

Leo hops on his gyro-board and rolls away. When I turn back to Becca, she’s pedaling out of the school lot.

I’m disappointed. I’m angry. Mostly, I just feel alone. So I hop on my bike and ride around, looking for lost pets.

We’re having unseasonably warm weather for early April, and the sun is like a toaster set on high on my skin. An hour later, I haven’t found any lost pets. I’m sweating and thirsty, and my skin is a rosy-pink shade of burned. So I give up and head home.

I’m halfway to the apartment building, paused at an intersection and waiting for a group of kids with a traffic guard guiding them. Beyond the kids, a bicyclist rides past.

I blink, recognizing the black bike and rider.

My brother, Kyle.


- Chapter 17 -

Dino Tales
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Kyle isn’t carrying a box, but he’s pedaling like he’s on a mission. High school just ended so he should be going home. Instead he’s headed downtown.

Where is he going?

“Follow that brother,” I say to myself as the street clears. I kick up the speed on my bike and pedal after him.

Like the last time I followed Kyle, he makes a left toward the east side of Sun Flower. I turn left too, staying far enough behind so he won’t notice me. He stops at a crosswalk, then again for a stop sign. He even stops at an empty intersection. It’s easy to keep him in sight.

He picks up speed though as we approach the strip mall where I lost him last time. I pick up my speed too. I will not lose him again.

As I expected, Kyle turns left into the same shopping center. I speed up when I lose sight of him and make the same left…and he’s gone.

Did he duck through the alley?

I slip from sunlight to shadows as I ride between two buildings. It’s earlier in the day this time, so I can see enough to avoid a pothole and broken glass near the dumpster. I come out the other side, knowing I can’t be more than a minute behind my brother. I peer down a deserted road where a few empty trucks are parked and then in the other direction where fields of wild grass stretch for miles.

No Kyle.

“No! Not again!” I stop near a concrete planter of prickly cactuses and thump my fist on my handlebars. Where did he go?

Could he be in one of the businesses?

Doubling back, I lock my bike in a rack near the sheriff’s office.

I try there first. Sheriff Fischer isn’t there, but his deputy recognizes me and talks to me with an annoying tone like I’m a little kid. He’s a tall, skinny guy with more attitude than smarts. Still I believe him when he shakes head and says he hasn’t seen my brother.

The pawnshop is a weird place for my brother to go, but I check there anyway. It’s nicer than I expected, like a jewelry store with closed glass cases of watches, rings, necklaces, and other jewelry. Becca would like the sparkly rings.

“Can I help you?” a cute girl with black, spiraled hair asks. She’s Kyle’s age, wearing a tight black skirt with a bejeweled pink jacket and a sheer pink blouse. Her name tag says, “Peony.”

“Did you see a brown-haired guy riding a bike come by here?”

“Was he hot-looking?” she asks, dimpling.

“Yuck.” I make a gross face. “He’s my brother.”

She laughs, then gestures around the aisles of glass cases. “As you can see, there aren’t any bikes here—and no brothers. But if your brother is cute and single, tell him to stop by and ask for Peony.”

I can still hear her laughing as I leave the business.

Doesn’t anyone take me seriously? Peony made me feel like a little kid. No way will I tell my brother—or any cute guy—to stop by her store.

Next, I walk by the law office. A large front window gives me a view inside to a cozy waiting area with a comfy couch, a coffee machine, and a table piled neatly with magazines. A middle-aged receptionist with salt-and-pepper hair pulled back from her lined face reminds me of a lioness guarding the entrance to her den.

I take a deep breath to work up some courage, then push open the engraved glass door.

“May I help you?”

If a voice could freeze, I’d now be a human popsicle. The receptionist’s black brows narrow together into sharp points. “May I help you, young lady?” she repeats.

“Um…I was looking for…um…my brother.” I keep my hand on the door handle, ready for a quick escape.

“And who might he be?” She taps a pen against her desk.

“Um…Kyle. Is he back there?” I look beyond her to a hallway that deepens into shadows dark enough to hide a boy and his bike.

“If he was, due to client confidentially, I wouldn’t be allowed to confirm or deny your question.”

I take that as a no, then squeak out something that sounds like “thank you.” I scurry out the door and down the sidewalk.

I’m ready to jump on my bike and pedal away…until the sweet aroma of pepperoni and pizza sauce entices me. I hear the irresistible catchphrase, “Make history with Prehistoric Pizza.”

A costumed dinosaur with a shiny green tail is waving a sign and announcing a special discounted Dino-Roni Bacon Pizza. It’s a girl dinosaur and she sounds nice. I can’t afford the special or even a slice of pizza, but maybe the dinosaur saw my brother.

“Excuse me,” I say, peering into friendly hazel eyes shining from a rubbery dinosaur face. “I’m looking for my brother, Kyle. Did you see a guy go by on a bike?”

“Sorry, but I don’t know anyone named Kyle.” Her dino tail flops as she shakes her head. “I might have missed him. It’s not easy to see much in this costume.”

“Oh.” My shoulders sag. “Sorry to bother you.”

“No bother at all.” I can only see hazel eyes through her dinosaur face, but I can tell she’s smiling. “I’m bored standing out here alone.”

“And I’ll bet you’re hot in that heavy costume,” I say.

“Sizzling! Maybe I can help you.” She points to the front of the Prehistoric Pizza. “With all those windows, my coworkers might have seen your brother. I was just getting ready to take a short break. While I’m inside, I’ll ask Gina, Steve, K. C., and Reynaldo. But I won’t ask the manager, Mr. Kinkaid—he’s meaner than a T. rex. What does your brother look like?”

“Tall, thin with brown hair.”

“That could be a lot of guys. But I’ll check. Wait here.” She goes inside, and I tap my sneaker on the pavement, counting the taps until I get over two hundred and lose count. I’m up to seventy-three again when she returns.

“Sorry.” She shakes her dinosaur head. “No Kyle inside.”

“Drats,” I say with heavy disappointment.

“You look thirsty so I brought you an orange soda.” She holds out a plastic cup. “By the way, I’m Talla.”

“I’m Kelsey, and thank you.” I sip bubbly orange sweetness. “Getting this soda is the best thing that’s happened today.”

“Not a great day?” Talla asks sympathetically.

I grimace. “The worst!”

“At least you’re not stuck in a hot costume,” she complains. “I’m glad my shift is almost over. I’m sweating like I’m wearing a sleeping bag on the hottest day of summer.”

“So why work here?” I ask, then take another sip.

She laughs. “Who wouldn’t want to get paid to be a dinosaur?”

I nod, understanding. When I was little, I loved everything about dinosaurs and could pronounce even the longest, most complicated names.

“Thanks again,” I say, gesturing to the drink. “I better go.”

“Sorry I couldn’t help find your brother.”

“He has a way of just vanishing.” I smile wryly. “At least I know where he didn’t go—not the sheriff, the pawnshop, or the pizza place.”

“What about the law office?” Her tail flops with a thump as she turns to point to the remaining business.

“I hope he’s not there because I never want to talk to that Ice Queen receptionist again.” I shiver. “Besides, Kyle doesn’t need a lawyer.”

“Are you sure?” she asks. “The description of your brother matches this guy I’ve recognized from my high school—I don’t know his name—who’s gone to the law office at least three times this week.”

 “What high school?” My siblings all go to Sun Flower High, but some kids go to a private school, Creative Minds Academy.

“Sun Flower High,” Talla says.

“Did he ride a black bike?” I ask uneasily.

“I didn’t notice.” She shrugs her dino shoulders. “All I know is that I’ve seen him at school hanging with some basketball players so he’s probably a jock.”

Before my family lost their home and Kyle got obsessed with scholarship applications, he was on a basketball team.

But why would my brother need a lawyer?


- Chapter 18 -

Tortoise Trouble
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Kyle doesn’t come home for dinner that night.

“He’s with Jake,” Mom says cheerfully. “I’m so glad he’s finally getting out. It’s wonderful he’s seeing his friends again.”

It would be if that were true.

And I shudder at the memory of the scary law-office receptionist.

My brain is on overload and it’s hard to go to sleep. I lie in bed, staring up at my ceiling where slivers of moonlight shift into puzzle pieces that don’t connect.

Kyle + Lawyer = Trouble.

I think of all the reasons someone might need a lawyer, but most of my ideas come from TV crime dramas. I’m pretty sure Kyle isn’t guilty of murder, kidnapping, grand larceny, identity theft, or assault with a deadly weapon. If it were illegal to get obsessed over applying for colleges, Kyle would be guilty.

I fall asleep with images of Kyle riding his bicycle with a box that ticks like a bomb…
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The next day at school I wait for Becca by my locker, but she doesn’t show up. Will she bother coming to the Skunk Shack for our CCSC meeting after school? Both Becca and Leo have been so busy lately that I feel like I’m in a club of one.

I find Becca in our homeroom, her dark ponytail sweeping across Chloe’s desk while they whisper. As I walk down the aisle, I frown at Sophia’s empty chair. Is she ever coming back to school?

Sitting behind Becca, I wait for her to turn around but she’s too busy talking to Chloe. I thump my science book on my desk.

Becca whirls to face me. “Oh, Kelsey. You’re here.”

“I waited for you by my locker.” I try not to sound whiny.

 “I had to talk with Chloe.” She drops her voice so only I can hear. “We went to Sophia’s house last night, and she’s a mess. She won’t get out of bed and is faking sick to skip school. She thinks everyone hates her. That horrible Corning Comic destroyed her confidence.”

“I can destroy him,” I say carefully. “Want to know his name?”

“Of course I do!” Her bracelets, silver like her Sparkler necklace, jangle as she gestures excitedly.

“It’s Er—”

“Becca!” Chloe calls out. “I just thought of a new plan to help Sophia.”

With a shrug, Becca mouths, “Tell me at lunch,” and turns back to Chloe. They start whispering again.

But Becca walks into the lunchroom with Chloe, so there’s no chance to talk to her alone. When the lunch bell rings and we leave the cafeteria, Becca pulls me toward her and whispers into my ear, “We’ll talk about the Corning Comic at our CCSC meeting. Afterward we can stop by my house to cuddle with our kittens, then bike around searching for lost pets.”

I feel a little better and smile. “Sounds like a plan.”

 “Exactly! See you then.” With a hand wave, Becca hurries to her next class.

After school, Becca is waiting for me by the bike rack and Leo is with her. I walk with a skip in my step. The CCSC is together again. My club mates will be so surprised when I show them the ransom note and the wooden block.

“Race you to the Skunk Shack,” I throw out as a challenge while I unlock my bike from the rack.

“Um…I’m not going.” Leo frowns, and I notice he’s not carrying his gyro-board. “That’s what I came to tell you.”

“If you say you have to help Frankie again, I’ll scream,” I warn through gritted teeth.

“Don’t scream! I hate loud noises.” Leo looks panicked.

“What do you care what I do? You’d rather be with Frankie than us.”

“The play’s dress rehearsal is soon. Frankie needs my help.”

“And of course only you can help him,” I spat back. “Well, your club needs you too!” I turn to Becca for support. “Tell him we’re sick of being ditched for Frankie all the time.”

“Well…I would but—”

 “Becca, do not say you can’t come either,” I warn through clenched teeth.

“I’ll be there—just a little late.” Becca twists her ponytail around her finger, her gaze drifting across a grassy lawn to the street where two girls stand with their bikes: Chloe and Tyla.

“You’re going with them!” My hand shakes with anger as I point to the other two Sparkler girls.

“It won’t take long,” Becca cries. “Sophia refuses to talk to Tyla or help at the fund-raiser and may even quit the play. We’re having an intervention at her house.”

“I guess I’m not invited to this either?” I snap.

“I’m sorry but they…” Becca spreads out her arms helplessly. “Tyla only wants me and Chloe. We won’t take long, and then I’ll hurry to the Skunk Shack.”

“What’s the point? We can’t have a meeting without our covert technology strategist,” I say, giving Leo a furious look.

“I could make more meetings if Frankie was a member,” Leo says. “Frankie would be an asset to the CCSC. He can create superior disguises that are much more effective than a hat or wig.”

“My disguises work fine,” I argue.

 “Only at a distance. Frankie has turned actors into cats, robots, historical people, and more. It’s only logical to invite him into the CCSC. I even have a title for him: disguise expert.”

I fold my arms across my chest. “We’ll vote on Frankie at our next meeting.”

“Will you vote yes?” Leo tilts his head toward me.

Instead of answering, I shoot him a suspicious look. “Have you been avoiding our meetings because I won’t vote the way you want?”

“That behavior would be childish, and I have never been childish. Not even when I was a child.” Leo looks down at his vest, smoothing a crease.

“But is it true?” I persist.

“According to my calculations, there’s only a 32 percent chance you’ll say yes. By giving you time to get to know Frankie, the odds improve to 48 percent.”

Becca gasps. “You’ve been skipping our meetings on purpose?”

“While that would be a logical strategy, I have been truthful about helping Frankie.” Leo looks hopefully at me. “Will you vote for him?”

I shift my heavy backpack on my back as I consider my answer. I like Frankie, but something about him makes me uneasy.

 “My vote is still no,” I tell Leo. “Our club is perfect with just the three of us. We’ve solved three mysteries and get along great—at least when we work together.”

“You won’t change your mind?” When I shake my head, Leo’s shoulders sag and he walks away without even saying good-bye.

I feel guilty. But I won’t change my vote.

I roll my bike from the rack and swing my leg over to sit on my seat. “Becca, I’ll see you at the Skunk Shack.”

“Since you’ll get there before me, could you go check on Albert? Mom says he hasn’t been eating and she’s worried about him.”

“He misses Reggie,” I guess with a sigh. “Sure, I’ll check on him.”

“Thanks. Albert has to start eating soon, or Mom will give him away. And since you’re going to check on Albert, could you try to feed him too? There are carrots in the fridge for him. If he eats, Mom won’t be in such a hurry to find him a new home.”

I nod, willing to do anything to help Albert.

I kick off my bike and ride alone to Wild Oaks Sanctuary.

Since I’m going to Becca’s house first, I pass by the gated back entrance that trails through thick brush to the Skunk Shack. Riding under the arched front entrance into Wild Oaks, I wind down the graveled driveway to Becca’s ranch-style home.

Mrs. Morales welcomes me with a hug. “It’s wonderful to see you, Kelsey. But where’s Becca?”

Good question, I think bitterly.

“She’s helping a friend but will be here soon. She asked me to feed Albert.”

“If you can get Albert to eat, that would be amazing!”

Mrs. Morales goes into the kitchen, two ferrets on her heels. Becca calls them the Fur Bros. I hear a mew and look down to see a whirl of orange. Bending down, I scoop Honey into my arms. She purrs and rubs her furry head against me. She’s so sweet, and I wish so much I could bring her home.

When Becca’s kitten, Chris, scampers by, Honey wiggles out of my arms and bounds after him.

“Here’s a fresh bunch of carrots,” Mrs. Morales says when she returns holding carrots that have a rough, natural look like they were just plucked from the ground. “Take these to Albert.”

“Thanks,” I say, reaching out.

“I hope you can get that big fellow to eat,” Mrs. Morales says as she follows me to the door. “I’ve been on the phone with Abigail DeSesa from the CTTC—the California Turtle & Tortoise Club—and she says it’s common for tortoises to bond with their owners and get depressed when they’re gone. I’ve tried all kinds of foods to tempt Albert, but he won’t eat.”

“I’ll do my best,” I promise.

Albert doesn’t even lift his wrinkly neck when I come up to him and wave a carrot. He looks the same to me…but different. His eyes don’t shine as brightly. And he ignores the carrot, even when I put it up to his mouth.

“Oh, Albert,” I whisper, finding a rock that’s not splattered with bird poo to sit on. “Please, eat something.”

He sinks into his shell until all I can see is the top of his head.

“You miss Reggie,” I say softly. “You’re sad because you’re lonely. Well, I’ll tell you a secret…I feel lonely too.”

Albert doesn’t move but I know he’s listening.

“My friends are cool most of the time.” I suck in a deep breath, then blow it out. “But lately they’re always going off with other friends and leaving me behind. Becca says I’m a Sparkler—at least until the fund-raiser on Saturday—but the Sparklers only include me when they want my help. And Leo would rather hang out with Frankie.”

Albert stretches his neck and looks at me.

“Being alone sucks,” I say.

The tortoise bobs his head.

“Yeah, I understand. I want to be with Becca and Leo, and you want to be with Reggie.”

We sit awhile in silence: thirteen-year-old girl and hundred-thirty-year-old tortoise. Different species yet we have something in common: we both miss our friends.

I keep trying to convince Albert to eat. He won’t even look at me, so I come up with an idea. I lift one of the raw carrots and spin it like a baton in my fingers. He still isn’t interested, so I bring the carrot to my mouth and take a big crunchy bite.

“Albert, try the yummy carrots,” I say through chews.

His black eyes watch the carrot. I take another bite, then hold out the carrot. He stretches his wrinkly neck and sniffs. Finally! He’s going to eat!

Only he droops his head and withdraws under his shell.

The carrots hang heavy in my hand as I turn away.

A short time later, I’m on my way to the Skunk Shack. As I near the tree-shrouded building, I hear laughter coming from inside. I park my bike by the large table-sized stump, then hurry into the shack.

Leo and Becca sit at the lopsided table, sipping juice drinks with a few papers spread out between them.

My brows rise with surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“A rather obvious question,” Leo says. “We’re waiting for you so we can start our CCSC meeting.”

“But I didn’t think you were coming.”

“I was surprised to see Leo too,” Becca admits. “And pleased.”

Leo lifts his stylus from his tablet, then taps it on the table like a gavel. “I hereby call our CCSC meeting to order.”

“I second that,” Becca says cheerfully.

They turn to me and I’m so happy we’re all here that I can’t stop smiling. The CCSC is back together.

“I third the motion,” I say as I sit beside them at the table.

Once Leo gets past his treasurer’s report and other boring topics, I announce that I have news to share.

I unzip my backpack and hold out the wooden block and the ransom note.

“Is this another spy game challenge?” Becca asks.

“No,” I say, remembering the challenges I gave them when we first formed the club. Becca pieced together a ripped spy message, and Leo escaped from locked handcuffs.

“Not a game—the real thing.” I explain how I found both in my locker.

“So the ransom note led you to that missing dog you found?” Leo asks, wrinkling his brow so deeply he reminds me a little of Albert.

“It was great finding the dog, but I still don’t have my notebook.” I point to the wooden block. “And now all I have is this—whatever it is.”

“It appears to be a Japanese puzzle box.” Leo turns it over in his hands. “Usually I can open them quickly by moving sliding panels.”

“I don’t see any panels.” I crane my neck forward to watch as Leo runs his fingers over the smooth wood.

Leo frowns. “The level of difficulty is high.”

 “Let me try,” Becca says.

“While other toddlers stacked toy blocks, I assembled Lego robotics and solved complex puzzles,” he says in his annoying superior tone. “Ah! I found a crevice…Apply pressure here and push this tiny wood panel, then—”

Click.

A popsicle-stick-like wood slat pops up, revealing a secret compartment.

When Leo flips the box over and shakes it, a strip of paper—like you find in a fortune cookie—flutters out.

I catch the paper.

And read.


- Chapter 19 -

Cryptic Clue
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At least, I try to read the message.

“It starts off with W-E, but then the rest is jumbled letters and numbers that don’t make any sense,” I say, wrinkling my brow.

“They could form acronyms,” Leo guesses. “Each letter represents a word.”

“Like CCSC.” Becca smiles. “Or maybe it’s another language.”

Leo shakes his blond head. “Not any language I know.”

I snap my fingers. “Spy language!”

“There is no such thing.” Leo scoffs.

“Spies communicate in code. I’ve studied common codes that spies use. Some are so complex that only a computer can solve them.”

“Let’s go to my house and decipher the code on my computer,” Leo says.

“Not necessary.” I stare down at the tiny print, recognizing a familiar pattern. “I can figure it out. It’s an easy letter-substitution code.”

“A cryptogram,” Leo says with a nod. “I prefer sudoku puzzles, but I’ve solved many cryptograms.”

I take the paper over to the table and smooth it out.

WE MJP GQLS SJ EWLB MJPA NZUAZSN,
IJJV WL IJUVZA 299

“Is it weird to have numbers mixed in with letters?” Becca scoots in beside me and points to the paper.

“Not weird at all,” I say, then take out paper and a pencil from my backpack. I copy the code down in large print, then write the alphabet across the top of the page.

While I prefer to figure things out on paper, Leo consults his tablet.

“Each letter represents another letter,” I explain to Becca while I scan the paper in search of a starting place.

“Or it could be more complicated where you have to count down from each corresponding letter to match the code with the correct letter,” Leo says.

“Huh?” Becca blinks at him.

Leave it to Leo to make something simple sound like advanced algebra. While Leo taps away on his device, I explain to Becca, “Becca, see these two Js together?”

She nods.

“That means it’s a double vowel or consonant. And the most commonly doubled letters are d, e, f, g, l, m, n, o…Oh, I think I know!” I write the letter O beneath the letter J on my alphabet list. “It’s the word ‘look!’”

Leo stops mid-keystroke to look at me. “You can’t possibly know the word from a wild guess.”

“But it’s not a guess.” I tap my pencil on the paper. “This puzzle probably came from the person who stole my notebook and left the ransom note. The first word of the ransom note was look so it’s logical to find that word here too.”

“Good deduction.” Leo approves. “That means I is L and V is K.”

“The last word begins with L-O…and then there’s the number.”

 “Locker 299!” Becca guesses.

After that, other words fall into place. SJ is a small word ending with O. Easy to guess it’s to, a very common small word.

So when we’re finished, the decoded message reads:

If you want to find your secrets, look in locker 299.

“What are we waiting for?” I jump up and grab my backpack.

“School’s been over for hours.” Leo frowns. “The gates will be locked. We’ll have to wait till the morning.”

“I can’t wait,” I say with a stubborn shake of my head. “I have to find the notebook.”

“If we can’t get in through the gates, we’ll find another way,” Becca says.

We lock up the Skunk Shack, then head to Helen Corning Middle School. Becca and I ride our bikes while Leo hops on his gyro-board.

All during the ride, I’m thinking of Locker 299, excited and scared of what I’ll find. Will there be another puzzle to solve? Will I finally get my notebook back? Or will there be nothing at all?

But I wonder why the thief—especially if it’s Erik—would bother to leave cryptic clues when he didn’t even want to talk to me yesterday. And he didn’t seem worried when I threatened to expose his identity—which I haven’t done yet. But I will if Locker 299 doesn’t hold my notebook.

It made sense for him to want my notebook. With nearly forty entries, the notebook gives him weeks of dramatic secrets to post. His web hits will soar to insane numbers, and people I care about will be hurt. Words are explosive weapons, striking deep into heart and soul.

But wait a minute…how can it be Erik? I found the wooden box in my locker before I threatened to expose him if he didn’t return the notebook. How is that possible?

I’ll figure it out later—once I have my notebook back.

When we reach the school, one of our fears is confirmed.

While the athletic fields are open for the public, the school buildings are padlocked for the night. There’s no way to get to the lockers—unless we break in. I have my key-spider lock pick, but I won’t break into my own school.

 “Drats.” I coast my bike between Leo’s gyro-board and Becca’s bike. “I don’t want to wait until tomorrow.”

“You won’t wait a full day,” Leo points out. “According to my calculations, the school opens in only 15.3 hours.”

“There may be a way inside.” Becca shields her eyes from the setting sun and peers off to the back field where baseball, soccer, and other sports are played. In the distance I hear the rumble of a lawn mower again.

“How?” I ask.

“A smile is more effective than a key.” Becca whirls her bike around and pedals down a side road.

Leo and I look at each other, shrug, and then hurry to catch up with her.

The rumble of the lawn mower grows louder, and I recognize our groundskeeper, Mr. Thompson, riding it. Not far away, some kids practice baseball. I can’t even guess what Becca is planning until she parks her bike on the sidewalk, then runs over to Mr. Thompson.

“What is she doing?” Leo asks, stopping his gyro-board beside Becca’s bike.

I shake my head. “I don’t know. But she’s waving at Mr. Thompson.”

“He turned off the mower,” Leo says with a puzzled tilt of his head. “Should we go over there?”

“I don’t think she needs our help.” I stare as Becca’s smile widens while she talks to Mr. Thompson. I can’t see his expression beneath his thick, black beard, but he’s nodding and stepping off his mower.

“They’re coming this way!” Leo says.

Becca leads the groundskeeper over to our bikes. He smells of sweet grass as he tips back his cap to smile at us. “So I hear you have a problem,” he says in a gruff, kindly voice like he really is Hagrid come to life.

“Um…yeah, I guess we do,” I say with a questioning look at Becca.

“Not to worry,” Mr. Thompson says, and I notice the expensive watch on his tanned arm. He may not brag about his reality-show win, but that watch isn’t from a discount store.

“Mr. Thompson volunteers at Wild Oaks, weeding and gardening,” Becca explains to us.

“I believe in giving back to my community,” the groundskeeper says modestly. “Your mother is doing so much to help animals.”

 “She works hard,” Becca admits. “But she couldn’t do it without all the volunteers and donations.”

Mr. Thompson nods, and I suspect he’s also one of the people who donate.

“Always glad to help for a good cause.” He has a huge bunch of keys to every lock at the school, and he sorts through them now until he holds up a shining silver key. “I’m not just groundskeeper—I also do some of the custodian work. I’ll wait here while you run to your locker. Be quick, since I’m bending the rules.”

He leads us to the back school gate. Becca and I park our bikes, while Leo taps the remote for his gyro-board so that it follows behind him like an obedient puppy. Mr. Thompson’s keys jangle as he opens the gate for us.

Feeling Mr. Thompson’s gaze on my back, I turn to Becca. “Does he know that it isn’t our locker?”

“I told him the truth,” Becca says simply.

“Which version of the truth?” I ask.

“I said it’s urgent that I get into Locker 299.” She slowly smiles. “I can’t help it if he thinks it’s my locker.”

“We’ll find out who owns it soon.” Leo points to a bank of lockers near the gym.

 “I have my key spider with me,” I add, patting my backpack. “Although I don’t think it’ll open a combination lock.”

Locker 299 is the last locker in the top row, scratched and battered like ballplayers used it for target practice.

I pull out my key spider, but Leo waves it away and presses his ear near the combination dial. “I’ve studied how to crack combination locks. You just listen for the tumblers to click.”

“Or you reach out and open the door.” I point. “The lock is broken.”

I nudge Leo aside and tug on the door handle. As I pull on it, the door falls open.

Holding my breath, I look inside…


- Chapter 20 -

Sweet Celebration
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“It’s here!” I reach into the locker and hug my precious secret-filled notebook.

“Fantastique!” Becca comes over to peer inside the locker. “Nothing else inside. I was hoping for another clue or a written confession from the thief.”

“I have my notebook back!” I hug it like a mother reunited with a lost child. “It’s like a miracle.”

“According to my calculations, there was a 61 percent chance the notebook would be recovered,” Leo says. “I expected it to be here.”

I’m too happy to be annoyed by Mr. Know-It-All. I caress the smooth green cover of my notebook. I’ll never, ever take it to school again. The secrets will stay safe in my hidden drawer and will never leave my room.

Of course this doesn’t mean the secrets are still secret. The thief probably read them and copied the pages. If it’s Erik, I know his secret so he won’t reveal any more of mine. But what if someone else is guilty?

When we return to the gate, Becca flashes her sweetest smile at Mr. Thompson. “Thanks so much!” she tells him.

“Found what you needed?” the burly groundskeeper asks.

“Oh yes!” I say, still hugging my notebook.

“You’ve been so kind and we’re really grateful,” Becca adds.

“Glad to help out.” Mr. Thompson’s massive key ring jangles as he locks the gate behind us. “Now I’ve got mowing to finish. Have a great day, kids.”

I flip through my notebook. “I’m so glad I have it back. And it’s in good shape. No rips or missing pages.”

Becca grins. “Another mystery solved by the CCSC!”

“Our combined skills make us a great team,” Leo says.

“We haven’t been much of a team lately,” I say, hurt feelings rushing up to catch in my throat. I glance down at my sneakers, noticing a blade of grass on my left toe. I reach down to brush it off, then glance uneasily at my friends.

Leo knits his brows at me. “The CCSC is very important to me.”

“Is something wrong, Kelsey?” Becca studies me. “I thought you’d be happy you got your notebook back.”

“Yeah…I am but you’ve both been busy with other friends so much lately that it’s like I’m in our club alone.” I suck in a deep breath, not wanting to complain, but holding my real feelings inside would be dishonest, like lying. So I dig deep and spit it all out. “My feelings are hurt…Like you don’t care about our club—or me—anymore.”

“You can’t be serious.” Leo tilts his head as if trying to figure me out. “I had no idea you felt that way. I’ll admit I don’t always pick up on social cues and I enjoy helping Frankie out. But I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

“Me neither.” Becca reaches over to squeeze my hand. “Don’t feel left out. Didn’t I invite you to join the Sparklers?”

“Temporarily.” I twist the Sparkler necklace between my fingers, the light chain surprisingly heavy on my neck. “I don’t care about the Sparklers, but the CCSC means a lot to me. Belonging to a club of friends who work to help animals makes me feel like I’m doing something important.”

“And it’s fun,” Becca adds. Then she leans in to whisper, “Here’s a secret for your notebook: I care more about our club than the Sparklers.”

A heavy weight inside me lightens and I realize I’m smiling.

“I apologize if I’ve injured your feelings,” Leo says with such a confused expression that I feel sorry for him. “I didn’t know you felt left out. We can keep the club the same just like you want. We don’t need to add any new members.”

He sounds so sad that I feel a little guilty. But I don’t want Frankie in our club so I nod. “Our club has been really successful,” I say in a more cheerful tone. “We’ve solved mysteries and reunited pets with their owners. And we even donated half of our reward money to the Humane Society. I vote we celebrate our success. Do I hear a second?”

“Second,” Leo says, raising his hand.

“And third. But can we wait till tomorrow?” Becca asks. “I promised Mom to help with the animals.”

 “Sure. After school, let’s celebrate the Case family way.” I straddle my bike, then turn back to my friends with a big grin. “A cookie-making party at my house.”

“Irresistible invitation.” Leo smacks his lips together. “I’ll be there.”

“I never say no to cookies,” Becca says. “Eating or making them.”

We curve our fingers into a C, bump knuckles, and air-shape the letter S, then kick off and ride away.

As I pedal home, I’m thinking about the CCSC and smiling.

It’s strange how a few hours can change everything. I don’t feel alone anymore. I have my green notebook. And my club mates and I are going to have a delicious cookie celebration.

Sure, there are still troubling questions: Is Erik the notebook thief? How can we get Albert to eat? And where does my brother go when he vanishes?

I don’t expect to hear from Becca until tomorrow, so I’m surprised when I’m getting ready for bed that night and Mom comes into my room with the phone. I wait till Mom leaves the room, then ask, “What’s up, Becca?”

 “Kelsey!” She squeals so loudly that I pull the phone away from my ears. “You’ll never guess what I found out!”

“What?” I sink down on the edge of my bed to brace myself.

“I just checked the Corning Comic’s website,” she says breathlessly.

“Did he post more of my secrets?” I tense and grip the phone tight.

“The opposite—all the cartoons are gone. The website has been shut down.”

“But why?” I switch the phone to my other ear as I walk over to my window and stare into darkness. “I asked him to delete the post about Sophia—not his whole site.”

“You really scared him. Way to go, Kelsey. You used your superpower wisely.”

Something doesn’t add up but I’m thrilled the site is down. I rake my fingers through my hair. “I guess this means he stole my notebook.”

“Sophia will be so happy. I’m going to call her now and convince her to come back to school and not quit the play.”

“Good luck,” I say, but I’m more confused than ever as I hang up the phone.

Before I go to sleep, I take my notebook from my backpack. I stare down at the green cover with Notebook of Secrets black-inked across the top. Writing down secrets is fun and makes me feel like Harriet the Spy 2. But it would have been horrible for my family and friends if the secrets were exposed.

So I have to quit.

No more collecting secrets.

Kneeling in front of my wooden chest, I slide the book inside. The hidden drawer closes with a soft thud. And I vow never to open it again.
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The next morning, Becca isn’t waiting for me at my locker, but Leo is there with an excited expression as he waves a printout.

“I have information on Reggie,” Leo announces with the enthusiasm of a TV game-show host. He kind of looks the role too, in a shiny black vest over a starchy white shirt and formal black slacks.

“Did you talk to Reggie?” I ask eagerly.

“No—but thanks to Frankie, we’ll have his phone number soon.”

Frankie again, I think. Frowning, I turn to my locker and grab my science book.

I slam my locker door shut and turn back to Leo. “Great work,” I say.

“Actually Frankie did all the detective work,” Leo explains. “Working in the drama club, he knows a lot about actors and says professional actors usually have an agent. He found the phone number for Reggie’s agent, Emily Shaw.”

“That’s great! Did you call her?”

Leo shakes his head. “Conversing with informants is a job for our social operative so I gave Becca the number.”

“Did I hear my name?” Becca asks, coming into our conversation. She looks chic in a tie-dyed wrap dress with a knotted front and a rainbow ribbon woven in her black ponytail. “Are you having a club meeting without me?”

Leo furrows his brow indignantly. “This is clearly not a club meeting. Our meetings are only held in the Skunk Shack.”

“Becca was just joking.” I chuckle.

“But it wasn’t funny like a pun or a knock-knock joke.”

“Not all jokes are actually jokes,” I try to explain, but I can tell by Leo’s puzzled expression that he doesn’t get it. Shrugging, I turn to Becca. “Leo was just telling me about finding Reggie’s agent. Did you call her?”

“Not yet.” Becca pushes a loose black curl from her face. “It’s too early so I’ll wait till later. Poor Albert misses Reggie so much. The sweet shelled baby is moping around and still won’t eat.”

“Albert could die without Reggie,” I say with a heavy heart.

“Once Reggie is aware of the situation, he will return,” Leo says confidently. “According to my calculations, assuming he finds out about Albert today and factoring in the speed of travel by car, Reggie will be back Saturday evening.”

But will that be soon enough for Albert?

I fall into step with Becca as we head for class through the crowded halls. Overhead lights flash on Becca’s silver crescent moon necklace, and I touch the identical necklace I’m wearing. After the fund-raiser tomorrow, I’ll return the necklace. My temporary Sparkler status will be over. And to be honest, I’m relieved.

Becca is the only one at the Sparkler table. I glance around and see Tyla and Chloe waiting in the fast food line. Sophia is absent again—probably still too upset to return to school. Dumping my backpack on the floor, I sit beside Becca.

She leans close to whisper, “I talked to the agent! I was super nervous because a Hollywood type with famous friends might not even talk to a kid. But she didn’t hang up on me!”

“Did she tell you Reggie’s number?”

“She said she can’t divulge client info.” Becca rips into a bag of chips. I’m surprised but pleased that she’s brown-bagging her lunch like me. “But after I explained about Albert, she was really sympathetic because she had a desert tortoise when she was little. She said Reggie was filming in a remote location, but she’d contact him and ask him to call me.”

“The sooner, the better for Albert.” I open my brown bag and unwrap a triple-layered honey ham sandwich on banana nut bread. “Now we just wait.”

“My phone is on vibrate so I don’t miss his call.” Becca pats her backpack.

We talk about Albert for a while. Becca saw him drinking water, but otherwise he hides in his shell.

“Speaking of tortoise shells—look what I’ve designed,” Becca says in a brighter tone and holds out a square of cotton fabric. “Does it look like a tortoise carapace?”

The fabric is fawn brown blended with a shimmering gray. “It’s gorgeous,” I say.

“I’m sewing a club vest for each of us,” she says excitedly.

“A club outfit.” I smile. “I love it.”

“Love what?” Tyla interrupts in the chilly tone she uses just for me. Chloe follows behind her, and they sit down across from us.

“Kelsey was admiring my new design.” Becca waves the square of fabric.

“Why are you wasting time with that instead of creating face-painting designs?” Tyla says with a disapproving sniff. “That’s what I spent hours doing last night.”

Tyla plops her large sketch pad between the lunch trays, and then Becca and Chloe spend the rest of lunch admiring Tyla’s drawings. I sneak peeks too, although I pretend not to care. I have to admit that she’s very talented. Her mermaids look magical with hair spilling like ocean waves, and her unicorns seem to fly and leap off the page.

“Each unicorn has a crescent star necklace,” Tyla says with a dramatic finger snap. “Just like a Sparkler!”

I tune out Tyla and think of cookies.

When I told my parents I wanted to have a cookie celebration, they loved the idea. Chef Dad was the most enthusiastic. He offered to have ingredients ready to make his most popular cookie creation: ChipTastics. These jumbo cookies are a sweet and salty combination of nuts, chips, and candy pieces. I don’t know what the secret ingredient is because Dad won’t reveal that recipe to anyone.

We’ll have the kitchen to ourselves, although Dad will be close by if we need help. Mom said she’d read in her room. My sisters will be at a school dance. And my brother? He says he’s going “out”—whatever that means.

I hope he doesn’t end up in jail.

When school ends, I race to meet Becca as she leaves her last class.

“No call from Reggie,” Becca says before I can even ask.

“Drats.” We fall in step, weaving through throngs of kids. Fridays are always a little crazy with everyone hurrying to escape school for the weekend—even teachers.

We’re not meeting at the Skunk Shack because Becca has to do chores before she can come to my house.

“Leo texted that he’s tweaking FRODO, but he’ll be on time for the cookie celebration,” Becca adds.

“He’s not with Frankie?” I ask, surprised.

Becca shrugs. “Guess not.”

It’s strange to be home so early on a school day, but kind of nice. I lounge on my bed and pick up where I left off in Harriet the Spy. Harriet’s friends won’t talk to her because they read her notebook, and I wish I could tell her to tell them the truth. A spy doesn’t have to reveal all of her secrets, but she needs to be honest with her friends.

After dinner and dish-washing duty, Dad shoos me out of kitchen. “I’ll get everything ready for your cookie celebration.”

Pans clang and cupboards creak open, then bang shut while I wait in the living room. The TV blares a sitcom but I’m not paying attention. I keep glancing at the wall clock, counting seconds.

When the doorbell rings, I jump up. I race for the door, but Mom gets there first and invites Becca and Leo into our apartment.

Mom goes to her room while I lead Becca and Leo into the kitchen.

 “Voilà!” Dad says with a dramatic flourish of his hands toward the kitchen island, which is arranged with cookie sheets, a mixing bowl, measuring cups, and plastic containers of sugar, flour, and other ingredients.

“Since this is your celebration,” Dad says with a twinkle in his eyes, “I’ve mixed the dry ingredients—including a few secret spices—but left the rest for you. Be sure to grease and flour the cooking trays. Here are the printed instructions.” He hands me a paper. “I’ll be in the living room watching The Laughing Chef. Come get me if you have any questions.”

“One question, sir,” Leo says with a polite raise of his hand. “Are we measuring in the metric system?”

Dad chuckles. “Let’s stick to the U.S. style of quarts, teaspoons, and tablespoons.”

“What kind of cookies are we making?” Becca asks.

“ChipTastics—my most popular cookie. They have everything in them! Yogurt chips, chocolate chips, toffee chips, raisins, walnuts, almonds… and a few mysterious spices,” Dad says proudly. “Don’t worry if you make a mess—that’s part of the process. You can clean it up afterward. Have fun.”

Fun is very, very messy.

I point and laugh at Becca’s flour-splattered cheek. She pretends to be mad and throws flour at me, which goes up my nose. I sneeze, then grab a fistful of flour and hurl it at Becca. She ducks—and flour splatters Leo. He shakes off the flour, then reels back and throws two handfuls at both of us.

Laughing and sputtering, we look like flour-dusted ghosts. But we settle down, wash up, and get busy baking cookies.

We make more cookies than three kids could ever eat. And we only burn one tray of cookies—leaving an acrid odor blending with sugary sweetness.

I’m slipping on an oven mitt to ease the hot tray from the oven when I hear a burst of music. Becca changes her ringtone frequently, and her current melody is from an Ariana Grande song.

Becca wipes her chocolate-smeared fingerprints on a towel, then grabs her phone from the counter. “Hey, Chloe,” she says; then she goes quiet.

She’s quiet while she listens, her cheerful expression darkening like an eclipse of the sun. “Are you sure? But she can’t do that!”

Who can’t do what? I wonder.

 “Nooooo!” Becca cries like a moan. “We can’t survive without her help!”

“What’s wrong?” I rush over to Becca, Leo’s footsteps padding behind me.

Becca shakes her head, staring down at the phone screen even though it’s gone black. She slips the phone into her pocket, then turns toward us.

“Tell us,” I say anxiously. “What did Chloe say?”

“It’s a disaster.” Becca shakes her flour-sprinkled dark head. “Sophia and Tyla had a huge fight.”

“Is that all?” I say with some relief. “They argue all the time.”

“Not like this.”

“At least they’re talking now,” I point out.

“But they’re saying terrible things to each other. Sophia still thinks Tyla told the Corning Comic about the bribe. Tyla called her a liar, and it got worse from there.” Becca brushes flour from her ponytail, then tosses her ponytail over her shoulder. “Tyla and Sophia are at war. Even if we tell them the Corning Comic found out because he read your secrets, they’ll still hate each other.”

“You can tell them if you want.” I give her shoulder an encouraging pat. “But they have to solve their own problems.”

 “Their problem is my problem.” Becca folds her arms to her chest. “And it’s yours too.”

I frown. “Why?”

“Tyla refuses to help out at the fund-raiser because Sophia might be there. And Sophia says she won’t come because Tyla might be there. Now neither of them will be there. So it’ll be just you, me, and Chloe.” Becca sags against the kitchen island. “Chloe will pick up the face paints from Tyla, but she can’t paint faces.”

“I can’t either.” My hearts sinks.

“And I can’t do it alone.” Becca moans. “Our booth is going to lose money—not make it. This is the worse thing ever.”

I agree with her…but we’re both wrong.

When Becca’s phone rings again, things get much worse.


- Chapter 21 -

ChipTastic
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“It’s Mom,” Becca says as she turns away to talk in the phone. She just nods, listening until her shoulders go rigid, and she gasps, “Albert!”

When she hangs up, I grip her arm. “Has something happened to Albert?”

“Nothing yet, but it’s going to.” Becca grimaces.

“What?” Leo and I ask.

“The lady from the tortoise club—Abigail—has found a home for Albert.” Becca scowls. “Mom is thrilled. She says it’s a great solution.”

“No!” The kitchen smells sweet with cookies, but there’s a bitter taste in my mouth. “She can’t give Albert away.”

“She says it’s the only way to get him the best care. His new home will be in Valencia—over 350 miles south—with someone named Tortoise Tom who rescues tortoises. Mom says he’s excited to get such an old Aldabra and is already preparing an enclosure for him with a pond and heated building. It’s the perfect place for Albert—” Her voice breaks and she sinks down into a kitchen chair.

I come over and put my arm around her.

“Maybe it’s for the best,” I say. “We don’t even know if Reggie will come back. If he got the big acting role, then he has to stay in LA.”

“He’ll come back,” Leo says stubbornly. “Reggie wouldn’t abandon Albert.”

“Then why hasn’t he called?” I argue.

“Kelsey’s right.” Becca sniffles. “We can’t count on Reggie to take Albert back. He abandoned him with us. If he doesn’t care enough to keep Albert, then he’s not coming back. And tomorrow Tortoise Tom will come for Albert.”

“How can your mother meet with him when she’ll be at the fund-raiser?” I point out. “She’ll be too busy.”

“She’s taking Albert to the fund-raiser in the sanctuary’s animal trailer. Hank and other volunteers are helping transport Albert. Mom is super excited because a tortoise will be a great addition to the fund-raiser—especially one over a hundred years old. She thinks having Albert there will boost donations and adoptions for the other animals.”

“It probably will,” I agree. “But I don’t want Albert to go away.”

“Neither do I.” Becca takes her phone from her pocket and talks into it. “Reggie, why haven’t you called me? Albert needs you! We’re running out of time.”

“Why the sad faces?” Dad booms as he comes into the kitchen. He peers around, probably noticing some spots of flour we missed cleaning. “Something go wrong with the cookies?”

“No, they’re fine,” I say.

“If it isn’t about cookies, what’s the problem?”

Dad’s always been a great listener—maybe that’s where I got the trait—so I tell him the truth. “Double bad news.” I spot a chocolate stain on the counter and scrub it with a rag. “Not only is Wild Oaks losing a really cool tortoise, but tomorrow the Sparklers’ face-painting booth is doomed.”

“Doomed? That sounds serious.” Dad wets a rag and wipes one of the counters. “Anything I can do to help?”

 “Can you face paint?” I ask.

“I can’t paint people, but I can paint faces on animal-face cupcakes,” Dad says. “I make a delicious snow-dog cupcake with whipped cream and sprinkles.”

“Sounds yummy, but we need a face painter.”

“It’s all about earning money for the Humane Society, right?” Dad points out. “Whatever you bring in will be appreciated.”

“But our booth will probably lose money since the face paints costs so much and only Becca can paint faces,” I say.

“Tyla could paint a face in five minutes—but it takes me fifteen.” Becca groans. “Even if we raise the price to five dollars a face, I can’t paint fast enough.”

“What are the hours for the fund-raiser?” Leo asks.

“Ten to four,” Becca answers.

“According to my calculations, if you paint for six hours without taking a break you’ll make one hundred twenty dollars,” Leo says.

“Almost the cost of Tyla’s fancy face paints.” Becca twists her pink-streaked ponytail. “If only we’d come up with a booth idea that everyone could agree on.”

 “Kelsey says the Sparklers all love my cookies.” Dad speaks quickly, his voice rising with excitement. “Why paint faces for little profit when you can sell my cookies and donate all the profits? You already have three dozen of my famous ChipTastics.” Dad waves his hand at our heaping cookie platters. “If we work together, we could double that amount. I’ve been wanting to do my part to help the fund-raiser.”

“Sell cookies instead of paint faces?” Becca stares at Dad in surprise.

“Why not do both?” Dad suggests.

“And I’ll help,” Leo adds as he takes down a cooking apron. “I planned to go anyway. Becca can paint faces and the rest of us will sell cookies.”

“Wow!” I grin. “Great idea, Dad.”

“Fantastique!” Becca flashes a huge smile. “Thank you, Mr. Case! You may have just saved our fund-raiser.”

“Anything for a good cause—and for my kids,” he adds, playfully tugging on a curl of my hair. “So why are you standing around? Let’s make cookies!”
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Mom joins in the cookie production line. And when my sisters get home from their dance, they offer to wrap the cookies in decorative bundles. My sister Kenya does a lot of DIY (do-it-yourself) craft projects. She brings out a spool of metallic gold ribbon and ties off each bag of cookies with it. More practical than creative, but equally clever, Kiana shows us how to use the edge of the scissors to curl the ribbon into spirals.

We’re all working when my brother comes in, sweaty and tired. He doesn’t ask what we’re doing and stomps directly into his room and closes his door.

Several hours and more than two hundred cookies later, I’m exhausted in a good way. Despite everything that went wrong today, our cookie celebration was a delicious success. After my friends leave, I sink into my bed, expecting to fall into a deep sleep.

But my brain runs like a hamster on a spinning wheel. I can’t stop thinking about Albert and unsolved mysteries—like why my brother would need a lawyer. I imagine him behind bars in prison orange. I worry about Albert too. What if he dies of a broken heart? Tortoise Tom might have lots of experience with tortoises, but he’s not Reggie. Albert needs his family.

Mysteries torment me too. Was it really Erik who left the ransom note and the wooden puzzle box? He never admitted it; I assumed he was guilty because the Corning Comic site was taken down.

But the wooden box with the clue to my notebook was placed in my locker before I talked to Erik. Why pretend he didn’t know about my notebook if he’d already taken the steps to return it? And the timing of his website shutting down is weird too. He knew I’d get my notebook back and keep his secret, so why delete his website? I only asked him to take down the cartoon about Sophia.

Stop thinking and go to sleep, I tell myself. But my hamster-wheel brain circles around and around facts and questions. Finally, I snap on my light and go over to my closet. I take down my spy pack and pull out two baggies of evidence.

Evidence A: The green disk or button or game piece. I still don’t know what it is, but it’s the only real clue I have to what was inside my brother’s large, white box. I pick the disk up and turn it over between my fingers, feeling like I’ve seen one of these somewhere recently. But where?

Evidence B: The ransom note with its bits of papers from magazines. There’s a photo of a half-smiling, half-frowning clown face on the back of one of the “ransom” scraps and a logo from a trendy teen magazine. Erik probably has lots of magazines since he’s interested in photography, but I’m surprised he’d have a fashion magazine like InbeTWEEN. Was I was too quick to hang a “guilty” verdict on Erik?

But if not Erik, then who?

Studying the scraps of paper, I focus on the happy-sad clown face. It has some meaning, I’m sure. But what?

One way to find out.

I toss on a robe and go into the living room and power up the computer. I put in keywords like “clown face,” “smile,” and “frown.”

And there’s the exact image on my scrap of paper.

The picture is defined as: two masks, one smiling and one frowning, generally accepted as the symbol of the two aspects of theater. The smiling mask signifies comedy, and the frowning mask signifies drama.

OMG! The drama club uses this image on their posters.

I hold the note up to my face and sniff that odd flowery-chemical scent again. I was wrong about it coming from the paper—the smell of hair spray mixed with mouthwash is coming from the glue!

The paper eyeball stares up at me, and olfactory memory (as Leo would say) takes me back a few days. I replay the sequence of events that began when I accidentally brought my notebook to school. Puzzles shift into place and I can see the big picture.

I know who’s guilty.


- Chapter 22 -

Accusations
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The Humane Society fund-raiser is a Case family event.

Usually we all pile into our van and go together. But since Mom is an animal control officer, she has to be there early in her animal control truck. I’m going with her since I need to be there early for the Sparkler booth.

The fund-raiser is being held at Bluff Vista Park, which has grassy acres of oaks and pines that sweep into a high bluff overlooking the Sun River. It’s in an exclusive area of Sun Flower near a golf course and a fancy development of new, very large homes. When we arrive, lots of cars and official vehicles are already there, including the sheriff’s patrol car and a truck and trailer from Wild Oaks Sanctuary.

Mom looks great in her uniform and beams with pride as she locks up her work truck.

“This is going to be fun,” she tells me, tucking her keys in a pocket. “I can’t wait to pass out brochures on responsible pet care and spay-and-neuter clinics.”

“That’s all you’re going to do?” I ask. “Sounds boring.”

“Not at all! I love giving advice and answering questions.” She picks up a leather briefcase, then goes around to the back of the truck. “Also I get to run this cool machine that makes personalized pet tags.”

I almost ask Mom to make a tag for Honey, but I haven’t told her about my kitten. Becca’s mom is the only adult who knows Honey is mine. Someday, I’ll bring Honey home—when we move out of the no-pets apartment.

Mom carries a heavy box that must contain the pet tag maker, and I stack two boxes of cookies in my arms. I scan the rows of festive booths, some still in the process of being set up and others waving banners and balloons inviting visitors. Becca told me the Sparkler booth is on the third aisle at the bluff end of the park. Trees thicken around the uphill path to the bluff, which I’ve heard offers a gorgeous view of Sun River and would be fun to hike.

“There’s my booth.” Mom points to several long tables covered with a white canopy on metal poles. “If you need anything, come find me.”

“Thanks, Mom.” I shift my arms for a better grip on the cookie boxes.

It takes a while to find the Sparkler booth. I walk up and down aisles, admiring all the booths. While the main objective of the fund-raiser is to raise funds, the goal is also to teach people to be responsible pet owners. One booth has tables and chairs set with animal coloring books and crayons for kids. I flip through one of the books and read captions about pets that have been rescued and adopted through the Humane Society. Another booth offers free pet grooming for dogs and cats adopted during the event. There are booths just for fun too, like balloon popping. (I told the Sparklers this was a good idea, but no one would listen.)

My favorite activity is the Puppy Raceway, where the first puppy race is scheduled for noon. Puppies race around obstacles and are rewarded with treats. All the puppies in the race are up for adoption. Another activity is the Furry and Fabulous Fashion Show, where a 4-H group has made glamorous outfits for older cats and dogs who are harder to adopt. I pause at this booth to wave at a cocker mix with just three legs that barks hello.

As I weave through the aisles I see lots of familiar faces from school: Erik, Ann Marie, Tori, Mr. Thompson, and Mrs. Ross. I spot Becca’s mother with Wild Oak volunteers at a large booth with animal crates. Hank and a few other men are carefully unloading Albert off a wheeled cart. I head over to see Albert but stop when I hear someone call my name.

“Kelsey!” I turn to see Leo waving from the drama club’s booth. It’s decorated with sets and costumes from The Lion King. A bulletin board announces that every hour, actors in jungle costumes will perform scenes from the play. They’re raffling off gorgeous wrapped baskets on display with stuffed zoo animals and play tickets.

I spot Frankie smearing yellow face makeup on a stocky kid—I think his name is Haydon—who stars as Simba in the play. The drama teacher, Mrs. Ross, and her assistant, Perrin, struggle to fit a humongous lion headpiece on Haydon. I study Perrin; his curly black hair is pulled back in a bandana, and he’s wearing a medieval-looking puffy-sleeved shirt like a pirate. He struts around giving orders to other kids like he thinks he’s the boss. I’ll bet he already knew Sophia had the part when he accepted the theater tickets from her.

“Hey, Leo,” I say, walking over. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to help out with cookie sales.”

“I’m waiting to talk to Frankie. But it could be a while.” He gestures to Frankie, who is gluing wild-animal hair onto Simba’s arms.

“Did you notice who else is here?” Frowning, I point to Perrin. “He’s the reason Sophia dropped out of the play and isn’t here today. I’m tempted to go tell him off.”

“Don’t waste your breath. Jerks like that don’t care whom they hurt.”

“Instead of taking the tickets from Sophia, he could have told her that she would probably get the part on her own,” I say angrily. “But he’s so stuck on himself, I bet he’s the one who told the Corning Comic about the bribe.”

“That’s what Frankie thinks too.”

I pause to think this over then shake my head. “But the Corning Comic returned my notebook and was so afraid I’d expose his identity, he even took his website down.”

“Um…he didn’t.” Leo sucks in a deep breath. “I did.”

“You?” I choke out.

Leo lowers his voice, leaning closer to me. “It didn’t seem right what he was doing, hurting people with cruel cartoons. I don’t like bullies. So I shut him down for a few days.”

“Wow” is all I can say. I know what Leo did was wrong too, but I can’t help but be impressed.

“Frankie better hurry up,” Leo says, abruptly changing the subject. “I promised to give him a demonstration of FRODO’s olfactory directional ability.”

I look at Leo’s empty hands. “Where is the smelly robot?”

“He’s not smelly,” Leo says with an insulted sniff. “FRODO can identify odors better than any human. I left FRODO in Mom’s car. I was going to show Frankie before I helped with the cookies, but he’s too busy transforming actors into jungle animals. Isn’t he great at it? He could really help the CCSC with disguises.”

 “I’m sure he could,” I say with a twinge of guilt because I still don’t want Frankie in our club.

“I’ll walk with you to the Sparkler booth and talk to Frankie later,” Leo says.

The Sparkler booth—really just a canopy over three tables and four chairs—is half-hidden beneath a shady oak—not an easy location for customers to find. Becca is the only one there.

“Finally, some help!” Becca rushes up to us. “Chloe just texted that she won’t be here for an hour—and she has the decorations and face paints.”

I frown at the two bare tables underneath a plain white canopy. No banners or colorful decorations like the other booths.

“We may not have fancy decorations to attract customers, but we have something better.” I hold out the boxes in my arms. “ChipTastic cookies!”

“Yummm. They smell amazing,” Becca says with a happy sniff.

“I’ll be your first customer.” Leo pulls out a wallet from his pocket. “How much are the cookies?”

“Five tickets a bag,” Becca says. “But before any cookies are sold, we need to set up the booth.”

She shows me where I can display the cookies. I arrange them on a rectangular table while Leo hangs the Sparkler banner—the only decoration we have until Chloe shows up—over the top of the booth. Becca sets out chairs and a small table for face painting. I borrow some paper and a pen from another booth to post the price of the cookies. While I’m working, I sneak peeks at my friends, wondering if I should tell them who stole my notebook now or wait till later.

It’s going to be a shock—and one of them isn’t going to like it. Maybe I should wait till after the fund-raiser or tomorrow…or never.

This isn’t a secret I can write down in my notebook and keep to myself. I’ve solved a mystery, and they both need to know. Then we need to confront the thief.

So when we finish arranging the booth and Leo starts to leave to buy tickets, I put my hand on his arm. “Wait,” I say. “Could you sit down? You too, Becca. I need to tell you something important.”

“What?” they both ask.

“I know who stole my notebook.” They stare at me with dropping jaws and widening eyes. I rush on before I lose my nerve. “My first suspect was Tyla until I figured out it couldn’t be her. Next I suspected Erik, since he’s the Corning Comic and posted that secret about Sophia. But I wondered why he’d shut down his own website if he had my secrets—unless he never had them” I give Leo a meaningful look. “I realized Sophia’s secret going viral had nothing to do with my notebook.”

“How else did Erik find out about Sophia?” A crease deepens between Becca’s brows.

“Mrs. Ross’s assistant, Perrin, probably told him. I think Perrin took that information to the Corning Comic, hoping to get something in return.”

“So who did steal your notebook?” Becca says.

This is the hard part. It was easy to suspect Erik since he isn’t a close friend and he had M-O-M: motive, opportunity, and means. But the guilty person is someone close to one of my CCSC friends. I clench my hands together. “The ransomer is—”

“Ransomer is not a real word,” Leo interrupts.

“It is for us,” Becca argues. “Shush! Let her finish.”

“I studied my clues and realized a connection between a photo on my ransom note and a suspect. Also there was an odd smell from the ransom note, and I knew who was guilty.” I look directly at Leo and drop the bomb from my lips. “Frankie.”

“Absolutely not.” Leo glares. “Frankie had no reason to steal your notebook.”

“He’s the only one who could have,” I say sadly.

“You’ve never liked him and are being totally unfair!” Leo’s face reddens with outrage. “You have no proof.”

“The glue on the ransom note has a weird smell—like hair spray and mouthwash. The same smell that came from the glue on Frankie’s desk. It’s probably some special glue for actors. And one of the magazine photos used for the ransom note had a theater mask symbol on the back—the same symbol I saw backstage.”

“Frankie did not steal your notebook!” Leo glares at me like I’m his worse enemy. “It could have been anyone in the drama club.”

“He did it out of revenge,” I insist. “I didn’t vote for him to join our club so he stole my notebook.”

“He did not!” Leo shouts so loudly that a family passing us stops to stare.

Becca lowers her voice. “Kelsey could be right.”

“Not you too! I’m not going to listen to your lies!” Leo throws up his hands, then storms past the cookie table and out of the booth.

I jump up to go after him but Becca pulls me back into the chair. “He needs time to cool off.”

 “Leo hates me,” I say with an aching heart.

“No, he doesn’t, but he won’t believe you without proof.”

“I don’t know how to prove it, but I’m sure Frankie is guilty. He had opportunity—hanging out with Leo let him know what we were doing. Means—he could easily find out my locker combination. And revenge for keeping him out of the club is a strong motive.”

“All guesses—not proof,” Becca says, and she’s right.

But how do I find proof? I puzzle over that. The glue smell and mask photo are good clues but not enough to convince Leo. It would be more convincing if I could find a copy of InbeTWEEN magazine in Frankie’s possession—especially if there are cutout words and pictures. But where would he keep it? His home? Locker? Backstage office?

Before I can come up with a plan, customers lured by the sweet scent of ChipTastics arrive. While Becca takes tickets, I hand out the cookie bags. Some customers remember Dad from when he worked at Café Belmond. A petite young woman with angel designs on her jacket says she used to stop by Café Belmond for Dad’s croissants. “Your father is a culinary genius!” she raves, then buys ten bags of cookies.

We’re super busy until Chloe shows up with the decorations and face paints.

Chloe decorates the booth, then takes over the ticket-collecting so Becca can paint faces. While I hand out cookies, I keep looking through the sea of faces, hoping to see Leo.

Finally, when sales slow down (probably because the animal fashion show has started), I push away from the table and tell Becca I’m going to look for Leo.

“He’s probably at the drama club booth,” she says.

I nod grimly. “With Frankie.”

But when I get there, I only find Mrs. Ross and some actors in jungle animal costumes. No Frankie or Leo.

“Excuse me, Mrs. Ross.” I tap her shoulder.

The teacher’s long snake-like braid whips around as she turns toward me. “I’m kind of busy here, Kelsey.”

“I’m looking for Frankie and Leo,” I say quickly.

“They were here about an hour ago. They talked for a while, then suddenly Frankie took off running. He left so fast that he dropped his cap.” She gestures to a table where I see a familiar green cap. “Leo ran after him, and that’s the last I saw of them.”

Alarm shivers through me. “You don’t know where they are?”

She shakes her head. “I’ve tried calling Frankie’s cell, but he doesn’t answer. The actors are performing in twenty minutes, and I need Frankie’s help with the costumes.”

“I’ll go look for them,” I say.

“Thanks, dear. When you see Frankie, tell him to hurry back. It’s almost time for our first performance. Oh, and give him this.” She hands me the green cap.

Turning the cap over in my hands, I get a bad feeling. I’ve never seen Frankie without this hat. Holding it tight, I start searching for the boys.

I start at the entrance and go through aisles, peering in every booth. When I pass the Wild Oaks Sanctuary booth, I see a group of parents with their kids admiring and snapping photos of Albert. The tortoise lifts his head, as if trying to be friendly, but his eyes are sad. I want to go over and comfort him, but I have to find the boys.

Weaving through the crowded aisles, I swivel my head back and forth, searching.

No sign of Frankie or Leo anywhere.

Could they be in the boys’ restroom? But going there could be awkward. Still, it’s the only place I haven’t checked. I wait outside, watching two guys go in and a father with a small son exit. When the two guys come out moments later, I’m sure no one is inside—unless Frankie and Leo went in there to talk privately.

I bite my lip and wonder, One little peek can’t hurt…Right?

I glance around to make sure no one is watching, then cautiously open the door. “Uh…Frankie? Leo? Are you here?”

A deep adult voice calls back, “No!”

I slam the door fast and run away.

With my hands on my hips, I look around all the booths, growing worried. Where are those boys? I remember Leo saying he wanted to show Frankie his smelling robot. Of course. With renewed hope, I head for the parking lot. It’s so crowded that some cars are parked on the dirt. I go up and down the rows of vehicles, looking into every vehicle.

Still no Leo or Frankie.

Could they have returned to the drama club booth? I start back but stop when I hear a shout. I turn and there’s Leo, running toward me.

“Leo!” I’m so happy to see him that I throw my arms around him—until I realize that I’m hugging a boy. I jump back. My face burns hot with embarrassment.

Leo’s face is red too, but probably because he’s been running.

“Have you seen Frankie?” he asks me in a rush.

“I was going to ask you the same thing.”

Leo’s blond hair is mussed, sweat drips from his forehead, and there’s dirt on his black slacks. “I’ve lost Frankie.”

“What happened?” I ask.

“He wanted to know why I was angry at you and Becca, so I told him the truth.” Leo’s shoulders slump. “I expected him to get angry and say you were wrong—but he didn’t. Instead he looked scared and then ran from me…like a guilty person. I chased after him through the aisles, but when he headed up for the bluff path, I lost him. I must have hiked the trails for an hour, calling his name and looking everywhere. But there are too many trails, and I couldn’t see much through the dense trees. Finally, I turned around and came here.”

“Why the parking lot?” I ask, glancing around.

“Mom’s car is here.” He walks to a cream-colored Sorento and pulls a key from his pocket.

“You can’t drive,” I say.

“Actually I can, but I’m beneath the age limit and a car can’t go where I’m going.” He pops open the car trunk. “Frankie is somewhere in those trees, and FRODO will lead me to him.”
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Follow That Smell!
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“Will this help?” I show Leo the green cap Mrs. Ross gave me.

“Frankie’s hat! Thanks. His scent will be strong on this.” Leo tucks it and FRODO under his arm and hurries toward the hill.

“Wait!” I grab him by the arm.

He shakes me off. “I have to find Frankie.”

“Not alone. I’m going with you.”

“But you don’t even like him.”

“I don’t dislike him—I just don’t trust him. Besides, he’s your friend and I want to help you find him.” I glance back at the colorful tents and crowds. “We should let someone know where we’re going in case we get lost.”

 “It’s impossible to get lost with FRODO to guide us.”

The parking lot rises below the park and a path leads high into hills, mostly to walking trails leading to a cliff overlooking the river.

“What will you do with Frankie’s cap?” I hurry to keep in step with Leo as he heads up the hill where weeds and trees thicken into eerie shadows.

“FRODO will follow the scent, starting from where I lost Frankie’s trail.”

“Why not wait for Frankie to return on his own?”

“He should have come back by now. Frankie knew the drama group was going to perform soon. He wouldn’t have abandoned them.”

“You never know how someone will react when they’re upset,” I point out. “I’m sorry I was right about him.”

“Why would he steal your notebook?” Leo pauses to catch his breath. “It’s illogical. He told me he likes you.”

“Even though I wouldn’t vote him into our club?”

“He doesn’t know. I hoped you’d change your mind so I only told him the requirements for new members.”

 “Oh.” Now I really feel guilty. “I guess we’ll find out his motive when we find him.”

“If we find him.” Leo worries as we climb a trail into shadowed trees. “I have a bad feeling.”

To hear Leo say this shoots a jolt of fear through me. Leo operates on facts, not emotions. And I get a bad feeling too.

We follow the main path, which is well traveled and smooth. Just as I spot the fork in the path he told me about, I hear the sound of footsteps pounding behind us. Leo hears it too, because he stops, hope rising on his face.

“Frankie?” he calls as he whirls around.

Wrong, I think, seeing Becca approach. She’s out of breath, her face reddened from running.

“I saw you running up here and hurried to catch up. What’s going on?” Becca bends over slightly, resting with her arms balanced on her knees. “I wasn’t sure I could catch up with you.”

“Frankie is missing.”

“I’ll help you look for him,” Becca says.

“Great,” Leo says. Then he lifts his hand in the CCSC signal.

Becca and I make the hand signal too, and then we bump fists. I smile at my club mates. Solving mysteries is better with friends.

Leo leads the way, slowing only when we reach a fork in the path. Three trails branch out—right, left, and straight ahead for the cliffs. But the narrow cliff trail looks like it was made for animals, not humans, and disappears into rising boulders. Unfortunately, this is the trail Leo takes. We follow, ducking under prickly branches and climbing rough boulders, until we reach a plateau of rock.

“This is where I lost him,” Leo says.

He sets FRODO down, clicks buttons on the remote, then presses the green cap to FRODO’s sensors (which look like eyeballs).

A colored button flashes green and an arrow points straight ahead—where there’s no path. When I look closer, I see trampled grass and a broken branch.

“Follow FRODO,” Leo says.

And we do.

We wind through trees, turning right and left, and pushing away thick bushes. We’re so high now that I can hear the rush from the river far below the cliffs. Kids are warned to stay away from Sun River and told that if the undercurrents don’t drag you down, the chilly water will freeze you to death.

“He has to be up ahead,” Leo says, pointing to dense trees. “Unless he doubled back, he must be beyond those trees.”

The ground dips and drops into rocky crevices, so we have to crawl part of the way. My hands are scraped when we get through the rocky path and stand beneath the towering trees.

“So where is he?” Becca frowns.

“Not here.” I shrug, looking around.

“I don’t understand.” Leo presses a button on his remote. “FRODO’s indicators say that Frankie is here. The arrow points ahead to the cliff. We’re on the cliff, but he’s nowhere in sight. There’s no way else for Frankie to go.”

“But there is,” I say as fear slices through me.

And I point to the cliff.
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Cliffhanger
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A scraggy tree hangs at an odd angle over the edge of empty air. Soft dirt shimmers with mossy-green dew and crumbly rocks. One patch of dirt is scuffed with skid marks disappearing over the cliff—like something or someone has fallen.

“OMG!” I cry.

Becca grabs for my hand, horror reflecting in her dark eyes.

“Frankie.” Leo’s gasp tumbles like a heavy rock from his gaping mouth.

We’re frozen in what seems like forever, staring at empty sky beyond the cliff. In my mind, I see it happening: Frankie running, too upset to watch where he’s going until he’s sliding on the cliff’s edge, the mossy grass slippery. His arms flail as the ground crumples beneath him and he falls…

“It’s too horrible!” Becca sobs and throws her arms around me. “No one was here to help…He didn’t have a chance.”

“Poor Frankie.” My heart aches as I look over at Leo who just stands there, staring at the cliff.

“We should do something,” Becca says.

I nod, tears stinging my face.

Leo is made of stone, saying nothing. Neither of us makes a move to look over the edge. Like when I went to my grandfather’s funeral and couldn’t bear to look inside his coffin.

Did Frankie land on the rocks, or is the river his coffin?

I walk over to Leo, touching his arm. “We…we should go for help.”

“Help…”

I’m staring at Leo’s face but his lips haven’t moved.

“Help…” I hear the faint cry again.

Leo must have heard it too, because he’s rushing to the cliff’s edge and kneeling over to look down.

“Frankie!” he screams.

Snapping out of my shock, I run over beside him, careful not to get too close to the edge as I peer over.

Then I see him, a blue stripe of hair on dark black and a face so pale he could be a ghost—except that he’s alive! Frankie clings to a root with both hands, one foot perched on a tiny rock jutting from the cliff and the other dangling over a steep drop down to a ribbon of river. If he falls, he’s dead.

“I’ll pull you up,” Leo shouts down.

“I’ll help.” Becca leans over, twisting the end of her black ponytail.

“We all will,” I add. “Hang on, Frankie!”

“What do you think I’ve been doing?” Frankie calls up in a shaky voice.

Leo bends over, stretching as far as he can. But there’s about a two-foot gap between Leo’s reaching fingers and Frankie’s grasping hands.

When Leo turns to me, his face is ashen with terror. “We need help!”

“I left my phone at the booth,” Becca says with a helpless gesture.

“Leo, what about your phone?” I ask.

He takes it from his pocket, then hangs his head in shame. “No power…So much happened last night that I forgot to charge it.”

I don’t know if I’m more shocked that Frankie is dangling over the cliff or that organized Leo forgot to charge his phone.

But my brain clicks into calm clarity, and I say, “I’ll run back to the fund-raiser and get help.”

Becca shakes her head. “No, you stay here with Frankie. I’ll run to my mom’s booth and get Hank and the other volunteers to help.”

“Tell them to bring rope,” Leo adds.

“Leo,” Frankie calls up feebly. “Go…get…Mom.”

“I won’t leave you,” Leo insists.

“You…you’re the only one who…who knows Mom.” Frankie sucks in a weary breath, his knuckles white as he clutches the tree. “Get Mom…please.”

Leo’s face is grim as he nods. Then he and Becca are running, disappearing into trees. And it’s just Frankie and me.

I’m sweating fear but trying to stay calm as I kneel down on the dirt. I hang my head over the ledge.

“Frankie, are you okay?”

“Never better.” His laugh is more like a gasp.

“Hold on tight.”

“Yeah.” He’s clinging awkwardly to the branch, his face streaked with dirt. “I am…but…getting tired.”

“You’re doing great. Help will be here soon,” I say, hoping my words are true. I worry he’s weakening. “Don’t give up.”

“I never…never give up,” he says, then adds in a ragged voice. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for falling off a cliff?”

“That too…but not what I meant.” His grip on the root slips and he grabs at it, dirt tumbling like dark snow around him.

“Save your energy,” I call out, fear clutching my heart.

“But…but in case”—a groan—“if I can’t hold on long enough…I want you to know I never meant to hurt anyone.”

“Is this some kind of confession? Well, forget it,” I say furiously because he’s scaring me. “Save the confession until later. Your safety is way more important than a stupid notebook.”

“Leo said you know I took it,” Frankie chokes out.

“That doesn’t matter now.”

“But it does—to me. I want you to know why.”

“I don’t care why you did it. Just hold on and save your energy.”

 “Talking helps keep…keep me from freaking out.”

“Okay, then talk. Do not freak out. Do not fall!”

“Not on my to-do list.” He gulps. “Besides, things I mean to do don’t always work out. I only took the notebook to impress you.”

“There are better ways to impress me,” I say with a groan. “Stealing isn’t on the list.”

“It was supposed to be fun. Leo said members in your club had to be”—he sucks in a raspy breath—“good at puzzles, solving mysteries, and being trustworthy.”

“You stole my notebook so I’d trust you?” I ask in confusion.

His grip on the branch is so fragile that I clench my hands together as if I can hold on for him. “It was a spy game,” he finally says so softly that I strain my ears to hear. “I took the notebook so you could follow clues to finding it—like the games Leo told me you did in your club.”

“Leo told you about our spy games!” I exclaim.

“Not much…just that you…you tested him and Becca.” He pauses to catch his breath, then talks fast as if he’s running out of time. “I thought if I did the same for you, you’d want me in your club. After Tyla shouted that you had secrets in your notebook, I followed you to your locker, spying to learn your locker combination. I took your notebook, then pieced together a ransom note from magazines.”

“InbeTWEEN magazine was one of them,” I say.

“Yeah.” His voice seems weaker.

“I figured out you were guilty because of the glue.” I need to keep talking, encouraging him to hang on. “You used a stinky glue.”

“Spirit glue. Actors use it for putting beards and hair on faces. The school buys a stinky brand because it’s cheaper.” He starts to laugh, but it turns into a cough when dirt falls into his mouth. When he can talk again, he continues. “I was so proud of my ransom note—my first ever.”

“My first too,” I admit. “But why lead me to a closed donut shop and then not return my notebook?”

“It wasn’t about the notebook; it was about the dog. I saw that dog in the park on the way to school…a lost pet.” He coughs. “So I left school a little early—I can do that since drama is my last class—and caught the dog. I left him for you to find, so you could get the reward for your club.”

 “Wow” is all I can say.

“You were supposed to find the notebook by following the puzzle-box clue.”

“I couldn’t figure it out.”

“Didn’t you ask Leo for help?” He moves his hands slightly and dirt tumbles down, down, down to the distant river below. I squeeze my eyes shut, terrified. When I open my eyes, I focus on Frankie’s face as he continues talking. “I thought Leo and Becca would help you solve the puzzle.”

“I didn’t show it to them right away,” I admit.

He doesn’t say anything, his glance shifting down toward the river below.

“Look up at me! Hold on! Don’t you want to know why I didn’t show the box to Leo and Becca?” I speak fast and loud, desperate to keep him gazing up at me.

“Yeah,” he says feebly. “Tell me.”

“Leo was busy with you, and Becca had the Sparklers. So I tried to prove I didn’t need their help. But it turns out I did.” I think back. “I thought Erik Taylor stole my notebook because of the Corning Comic’s cartoon about Sophia. But you already know Erik is the Corning Comic since you read the notebook.”

 “No.” He starts to shake his head, but that makes his fingers slip so he goes still. “I know now…but didn’t.” His words come out in ragged gasps. “I didn’t read…your notebook.”

“But you must have! All those secrets—how could you resist?”

“I glanced…but I didn’t read…well…until I saw Leo’s name…couldn’t believe he’s only eleven.”

“Almost twelve,” I point out.

“In three weeks,” Frankie whispers. “He doesn’t want a party.”

“He’s embarrassed about his age.” I frown. “Does he know you know?”

“No…Age doesn’t matter…He’s the best friend I ever had.” He sucks in a ragged breath, then continues. “He said you’d let me join the club if I could solve mysteries, help animals, and earn your trust. The puzzle box was a mystery, and I found the lost dog. I didn’t read your secrets—except Leo’s—so I’m trustworthy.” He breathes in and out slowly. “And I left a new secret…never even told Leo. Can I…I be in your club?”

I really feel low, like a slimy bug that deserves to be squished. So what if he stole my notebook? He didn’t do it out of meanness, but to prove himself to the CCSC. And I was too suspicious and unforgiving to give him a chance.

Frankie makes a choking sound. There’s a horrible sound of dirt falling.

“Hold on!” I lean over the edge, desperately looking for a way to reach him. But he’s too far down…and slipping. His foot gives way. He dangles in midair, held up only by a sagging tree root that showers a dirt waterfall.

“Can’t…hold on…much longer…” Frankie gasps.

I look around desperately. I have to help him! But what can I do? I can’t risk leaning over any further because the rocky dirt I’m kneeling on isn’t very firm. I can’t reach him.

Ohmygod! What if he falls and all I can do is watch?

My heart pounds as if it’s trying to escape from my chest. I stare down at Frankie, no longer seeing a boy who can’t be trusted…but a friend I may lose.

“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “Just hang on, and when you’re safe, we’ll take a vote on letting you into the CCSC. You have my vote. I promise.”

“Really?” Hope shines from his mud-streaked face.

“Yeah.” I nod. “Your ransom note was cool. The puzzle box really clever. And catching a fast dog like Bobbsey proves you’re good at helping animals. You’ll make a great addition to the CCSC.”

He smiles feebly. “What…what does CCSC stand for?”

“Leo didn’t tell you?”

“No…a…club secret.” His voice is so weak I can barely hear him.

“It’s the Curious Cat—”

I don’t get any further because there’s a shout from behind me.

When I turn, I see Leo, Becca, her mother, Hank, and a stocky man wearing a red bolo tie.

Help is here!
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Tortoise Tom
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A heavy rope dangles from Hank’s callused hands, and he offers the end of it to the man wearing a bolo tie. Bolo Tie Man ties the rope on a tree trunk, his thick fingers twisting the rope into a complicated knot.

“Hold on, son!” Hank calls out as he carries the loose end of the rope to the cliff.

I stand on wobbly legs, reluctant to lift my gaze from Frankie as if I’m holding him up by sheer will. But I move away from the cliff to give the strong men plenty of room for the rescue. I squeeze between Becca and her mother.

Mrs. Morales shouts down to Frankie, “We’ll get you out.”

 “You’re going to be okay,” Becca adds.

Frankie opens his mouth to reply, but I hear nothing except the terrified pounding of my own heart.

Hank tosses the rope down to Frankie. “Grab hold of it,” he says gently.

“I’m…I’m afraid to let go,” Frankie sobs.

“You can do it,” Becca encourages.

“Take the rope!” I cry.

“I don’t wanna fall…” His voice cracks. “Where’s my mom?”

“She’s coming,” Becca answers. “Leo is bringing her. But you need to focus on getting up here. Take the rope, Frankie.”

“I’ll loop it so you can let it drop over your head,” Hank calls out. “Once it’s on your waist it’ll tighten, and you can grab hold of the rope while I pull you up.”

Frankie sobs, but he doesn’t argue.

Becca, her mother, and I stand back. We cling to each other, watching the two men ease the rope down to Frankie. When I hear a cry and the sound of falling dirt, I grit my teeth hard so I don’t cry out.

There’s a scraping sound. Shouts. The rope is lifted. And when I see a blue curl over Frankie’s black hair, I whoop for joy. He’s safe!

A woman screams Frankie’s name, and Leo appears with a woman who looks just like Frankie—same raven black hair and dark eyes. She rushes forward to Frankie, sobbing and laughing as she throws her arms around her son.

“Mom!” he cries, hugging her.

It gets crazy after that with more adults coming forward to help, but fortunately the danger is over. We’re a strange parade of adults and kids as we wind back down the woodsy path to the festive booths. The Humane Society fund-raiser continues, with only a small group aware of how close this fun event came to becoming a tragedy.

Leo refuses to leave Frankie’s side, and they go with the flow of concerned adults. I turn to Becca. “I guess we should get back to the Sparkler booth.”

“Not yet,” she says. “We need to go to my mom’s booth.”

“Why?”

She frowns. “He’s leaving.”

From her sad expression, I immediately know who she’s talking about.

Bolo-Tie Man is Tortoise Tom—and he’s come to take Albert away. All my happiness at Frankie’s rescue fades away.

“You must be the kids who’ve been helping this fine tortoise,” Tortoise Toms greets us, smiling. “What an amazing creature! I haven’t seen an Aldabra that old and in such great shape for years. You’ve done a wonderful job caring for him.”

“Not us,” I say softly. “His owner, Reggie, took great care of him.”

“But didn’t keep him,” Becca’s mother puts in, her expression critical. “Albert will be happy with Thomas.”

“That he will,” Thomas booms, the strings on his red bolo tie wiggling. “No worries about the tortoise. He’ll get the best care possible. And as a bonus, he’ll have the company of some lovely female Aldabra tortoises.”

But he won’t be with his best friend, I think sadly.

“You kids go say your good-byes,” Thomas tells us. “I’m in no hurry to leave. I’m going to check out the food booths. I heard there’s some award-winning chili that sounds delicious.”

After he leaves, Becca and I walk over to the makeshift tortoise pen. Albert is beside a shallow tub of water. His head is tucked in like he’s sleeping. I call his name and he doesn’t move. Becca tries too, but still no response. So we call him together, and his wrinkly neck lifts toward us.

“Let’s get closer to him,” Becca says, stepping over the gate.

We kneel next to Albert, stroking his neck and speaking to him softly. We say encouraging things, like how cool his new home will be and how popular he’ll be with his new girlfriends. His black eyes study us, but they’re like gray clouds darkening as the skies prepare to storm.

“So everything turned out great,” I tell Becca in a forced upbeat tone. “Frankie was rescued. Dad’s cookies are a hit. And the mystery of my missing notebook is solved—Frankie explained why he took it.”

While we sit on each side of Albert, I tell Becca everything Frankie said. When I’m finished, her eyes practically pop out. “He did it to impress us?” She flips her ponytail over her shoulder. “Seriously, that’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“It worked though, because I am impressed. Not only did he come up with creative clues, but he was so stealth that I never suspected him.”

 “But aren’t you mad he stole your notebook? Now he knows your secrets—and one of mine.”

“No, he doesn’t.” I say. “He didn’t read our secrets so he doesn’t know about your mo—”

“My mother,” she finishes, biting her lip.

“Yeah. Do you want to know her secret?” I ask as I gently stroke Albert.

“I’ve suspected something fishy was up with her. She’s been acting weird lately, wearing perfume and fussing with her hair. She’s dating someone, isn’t she?”

I nod. “Are you okay with that?”

“As long as it’s not another cowboy,” she says with a wry smile.

“It’s not.” It feels weird to talk about my secrets. I’m so used to hiding them, but I want to be honest with Becca. So I tell her about seeing her mother kissing the sheriff, and she doesn’t freak out.

“I guess that’s not too bad,” she says, looking relieved. “I like the sheriff.”

We’re quiet for a few minutes, and my thoughts drift back to Frankie.

“There’s something else I have to tell you,” I say to Becca.

“Are you dating someone?” she teases.

 “Me? No way.” I laugh. “But I told Frankie I’d vote for him to join the CCSC.”

“I thought you didn’t want any new members.”

“True,” I admit. “The three of us are the perfect team, and I love our club the way it is. But Leo really wants Frankie to join.”

“Do you want me to vote him in?” Becca reaches into a food bin, picking up a carrot that she offers to Albert. He sniffs, then turns his head away.

I frown, not sure what to say. I don’t want our club to change, but Frankie is clever, resourceful, and great with disguises. I sigh. “Vote for him,” I say.

Becca gets a thoughtful look on her face. “I have an idea about how to keep things the same and yet change too.”

“What?”

“We vote Frankie in as an associate member.”

“Associate?” I wrinkle my brow. “What does that mean?”

“Frankie joins our club, but you, me, and Leo are still the main members. The three of us will meet after school like we do now, but when we have a mystery to solve or go out looking for lost pets, our associate member can join us.”

I grin. “We’ll change and stay the same. I love it!”

A short while later, Mrs. Morales, Hank, and Tortoise Tom return.

“Get your good-byes said?” Tom asks, wiping chili from his shirt and licking it off his finger.

Becca and I nod, stepping away from Albert.

It seems like so much is changing too fast. Albert is going away and I may never see him again. Leo doesn’t sit alone at lunch anymore, and his new friend will join our club. The CCSC is changing, but with baby steps.

Change takes times to get used to, like sitting with the Sparklers and being temporarily part of their group. Friendships change too, rising and falling, then coming back together stronger than ever.

Next week I’ll go back to sitting with Tori and Ann Marie at lunch. But my afternoons will be all about the CCSC with Becca, Leo, and sometimes Frankie.

I glance up at Becca as she hugs Albert, the Carapace Chic scrunchie in her hair shimmery in silvery gray and tan like the Aldabra’s shell.

I come beside Becca and wrap my arms around Albert too.
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As I get ready for bed that night, I’m feeling pretty good. Frankie is safe, the Sparkler booth made more money than expected, Albert has a good home with Tortoise Tom, and the CCSC solved another mystery.

I’m pulling back my comforter when I hear a tap on my door. Mom comes in and hands me the phone. “It’s Becca,” she says and closes the door behind her.

“Sorry for calling so late but this can’t wait,” Becca says in an excited rush.

“What?” I sit on the edge of my bed.

“Frankie found him!” She practically screams so that I have to pull the phone away from my ear.

“Huh?” I’m not sure I heard right. “Frankie found who? Start at the beginning.”

Becca sucks in a deep breath. “Remember how Frankie found Reggie’s agent and I left a message with her for Reggie?”

“Right. But Reggie never called back.”

“Well, Frankie wanted to prove he could solve a mystery, so he contacted a friend of his mother’s—she used to work at a Hollywood talent agency. The friend tracked Reggie down to a remote desert location, and Reggie just called me!”

 “Yay!” I do a little happy dance.

“I nearly fell over when I heard Reggie’s voice on the phone,” Becca goes on excitedly.

“He explained everything and apologized for not contacting us sooner.”

“Why didn’t he?” I think of Albert’s sad dark eyes and how much he missed Reggie.

“He’s been working in the desert without a cell signal. He hadn’t gotten the message from his agent. Frankie’s friend had to call several people just to get a message to him. When Reggie found out Tortoise Tom had Albert, he called him right away and they worked out a deal.”

“What kind of a deal?”

“Reggie’s career is going strong so he plans to move to LA, but he can’t keep Albert until he’s settled. So Albert will stay with Tortoise Tom for a while and Reggie will pay expenses. Whenever Reggie gets time off, he’ll drive up to visit. Reggie cried when he told me Albert is part of his family. He said once he gets him back, he’ll never let him go again. Then he told me about the film he’s making and said I could tell you and Leo about it,” Becca adds with a squeal. She says it’s an Indiana Jones–type adventure but on the moon. The movie won’t be out for a year, so Reggie has sworn us to secrecy.

That night I take my notebook of secrets out of the hidden drawer. I was reluctant to write it in again, but where else can I put down important secrets?

I flip to the last page and lift my pen, ready to write, when I see unfamiliar printing. Frankie’s writing, I know immediately, and I remember him saying he gave me a secret of his own.

Secret 36. When I was a toddler, I was in diaper commercials and famous as “Rank Frank.” I did air freshener, mouthwash, and soap commercials, and even some about farting. Funny when you’re a little kid, but embarrassing when you get older. By age eight, I wasn’t cute anymore. No one would hire a kid known for being stinky. So we left LA and moved to Sun Flower. I liked being a normal kid and kept “Rank Frank” a secret. No one knows I was once famous—except you.

Frankie is Rank Frank! I remember those commercials because they made me giggle. But I never would have guessed Frankie was that little stink-bomb kid.

His secret is safe with me, I think as I slip the notebook into the hidden drawer.

Then I climb into bed with a smile full of secrets.


- Chapter 26 -

Unmasked
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The next morning Dad announces “Special Order Day,” which means we can all request our favorite breakfast and he’ll make individual orders like our home is a fancy restaurant. I can’t decide between frosted-flakes French toast or a fruit blast smoothie, so Dad makes me both.

By the time everyone has their special orders, it’s practically lunch.

Kyle glances at the clock and jumps up from the table. “Got to go!”

He doesn’t say where, but Mom and Dad nod like they understand and my brother dashes out of the room. I make an excuse to get up from the table and follow him to his bedroom, spying around a corner until he steps out into the hall.

And guess what’s tucked under his arm?

A large white box.

I have a good idea where he’s going, and I will not lose him this time.

As I hop on my bike, Kyle is already pedaling around the corner. He obeys all traffic rules as usual so it doesn’t take long to catch up with him. With spinning wheels and pumping legs, I follow, staying back about a block so he won’t spot me.

He stops for a red light—and even for a green light that is close to turning yellow. I duck behind a parked truck, peeking out until the light changes to green again. Then I look around for Kyle—but he’s gone.

I want to scream in frustration until I realize it doesn’t matter because I know he’s going to the mini mall. If I hurry, maybe I can catch up with him.

But when I get to the mall, I don’t see my brother or his bike anywhere.

I’m sure he went into a building—and I have a good idea which one.

Swallowing courage, I lock up my bike and stride over to the law office. The same witchy receptionist guards her legal lair. I walk right inside and storm past her to the hallway.

 “Wait! Stop!” she calls but I ignore her.

I look up and down the hall, glancing inside two open doors and seeing only empty rooms. But the door at the end of the hall is closed. There’s nowhere else for Kyle to go. He has to be in there.

Still, this is a lawyer’s office—serious stuff happens behind these doors. How can I just burst in without an appointment? I hesitate for only a split-second before I hear the receptionist shouting. It’s now or never.

So I reach out, twist the handle, and push the door open…

A woman wearing a pale-pink suit is bending over a briefcase on a table. Across from her is a tall teenage boy with light-brown hair. Is this the boy Talla was talking about? He looks nothing like Kyle.

So where’s my brother?

Before the pink-suited lawyer can interrogate me, I whirl around. I run out of the law office so fast that humiliation can’t catch up with me.

Breathing hard, I go back to my bike, ready to quit my search and go home.

But movement in front of Prehistoric Pizza catches my eye. I smile at the familiar dino face. Maybe Talla saw my brother. I can’t get any more embarrassed than I already am.

“Talla,” I call out, coming over to the green-scaled dinosaur. “It’s me again.”

The dino girl waves her promotional billboard like a hello.

“Have you seen my brother?” I ask, my breath starting to slow to normal.

She shakes her dino head, green scales shimmery in the sunlight.

“But he just came by here,” I say, frustrated. “I know he did. You must have seen him ride by on his bike.”

She turns away, shaking her costumed head and gesturing for me to leave.

My shoulders slump and I turn around.

A thought hits me, and I turn back. I study the tiny, round scales on the dinosaur costume. Green, shiny scales exactly like the tiny, green disk I found in Kyle’s white box—a box big enough for a dino costume. There’s something different about Talla. She’s taller with broad shoulders, not talkative, and instead of hazel eyes, hers are brown—like my eyes.

“Kyle!” I say accusingly, pointing.

Dino backs away, moving toward the Prehistoric Pizza entrance. But a costumed dinosaur can’t move as fast as a determined sister.

“It is you, Kyle!” I say as I come around to block him.

“Quiet!” My brother shushes me with his finger to his dino lips. “Don’t shout my name. All my coworkers call me K. C. It’s bad enough having to wear this crazy costume, but it would be brutal if the guys at school found out.”

“But why hide a job? You should be proud of it,” I say. “Do Mom and Dad know?”

“Yeah,” he admits. “But they haven’t seen me in the costume. It’s so embarrassing.”

I know all about being embarrassed, I think with a shudder and a glance toward the lawyer’s office.

“So why work here if you don’t like it?” I reach out to smooth my finger over Kyle’s green-scaled arm.

“I’m saving money for college and was lucky to get a job I could do on weekends and after school. I had hoped to deliver pizzas but I don’t have a car,” Kyle adds with a wince.

“I saw you carrying a white box out to your bike a few days ago.” I hesitate, not wanting to admit I also snooped in his room. “Was your costume inside?”

 “Yes.” He lifts his floppy tail. “I keep it at work unless it needs to be cleaned. I had a pizza-sauce accident a few days ago and had to take it to the dry cleaners—which wasn’t easy on a bike.”

I glance around the parking lot and shops. “So where is your bike?”

“My boss lets me keep it in a back storage room.” He gestures toward the alley beside Prehistoric Pizza, and then he itches his head. “Sometimes I clean bathrooms and mop floors, but lately it’s all about this stuffy costume.”

“I think it’s adorable.” I laugh. “I’ll call you Dino Kyle.”

“No! Kelsey, you can’t do that to me. Don’t tell anyone you saw me here.” He clasps his clawed hands as if begging. “Please.”

“I won’t,” I promise, crisscrossing my chest.

As I ride off a few minutes later, I’m grinning.

Another secret for my notebook.
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When I get back home, I can smell a celebration even before I step into my house. Dad must be baking his special Happy Everything cake—with so many amazing flavors that I don’t know what ingredients he uses but it’s delicious.

My sisters pounce on me when I step into the living room, tugging me toward the kitchen. They usually scoff at wearing look-a-like clothes but are both in identical purple, silky pajamas and purple ballet-styled slippers. Kenya’s black hair is twisted in a braid though, while Kiana’s ponytail is tied at the top of her hair so it looks like an erupting black volcano.

“What’s going on?” I look back and forth between their excited faces.

“Dad has a job!” they both scream.

I scream too and hug them, and we all dance right there in the living room. We haven’t danced like this since we were little kids, and it’s great. Mom joins in a few moments later, twirling me beneath her arm. My family has their faults, but when things get rough or wonderful, we support each other, and I love them.

After I catch my breath, I race into the kitchen where Dad is wearing an apron and whipping a concoction in a silver bowl.

“Congratulations!” I say, swaying back and forth like I’m still dancing.

 “I’m pretty excited.” He grins. “And it’s all your fault.”

“Me?” I touch my chest. “What did I do?”

“You used my recipe to make a few hundred cookies—which sold out yesterday at the fund-raiser.”

I nod, already knowing this. Face painting lost money but the cookies, which Dad donated, made a huge profit. Becca told me that Tyla didn’t even apologize for not helping, but she convinced Sophia to come back to the Sparklers and stay in the play. The play starts next week, and I’m looking forward to seeing Sophia perform. I don’t have to be a Sparkler to be her friend.

“While I was watching the puppy races yesterday,” Dad continues, “a woman came over to compliment me on my cookies. We got to talking, and when she found out I was looking for a job, she offered me one as a personal chef to her employer. And I accepted.”

“Wow!” I jump up excitedly. “Best news ever!”

“Even better.” Dad sets down the mixing bowl and looks into my face. “The family I’ll be working for owns a chain of resort hotels and lives on a large estate north of town in the hills.”

 “That’s near Becca’s home!” I exclaim.

“Yes, I think it is.” Dad pokes his finger in the frothy concoction and licks his finger. “Just right. Anyway, the house is a modern castle with a huge kitchen just waiting for me. And here’s the even-better part.”

I happily sink into a chair, staring up at Dad. “What?”

“My new boss wanted me to live in the castle so I can prepare meals all day. But when I explained that I couldn’t leave my family, he offered the cottage house—rent free!”

“A house! For us?”

“It’s not a mansion,” Dad says with a chuckle. “But there are five rooms. Go out to the computer. The photo is still up. Look for yourself.”

I race out of the room to find my sisters waiting for me by the computer.

“Check out our new home!” Kenya gestures with her hand like a model promoting a product.

“Sit here,” Kiana adds as she stands up to offer me the chair.

I stare at a photo of a white, two-story frame house surrounded by an orchard and with blooming flowers leading up to the house. The house may be called a cottage—but it’s huge! And the yard looks roomy enough for our dog, Handsome, and my kitten, Honey. I can finally take my kitten home! Of course, I’ll have to ask my parents, but I know they’ll say yes. I can’t wait to tell Becca and Leo.

Something else in the photo catches my eye—a gigantic oak tree in the front yard that’s taller than the house.

I imagine myself climbing into the tree and peering down from that high perch. Wild animals might come close without knowing they’re being watched.

I might even discover a new animal mystery for the CCSC to solve.


Look for more Curious Cat Spy Club mysteries in paperback!
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HC 978-0-8075-1378-1 | PB 978-0-8075-1383-5

Kelsey helps catch a runaway zorse with the help of the nicest and most popular girl in school, Becca. The two are walking home when they happen upon a litter of kittens trapped in a dumpster and Leo is the only person around who can help get them out. The three unlikely friends decide to work together to help solve animal crimes with their secret club.
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HC 978-0-8075-1378-1 | PB 978-0-8075-1383-5

When a mysterious stranger claims to own Becca’s beloved zorse, Zed, the Curious Cat Spy Club fears he might be responsible for abusing Zed in the past. Kelsey, Becca, and Leo are determined to uncover the truth before they have to give him away. But when a daring rescue attempt puts Kelsey in danger, does the CCSC have enough spy skills to save her, or could the team be in over their heads?


Read on for a sneak peek of the next mystery!
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HC 978-0-8075-1385-9

Kelsey’s dad has a new job and that means a new house—on the same property as a castle! Kelsey, Becca, and Leo can’t wait to explore, but what they find might lead to their most intricate case yet. How are an abandoned tree house, a wad of cash, a missing heirloom, and a mysterious creature roaming the grounds all connected? The Curious Cat Spy Club is determined to find out!


- Chapter 1 -

Monstrous!
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A shrill scream rips through the house.

I jump off the window seat, fling my mystery novel aside, race out of my bedroom and—Wham!—into the solid mass of big brother.

“Whoa, Kelsey!” Kyle’s hair is mussed like he just woke up from a nap. He puts his hands on my shoulders and peers into my face. “Why’d you scream?”

“Not me…Kiana,” I say as another scream echoes through the hall. I whirl around and run into my sister’s room, my brother close on my heels.

My older sister Kiana is perched on her bed, clutching a stuffed pink bunny to her chest like a shield. “Get the monster out of here!” she shrieks.

 “What monster?” Kyle scrunches his forehead, looking around.

“It moved too fast to get a good look, but I think it’s a fanged snake or horned lizard with a spiky tail,” Kiana says in a rush.

A fanged horned monster with a spiky tail?

I want to believe Kiana because she’s nicer to me than Kenya and sometimes she even helps me with my homework. But there’s no monster in her room—only the usual mess of clothes, shoes, and makeup my sisters never put away. There are still moving boxes too, even though it’s been a week since we moved from our cramped apartment into a two-story “cottage.”

“It’s in my closet!” Kiana points a shaky finger. “I saw a horrifying shadow on the wall then heard claws running into my closet so I kicked the door shut. It’s still there!”

“You only saw a shadow?” Kyle scoffs. “Don’t you know that shadows are always more exaggerated than reality? I’m not surprised you’re imagining monsters after you and Kenya stayed up late watching Jurassic Park.”

“That has nothing to do with this…this creature!” Kiana squeals, her gaze glued to the closet. “I came into my room to get my backpack and heard a crunching sound—and look! That thing chewed my book report!” Kiana picks up a shredded paper from her bed and waves it at us.

I stare at needle-sharp punctures and clawed stripes, and my stomach knots. As Spy Tactics Specialist in the Curious Cat Spy Club, I’ve trained myself to observe and analyze evidence. The claw and teeth marks are proof I can’t ignore. A horrible suspicion grows in my mind.

“A monster ate your homework?” Kyle throws back his head and laughs. “Try getting that excuse by your teacher.”

“It’s true! And it’s probably devouring my clothes and best shoes right now!” Kiana twists a curl of her dark hair around her finger anxiously. “Hurry, Kyle! You’re older and stronger than we are. Get rid of it!”

My brother’s smile fades fast. While he’s tall and can play a mean game of hoops, he’s not made of muscles or courage. And lately he’s been too busy researching colleges to play any sports. He glances uneasily at the closet, backing into the hall like he’s poised for a quick getaway. “I’ll go ask Mom to help. Catching animals is her job so she’ll know what to do.”

 “She’s working in the garden,” Kiana says.

“No need to bother Mom on her day off,” I say calmly even though my heart is thudding. I step forward. “I’ll do it.”

My brother and sister stare at me, shocked. I’m the youngest in the family after all, the little sister who’s usually so quiet no one notices me. They probably think I’m trying to prove I can be brave, but my offer has nothing to do with bravery. It’s the opposite. If my suspicion about the “monster” is right, I’m going to be in big trouble. My only hope is to get my sister and brother out of the room.

“I can handle this.” I visualize I’m a fearless detective from one of my novels and lift my chin confidently. “I’ve learned a lot about dealing with wild animals from hanging out with Becca at her animal sanctuary. Alligators, lions, and bears—they don’t scare me. Becca’s taught me how to protect myself, but I can’t protect both of you, so wait in the hall.”

Kiana frowns at her ripped homework then jumps off her bed and comes over to me. “I can’t leave you in here alone,” she says.

“Really, it’s okay. Don’t worry.”

As I say this, I hear rustling sounds from the closet and wonder what will happen if I’m wrong. Could there really be a spiked-tail snake-lizard in the closet?

“Kel knows a lot about wild animals, so she can take care of this,” my brother says with a shrug. “Come on, Kiana. Let’s get out of here.”

“But Kelsey could get hurt.” She tugs my hand. “Better my shoes get eaten than my baby sister. Let’s all leave and go get Mom.”

“Get Mom to do what?”

I spin around as Mom strides into the room. Curly brown hair falls out of her red headscarf and her gardening gloves are dirt-stained. Before she became a county animal control officer, she worked for a florist because she loves gardening.

I wish she’d stayed outside in the garden.

Things get worse when I hear Kenya’s and Dad’s voices.

Drats! Now my whole family is here.

“What’s going on?” Dad squeezes in beside Mom. He must have been in the kitchen working on a culinary masterpiece because he’s wearing his Eating Is a Necessity but Cooking Is an Art apron.

“Kiana, did you scream?” Kenya pushes past everyone to hug her. They both have long dark-brown hair like Mom’s and full lips like Dad, and everyone says they’re identical. But I can tell them apart. It’s Secret 28 in my notebook of secrets.

“Mom, Dad!” Kiana gestures wildly. “There’s a monster in my closet!”

Dad wipes his hands on his cooking apron as he chuckles. “Aren’t you a little old for imaginary friends?”

“It’s not a friend or imaginary! See what it did to my book report!” Kiana waves her ripped homework in the air. A corner breaks off and flutters to the carpet.

Mom pushes her hair from her eyes, leaning in for a closer look at the paper. “Hmmm,” she murmurs. “What does this monster look like?”

“Horrifying! It was huge like a giant lizard or dragon with wicked fangs!” Kiana spreads her arms and juts out her teeth like fangs. “And it had a spiky tail!”

“But you only saw its shadow,” I point out, hoping to calm everyone down and convince them to leave. “I’m sure it’s just a harmless rat. I can get rid of it.”

“No, you will not, Kelsey,” Mom says firmly as she steps in front of me. “Rats carry diseases. Kyle, go out to my work truck and grab my net.”

We all wait as if frozen in a movie frame. Kiana and Kenya stand close, their hands dramatically clasped together and their gazes fixed on the closet door like they’re in a horror movie. Dad stands by awkwardly like an extra, while Mom waits to direct the action.

Minutes later, Kyle’s footsteps pound down the hall and he hands Mom the net before he quickly ducks back into the hall.

Mom raises the net in one hand, reaching for the closet with the other.

I hold my breath as Mom twists the knob.

Slowly, the door opens…


- Chapter 2 -

Houdini Cat
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“Stand back, kids,” Mom warns.

The others huddle in the hall but I step forward to look inside the closet.

Just as I feared, I recognize the “monster.”

Of course, there’s nothing monstrous about my sweet kitten. Honey is adorable with long marmalade fur, white patches across her back, and a short stubby tail that’s twitching now as if she’s annoyed.

“Honey!” I rush forward to scoop up my cat. She mews with attitude, letting everyone know she does not appreciate being locked in a closet.

“Some terrifying monster.” Mom chuckles, the net dangling from her hand.

Kyle swaggers into the room. “I thought the monster had a spiked tail.”

“It did!” Kiana waves her arms emphatically. “It can’t be a kitten!”

“You only saw its shadow.” Kyle smirks. “I can’t believe you freaked out over an itty-bitty kitty.”

“I did not freak out.” Kiana glares at him. “Your scream probably registered on the Richter scale,” Kyle jokes.

“You were too scared to even look in the closet.” Kiana whirls away from Kyle to point at me, her fear switching to fury. “Kelsey, this is all your fault! Your cat destroyed my homework!”

Uh-oh. Now I have a monster to deal with—my angry sister.

“She’s only a kitten and doesn’t know any better,” I say in a mouse-squeak. Usually Kiana is nice to me, but when she’s angry—watch out! Arguing never works. My best strategy is to apologize and beg forgiveness. “I’m really sorry, Kiana. I’ll help you rewrite your book report.”

“As if a seventh-grader could do high school homework,” she harrumphs.

I hug Honey tightly to my chest, not sure which of our hearts is beating faster. “She won’t do it again.”

 “She better not,” my dad puts in firmly. “Kittens are too full of energy to run loose in a house—especially a house we’re living in rent-free because of the generosity of my new employer. We have to be careful not to damage anything. No stains on the carpet or broken windows or marks on the walls.”

I groan. Not another lecture about taking care of our new home. Sure, I’m grateful to Mr. Bragg. (That’s King Bragg from the resort hotel commercials with him wearing a crown while sky-diving into a luxurious swimming pool.) But Dad is so afraid something will go wrong and he’ll lose another job that he’s stressing everyone out. It’s not like we’re toddlers who draw on walls or spill juice on the carpet. Besides, the only reason King—I mean—Mr. Bragg offered us the house was because he wanted his new personal chef nearby to prepare his meals 24/7.

“I assured Mr. Bragg that my family was responsible,” Dad continues, not noticing that my siblings have sneaked away. “But Kelsey, I can’t allow a destructive animal in this house.”

“She’s not destructive, just playful,” I argue as my kitten bats at my hair.

“And very sweet,” Mom adds, stroking Honey’s silky fur. “But I agree with your father. Kelsey, you must keep a close watch on your kitten.”

“I will,” I assure my parents. “Her litter, food, and water are in my room. I’ll make sure she doesn’t get out.”

“If she causes any more trouble she has to go,” Dad warns.

“No!” I hug my kitten to my chest. “Honey won’t do anything wrong again. She’ll be a perfect little angel. I promise.”

I hope this is a promise I can keep.
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Dad offers to make tacos for lunch. His tacos are always delicious with his special seasoning and juicy organic tomatoes. I leave Honey in my room curled in her cushioned cat bed.

“You stay right there and don’t get into any trouble.” I wag my finger at her.

She blinks her golden eyes innocently as if to say, “Cause trouble? Me?”

“Yes, you,” I say firmly.

Shutting my door firmly, I hurry downstairs to join my family around the dining table. I plop a taco on a plate and take a big bite. Spicy tomato juice dribbles down my chin and I lick it off. Yum.

When my brother reaches for his third (or fourth) taco, Dad grins. “As the chef, I take that as a compliment. But don’t stuff yourself. We have an important dinner tonight.” Dad winks as if we need reminding despite him telling us a zillion times about our dinner invitation to Bragg Castle.

It’s not really a historical castle but it sure looks formidable with massive stone walls and turrets spiraling to the sky. It’s just past a grove of trees beyond our new home. I can’t wait to see inside the castle. But I’m kind of nervous too, because King Bragg is famous and I won’t know what to say to him. I’m better at listening than talking.

I’ll ask Becca for advice. She can talk to anyone. Sometimes I suspect she can talk to animals too, or at least understand what they’re saying since she helps her mother run their animal sanctuary. When I called her earlier, she was getting ready to give a bear a bubble bath. Yeah, a real bear.

Becca and Leo, our club’s Covert Technology Strategist, will be here in an hour to see my new home. When Dad first told us we were moving into a “cottage,” I expected something small and cozy like out of a fairytale. But a five-bedroom house is a cottage to the King of Resorts compared to his castle. I wonder if there will be suits of armor propped up like guards, secret passages, and a dungeon. Exploring a dungeon would be cool.

After lunch, I head up to my room to check on Honey. The door is shut just like I left it. As I step inside, I say, “Honey, I’m back.”

She doesn’t romp over to rub my ankles or meow to be picked up. And when I look at her kitty bed, only a catnip toy and fuzzy red blanket are there.

My cat is gone.
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